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To the ten to fourteen million German refugees who lost their homes, their sense of belonging, and often their lives—shall they not be forgotten, even if their plight has been eradicated from the maps of history.
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Annie’s and Werner’s Journeys
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Chapter One


Annie
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I didn’t survive because I was smarter, faster, stronger, more cunning, or better prepared; it was coincidence. Undoubtedly, I should’ve died, especially after what I did—in the end I survived.

But for what price?

What is lucky about a life filled with so much terror and hardship—a life in which one loses everything except for the shreds of cloth on the skin? Oh, I don’t mean possessions; I don’t mean things, not even precious keepsakes. I mean my mother and father and the intangible things, a life and future in a place I called home...my roots and sense of belonging—and Werner, the love of my life.

Still, I did make it out. I survived and forged a new existence. 

I tell myself that on days when the world turns gray, even black. When I feel the urge to hide and shut out all thought and wonder what the sense of it is. Isn’t there supposed to be a purpose—some kind of meaning—to a life? 

I’d always been free, had learned to take care of myself, had explored the country and my world with my best friend, Werner. Until like millions of others, I became a chess piece being pushed this way and that, manipulated, controlled, and administered by the criminals of the Third Reich, the dictators of Russia, the dictators of East Germany (and their spy network, the Stasi), by the unemployment office, and even by the refugee office, who told me what to think and do, where to sleep, and how to eat. I’d lost even the most basic sense of self-determination.

And over all of it hung the unmovable cloud of having lost Werner, of not knowing what had happened to him. 
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East Berlin, November 9, 1989
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The noise from the TV tears Annie from her sleep. Or maybe it is her daughter, Emma, who cries out, “Mama, you’ve got to see this.”

On the screen, men and women walk arm-in-arm, crying and shouting. They all somehow smile, even while they cry. “It’s over,” one says. “We are free at last.”

As those words reverberate through Annie’s sleep-fogged mind, Emma appears by her side, a coat in her hand. “Come on, Mama, let’s go and join them. The border crossing is open. Let’s go and look.”

“It’s late,” Annie says, thinking that despite this incredible news, she’d rather go to bed.

“Only 11:30.” Emma grins. “You already got a nap, let’s go.”

“You go. I’ll keep watching for a bit. Just smile at the cameras when you cross...and be careful.” She can never not say those words. Be careful. It’s stupid, really, but Annie is convinced that if she didn’t say them, something bad would happen.

Emma rushes to the old Chromat television, an investment that has taken Annie five years and all her savings to buy. “I’m just going to check the West channels. Let’s see what they are saying.”

“...it is unbelievable, folks. They are coming here by the thousands, a steady stream of laughing, happy people, our German neighbors,” a voice says. The camera pans over crowds of East Germans walking arm-in-arm past the wall that has divided East from West Germany for nearly thirty years.

Annie sits up, her eyes drawn to where Emma stands blocking the screen. Annie wants to say something, tell Emma to move out of the way, but all she does is listen to that voice. 

“...they are carrying bottles of wine and champaign, singing. Let’s walk over here and ask a few about this momentous night.” The commentator’s voice is deep and smooth and vibrates with excitement. But that’s not why—

“Mama?” Emma rushes to Annie’s side. “What’s the matter? You’re all pale and clammy. It’s the excitement, isn’t it? It’s too much—finally we are able to join our people.” Emma continues bubbling, but all Annie does is stare at the screen.

In front of the Berlin wall, a man is standing with headphones and a mic, interviewing East German revelers who’ve just passed through the Bornholmer border into West Germany. He is around sixty, with short salt and pepper hair and a matching close-trimmed beard. The camera veers back to the interviewee, a man whose worn jacket looks drab and colorless like all East German fashions. Come on, come on, go back, Annie urges the TV screen. She wants to look at the journalist again, must confirm... No, it cannot be, it’s all in her head. It’s been such a long time, forty-six years... She must be confused. 

“Mama, what’s the matter?” 

Annie ignores her daughter’s worried glance. Instead of rushing out the door, Emma slumps next to her and starts patting Annie’s hand. 

On the screen, the camera returns to the interviewer, the man with the gray beard. His eyes appear like dark chocolate, but it is hard to tell in the artificial light of the street lanterns. He still talks, yet Annie doesn’t hear what he says. Instead she searches his face, the shape of his nose, the cheek bones and strong forehead. The latter is creased, the hairline somewhat receded. He’d have to be...what? Sixty-one—old, like her. 

Annie urges the screen to show the name of the reporter, but there is none. The display flickers and the scene changes to another correspondent who points at cheering crowds sitting and standing on the wall. Their wall, the untouchable, impenetrable wall that separates east from west. The SED party of East Germany insists that they’ve been protecting them from the decadence of the west. But in reality they’ve been running a dictatorship to enrich themselves, drunk on power and greed. They built a two-hundred-thousand-person spy network to keep the people in line, to tap phones, to plant bugs in homes, and to forbid travel anywhere into the western world.

“Mama, you’re worrying me.” Concern swings in Emma’s voice. “What is the matter with you?”

Annie returns to Earth and forces a smile. “Nothing, everything is fine. You better go, before the party ends.”

Emma grins wide. “It won’t; they’ll celebrate all night.” She rubs Annie’s fingers. “You sure I can leave you?”

“Of course.” Annie straightens, her focus on her daughter, who looks nothing like her with that dark and straight hair. It’s a far cry from Annie’s formerly blond messy curls that are now streaked with gray. “I think I’ll head for bed.”

But when Annie lies down in the tiny bedroom whose window faces the concrete wall of the next prefab building, she can’t sleep. The room shrinks around her and the walls move closer until she gasps. As soon as she shuts her eyes, the man with the microphone returns. In her mind, she goes over his features and tries to compare. The eyes could be his, and the nose, long and straight, as well. But it’s his voice that caught her off guard. Just as it had back then... Nonsense. She is just getting old and her dreams are taking over—wishful, nonsensical dreams she’s long buried deep inside her.

Yet, like whisps of fog, shreds of memories rush through her mind...Werner showing her a bird’s nest fallen from a branch, applauding her when she learned to ride a bike, throwing her an apple from high in a tree, instructing her how to put her feet in the stirrups of his beloved horse, Daisy... Yet, the more she tries to remember his features—especially his face—the fuzzier he becomes. 

She’s elated about the open border—the cage has finally opened, at least, a tiny bit. She expects the East German government will do something to stop them from leaving. The Stasi, East Germany’s secret police, has left its mark. Over the years they’ve arrested thousands of people who they considered ‘subversive,’ enemies of the state. A bad joke could be enough to land a person in interrogation. 

Outside somebody hollers drunkenly, the sound easily penetrating the single pane windows. It’s cold in here—not just from the draft, but because Annie is trying to save on the gas bill. Yet, she’s sweating under the comforter. 

At last she throws off the cover and starts digging in the closet. She can’t reach the upper shelf, so she gets a chair and teeters on the edge. The overhead light is too dim to see much, but she knows what box she’s looking for. 

The photograph is tiny, a two-by-two inch piece of worn black and white paper that has survived unspeakable things. She grabs her reading glasses. She really needs new ones, but they’ll have to wait until after Christmas—she doesn’t have the money, and ordering them takes time.

The boy in the faded photo is tall and skinny, his arm slung around the shoulders of a girl. Both smile into the camera, easy happy smiles that reflect love—teenage love: silly, crazy, careless, and naive. Annie remembers the magnifying glass in the kitchen drawer and rushes to find it. 

Again, she bends over the image. The couple stands on a field dotted with haystacks. Both have long, skinny legs; both wear shorts and light shirts. Even in the gray colors she sees the boy’s reddened cheeks, recalls the heat in her own. She was sixteen...he almost seventeen. The air is filled with the dust of summer, a late August day that they’ve spent helping with the harvest. Both are sweaty, but it doesn’t bother them. They know each other well—have grown up together, their farms next to each other, his presence as familiar and natural as breathing the air.

A sound rises, and Annie realizes she’s let out a sob. So much has happened since the picture was taken...
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Book One: Annie 1944 – 1946  
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Chapter Two


Insterburg, Eastern Prussia – August 1944
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“Come on, move a bit to the right.” Mother points and waves while she holds the camera. I suppress a grumble, pulling Werner along. I’m thankful that Oma Leonora—we call her Leo— keeps to her task shelling beans at the outdoor table. Except for the gray hair, she looks like a smaller, wrinklier version of Mother. Both carry that same expression of wonder and resignation, their eyes equally curious and watchful, but their mouths set firmly as if repressing a snide comment. Except Oma hardly ever talks, and if she says something, it’s a word or two. She’s been like this as long as I remember, and my questions to Mother have remained unanswered. 

“Let’s do what she wants,” I mumble under my breath, “otherwise she’ll never leave us alone.”

Mother has appeared out of nowhere, demanding a photo she can send to our fathers, who both have been serving in the war for the past four years. Werner’s is supposed to be someplace in France, mine in the east. Nobody knows for sure these days because we hardly ever receive any field post now.

Werner good-naturedly follows my mother’s directions, looking this way and that while moving his arm from my waist to my shoulder—less dangerous—and smiling on command. I know he doesn’t need any help showing his happiness. I know he enjoys spending every available minute together, exploring the countryside on our bikes when chores are done. Soon, school is going to restart—Werner’s last year of high school before he plans on studying biology in Königsberg.

After the film roll is finished and Mother disappears inside, Werner and I take off on our bikes again. It’s a glorious August afternoon, hot and dry, with a slight wind that cools our damp skin. We avoid the city of Insterburg, not three miles from here, because last month the Russian Army bombed our historic town and not much is left. Hiding in the root cellar, we listened to the shrill whine of the falling bombs, the explosions. Dirt fluttered from the ceiling as I counted the seconds, my insides soft as bread soaked in milk, my breath shaky. I took comfort from feeling Mother and Oma on either side of me, as if they could protect me from a detonating bomb. I don’t know how long we were down there, but I do remember my first steps outside—how my knees nearly buckled, my gaze uncertain as I searched the sky. 

Black clouds hung above Insterburg, and fires raged for days. After that, many of the people who’d survived left, afraid of new attacks. Only then, in those weeks, did the war become real for me, so real that now I can’t stop myself from listening for the drone of approaching planes. At night I often lie awake, wondering what is going to happen with the Russian border so close to us. Is that why I want to laugh with abandon, to enjoy the time I have with Werner?

We stop at a small lake, no more than a pond really, but fed from a spring and always perfectly cool. I tear off my sandals and stick my feet in. Heaven, it feels good. 

“Are you going swimming?” Werner calls from shore. 

“Only if you come with.”

Our eyes meet. In the past we have had no problems taking off our clothes, but this summer is different. The air is different, as is the way we look at each other. I can’t quite explain why I have a swarm of bees in my middle or why Werner’s gaze makes me feel even hotter than I already am. After all, we’ve lived next to each other for as long as I can remember, Werner on a horse ranch—his parents own hundreds of acres of pastureland and raise Trakehner horses—while our family grows wheat, rye and potatoes. 

I jump when Werner runs past me, laughing and splashing. He’s down to his underwear and I can’t help but stare at his backside. Luckily, he disappears under water, so I turn abruptly and pull off my shirt and shorts. I’m wearing a bra, and I feel self-conscious as I race after him. The water is much colder now, but I’m more concerned about what shows through the thin fabric of my underwear. 

“It’s amazing,” Werner shouts before taking a few lazy strokes toward the middle. I follow slowly, my swimming not as assured, my breaths hard and gulpy. “I wonder how deep it is,” he says before he disappears from view. The surface calms as I tread water. The heat from earlier has left me and I wish myself back on land. 

Seconds pass...a minute. Werner hasn’t resurfaced. Worry hits me with sudden ferocity and takes what little breath I’ve left. Should I dive for him? What if he had a cramp or got his foot stuck under a log some place down there? 

Something hits me from behind. With a scream, I lose my balance and dunk below. Water enters my mouth, and I kick frantically, breaking the surface where Werner’s beaming face greets me.

“Got you,” he giggles.

“Idiot,” I manage before turning to shore. Anger chokes me worse than the water as I climb out and grab my clothes. To my frustration I’m way too wet to dress, and everything is a sticky mess. On top of that, Werner has followed me.

“Oh, come on, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

I say nothing, turning my back to him. So what, he’s seeing my bottom—all of it. 

But he runs around me and stands close, all dripping wet, unaware of what may show. To cover my embarrassment, I huff and press my clothes against my chest.

“It’s really neat down there. There’s a bunch of green stringy plants, and I even saw a few fish, tiny brown ones.” He pauses, his thumb and forefinger spread to indicate size, his gaze on me. Concern plays there, along with a bit of curiosity as if he can’t quite figure out why I’m upset. “I’m sorry,” he says again. 

“It’s fine,” I hear myself say. Where did that come from? Why am I forgiving him so quickly? Or am I just being stupid and overly sensitive? 

Somewhere beyond the forest, thunder rolls. The sun has disappeared behind hazy clouds and a gust of wind travels between the trunks, rippling the pond’s surface. 

Werner’s gaze travels upward, a frown on his forehead. “We better go, before this thing hits.”

As an answer I pull on my clothes in silence and climb on my bike. We take off at breakneck speed across the uneven forest floor that turns dark instantly with pelting raindrops. Every so often Werner slows down to let me catch up. His bike is much larger than mine and he can fly like a swallow hunting bugs. 

When we pull away from the stand of trees, the wind hits us like a wall. The sky has turned charcoal and the clouds are so low, they seem to press down on me. My ears are filled with the roar of thunder, the wind, and the smacking sounds of tires on wet ground. Water fills my eyes, nose, and mouth. It runs down my bare arms, soaking into my clothes and shoes. 

The path is no more than a blur. A flash of lightening cuts the sky into ragged brightness. My thoughts wander to the story I heard years ago about a boy being killed by lightning. Out here on the open fields, wet and tall on our bikes, we’re lightning rods. Anxiety creeps up my spine. If it weren’t for me, Werner would be home already. Instead, he goes slowly to keep an eye—

The ground rushes up to me, cold muddy water hitting my face and neck. Pain shoots up my wrist into the elbow and then further up into my shoulder. The world lies on its side, the bike still between my legs. Blood colors the mud, gaudy and bright against the leaden sky. 

“Annie?” Werner appears by my side and carefully lifts away the bicycle.

I try to sit, but my wrist screams. 

“Easy, I’ll help you.” He puts an arm around my waist and gently gets me upright. “Can you walk?”

I test my feet, putting weight on both, one at a time. Fine. The horizon begins to move, left, then right. My head is filled with jelly. “I’m an idiot,” I mumble and would’ve fallen, had Werner not held me. The storm has intensified. Thunder follows lightning, follows thunder. Booms shake the earth while the wind blows so hard, loose grass and debris fly across the flat land as if possessed.

“Here, lean on me. I’ll help you.” I hear the fright in Werner’s voice, a light vibration deep in his throat. It freaks me out worse than my pain. “How about we’ll wait in the barn over there?”

I don’t answer because I watch the bloody rivulet run down my fingers, its drip being blown away by the wind. I’ve torn open my forearm and wrist.

Werner pulls me along across the stubbled field into an old barn. Except for a rusty harrow and a pile of grayish straw it is empty. A portion of the roof is missing, but luckily it’s at the other end. Werner places me on the straw and runs off to get our bikes.

My wrist throbs and I’m suddenly freezing. A new boom, followed by a blinding flash, shake the barn right when Werner enters. He throws closed the door and sinks next to me. In the gloom, I feel his eyes on me.

“Let me see your arm.”

His touch is light and gentle and if it didn’t hurt so bad, I’d totally be enjoying it. A giggle creeps into my throat while a hammer pounds my bone. 

“It’s all right,” I stammer. 

Werner’s brows nearly cross and I feel like giggling again. “Doesn’t look like it to me.” He tears a piece from his shirt and carefully covers the bleeding wound. “Keep it very still.” He straightens. “I better get your mom. We’ll bring the hay wagon and take you back.”

Thunder booms and I cringe. “No, you can’t...don’t leave me here.” From my position Werner looms even taller. 

“But you can’t ride—”

“Please stay with me.” I grab his calf and squeeze. To my relief Werner sinks next to me once more. 

The blackened sky cracks open as lightning hits somewhere outside, not far, because I smell something like burning wires. The hair on my neck is standing up and I throw my arms around Werner’s neck, burying my nose near his throat. Forever in my mind that fresh smell of his skin connects to the electric smell of the storm. Forgotten is my embarrassment. All I feel is the jelly-like substance spreading through me. 

Werner snuggles in. In the stillness after the thunder, I hear his breathing, feel his chest rise against mine. “You’re scared,” he mumbles.

I nod, my forehead rubbing against his shirt. 

He pulls me closer, so we lie next to each other while the world outside is torn asunder. It no longer matters because all I notice is Werner’s warmth engulfing my chest and belly. It creeps inside me like the comfort of a wood fire in winter. I sniff his skin, the scent creating new turmoil inside me. 

That’s when I notice his hand on my bare thigh. It’s no longer still, but rather moving up and down. Slowly and light as a feather, it creeps toward my knee and then back up my leg, across my bottom up to the pit of my lower back. 

I should complain, say something silly, or make a joke, but no words leave my mouth. It’s dry back there like dust-covered fields during a draught. Instead, my good hand wanders up his back to his neck. I feel his breath on my cheek and move my head the tiniest bit. 

Suddenly, Werner leans back, cutting away our warmth. “What are you doing?” His voice is deep, throaty. Splotches of red flame on his cheeks. 

“Nn...nothing.” 

Wordlessly, Werner jumps up and marches to the door, peering through a crack. I try to sit, but my lower arm immediately reminds me that there is a problem.

“The storm is moving on,” Werner says. “I’m going to get help now.”

Without waiting for my answer, he slides open the door and climbs on his bike. In one swift movement, he disappears.

Now it is my turn to blush. My head feels like it’s floating and my face burns hot. In my mind I go over the last minutes, his hand on my leg, wandering...exploring. There was something else, something I know from watching the horses on Werner’s farm. I blush anew, feeling equally confused. Obviously, he was excited, so why did he run off in a huff? 

I get on my knees and inspect my arm in the increasing light of the open door. The skin is torn from wrist to elbow, but most of the bleeding has stopped. Though my wrist throbs, I can move my fingers—not broken. 

I must’ve gone to sleep because when I wake, Werner’s face floats above me. He’s grinning, our awkwardness from earlier forgotten. 

“In here,” he calls, touching my cheek with his palm, just a second before my mother storms in. 

“What happened, you silly girl? You should’ve waited for the storm to pass.” She and Werner help me to the little wagon and bed me on top, my bike next to me.

All the way back, Werner rides behind me as if he wants to make sure that I don’t fall off. Once in a while our eyes meet but then move on quickly. I study the horizon, the sky, the hay I’m lying on, just not the boy I almost kissed an hour ago. 

Only when we reach my house, Werner seems ready to speak again. “I’ll be going then. Mother will be wondering...”

I nod, which seems to be enough of an answer for him, because he jumps on his bike and vanishes.

“Let’s get you inside,” Mother says, helping me down. “Oma is getting your bath ready.”

As I climb into the tub, I can’t help but think that something more than my arm was damaged today.
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Chapter Three
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The next day Werner doesn’t show up. Doctor Wagner has bandaged my wrist and forearm and given me strict instructions to stay off the bike. Oma follows me with her watchful eyes as she fixes chicken soup. It’s still in the nineties, way too hot for soup, but Mother says—Oma thinks—it’s going to speed up the healing process. She points at the table and urges me to try the steaming hot soup. I’m all sweaty anyway, but I obey. Oma may not say much, but her eyes say more than most people can with words. 

On the table lies a copy of the Königsberger Allgemeine Zeitung from July with a photo of Hitler on the front page. “Conspiracy completely collapsed,” it reads in huge letters. “Our pledge: unconditional loyalty.” Somebody tried to assassinate the Führer. After five years of war, people are angry enough to try to eliminate him. I’d like for him to be gone. At the very least, I’d like him to quit the stupid war that bleeds out our country and kills our fathers...and now civilians in their homes.

“You think, we need to move soon?” I ask when Mother comes in with a basket of corn. “Most of Insterburg has been evacuated.” I slurp a few drops, wishing for ice cubes. 

“The government tells us to stay, the German army is protecting us.” Mother puts her basket on the table, her expression hard to read. 

Oma shakes her head and starts shucking the corn. 

“But how do they know?” I ask. 

Mother sits down next to me and carefully inspects my bandaged forearm. “Don’t you worry. We’ve been spared for five years, our troops will scare the Russians away.”

It’s true, the war has been raging so long, but it’s always been far away...until this summer, when it found us. I can’t shake the feeling that something has turned—that what they tell us on the radio and in the paper is a lie. 

I also think Mother doesn’t want to leave because she’s secretly waiting for Father. How will he find us if we go someplace else? Where would we go anyway? All we have is connected to this tiny piece of land...our home.

In the afternoon, I wander around the place, watching Mother and Oma can beans. I also watch the few field workers that remain—all of them war veterans—harvest potatoes. 

The day refuses to pass. After the storm, it’s unbearably humid today, the sun hazy and boiling everything in its path. I creep beneath the huge beech tree in our front yard and try to read Erich Kästner’s Das Fliegende Klassenzimmer. Who names their novel The Flying Classroom?

I’ve already started chapter one five times and still don’t know what is going on. I love to read, but the words take off on their own; they dance and swirl and make no sense. 

At last I close the book and lay back. In my daydream, Werner continues his caresses of my leg, moves up my back and beneath my shirt. We kiss. I come awake from my own sigh. 

What is wrong with me? Why is Werner not checking to see how I’m doing?

When he hasn’t shown up by late afternoon, I decide to visit him. Maybe his mother put him to work, or maybe one of their horses is foaling. 

But when I arrive, I find Werner sitting on a straw bale in front of the barn sleeping. Legs dangling, head leaning back, he looks peaceful, his dark hair windblown, his cheeks rosy despite the tan. I want to touch his face, trace the outline of his lips with my forefinger. 

“Annie, you’re better!” Werner’s mother stands in the door to their house, for times the size of ours, hands on her hips. She always wears her hair, the same walnut brown as Werner’s in a tight bun, which together with her thin lips makes her look permanently grumpy. 

I startle at the sound, but force a smile while simultaneously feeling guilty. “It isn’t too bad.”

She gives me a once over, and I never shake the feeling that she disapproves of me. 

“Oh, hey,” comes from the straw bale. Werner sits up and looks confused.

“I could use your help in the office,” his Mother says from the door.

Werner frowns while he throws me an apologetic glance. “Coming.”

But he doesn’t. He gets off the straw—the way he moves, he reminds me of a cat—and carefully inspects my bandaged hand. “You all right?” he asks quietly. 

I nod, resisting the urge to lean into him. 

He squints at the door before letting go of my arm. “Sorry. I should’ve visited today.”

Again, I nod. “Maybe tomorrow?”

He grins. It’s the old grin, the familiar one, careless and a bit roguish. “Sure thing.”

But he doesn’t show up the next day or the day after that. My arm is healing well, but now I’m sore inside my chest. Is it his mother who won’t let him come? Or is he ashamed of having touched me? 

The next time I see him is four days later on the first day of school. We ride our bikes next to each other, but the easy relaxed chat we are used to remains elusive. The words that come into my head seem all wrong, so I say nothing. 

We each attend our classes, but I’m distracted and wait for breaks. In the past, we often spent those fifteen minutes together, eating our sandwiches and chatting about one thing or another. Now he stands with Lothar, his best friend, and a couple of other boys from his class. They seem to be talking emphatically, even arguing, but I’m too chicken to approach them. Likely they discuss the war or the muster they recently attended. Werner mentioned they had to strip naked and were all declared fit for battle. Though for now they are considered reserves, whatever that means.

I wander around the school grounds, stop at one of the two groups of girls I’m closest to. Elke, who has just lost her father a month ago, wears a black band on her upper arm. Her eyes are swollen and kind of empty, and her hair, which she usually wears in two very tight braids, is a mess. We aren’t close, but I go and sit next to her, touch her shoulder. What can you say that will take away the hurt? I can’t imagine any words will do, nothing will. I think of my father Hitler has sent to some foreign place. He could be dead too and I wouldn’t even know it. 
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Over the next weeks, I hardly even see Werner on the way to school. These days, I am often behind; time just slips by me without noticing. 

On a Friday morning in October, the schoolyard is in an uproar, most of the kids stand in thick groups, talking loudly. In fact, all classes are still outside. Everyone appears to speak at the same time, their expressions carry a mixture of confusion, excitement, but also the fleeting glimpses of fear.

“What happened?” I ask the next girl who crosses my path. 

“The boys are going and Mayor Wander has closed school,” she cries before throwing herself into the arms of a lanky fellow with a sharply curved nose. 

I look around, momentarily speechless. What is she talking about? My gaze wanders around the schoolyard, until it stops on Werner. He’s looking at me from fifty feet away, his expression worried. 

I nod and like a rubber band we pull together from both sides. 

“Did you hear?” he asks.

“You have to leave?”

“Hitler calls it the People’s Storm. We’re supposed to dig fortifications to keep the Russians out. At least that’s what the rumor says.” He shrugs, his eyes a bit wild. “We’ll travel in the morning.”

Something icy balls itself in my stomach. Until now, I figured that the war would eventually pass, that Hitler would see reason and finish. It’s been going on so long, but except for the bombing in July it’s always been other places, always farther east in Russia or in the west. “What about school?” I say just to say something. 

Werner grimaces. “Mayor Wander says the Russian Army has come across the border, that it’s too dangerous. He wants all our families to leave the area.”

I stare at my best friend. “Where would we go?”

“No idea. I doubt Mother is willing to leave our horses.”

The school bell rings a second time and the principal appears and yells at us to head for home. But the throng of us is moving slowly, reluctantly. Who needs rules when the world stands on its head? 

Werner turns his head toward the line of bikes, then takes my hand. “I’ve got to hurry and tell Mother.” 

He lets go of my fingers and I watch him climb on his bike with the same ease as he scales a tree or rides a horse. If there is one thing that defines Werner, it’s that there seems to be no gravity where he moves. Everything goes easy and smoothly. Sometimes, I think he could fly if he’d just stretch out his arms and run fast enough. 

The school yard is nearly empty before I follow my classmates onto the street. In that moment of quiet, I finally understand—Werner is leaving. The realization that my best friend is joining a horrific war that is supposed to be lost anyway makes me all numb. He’s not even seventeen— way too young to be a soldier. What if the Russians arrive while he’s digging? What if they make him fight?

I ride home in a whirl. Off and on tears appear. The wind dries them, but soon new ones show up. The path blurs. I mustn’t fall again, so I blink furiously.

I’m surprised when our farm appears in my vision and abruptly stop. Werner never mentioned if he’ll visit again or if we’ll spend our last day together. My chest squeezes painfully, the lump in my throat is back.

In a panic I turn back, race down the path. I find Werner in the horse barn, rubbing the nose of his favorite mare, Daisy. He’s ridden her since he’s been a little boy. Seeing the two of them pushes more tears up my throat.

“Hey,” is all I manage.

He turns my way. I can tell he’s been crying too. “Never thought, it’d go so fast.”

“Can’t you hide? I mean, maybe the war will end soon.”

“It’s been going on for five years. Maybe Hitler wants to continue for another five.”

“I doubt it. Our neighbor says there are rumors that the Germans are losing. They’re running out of ammunition and the Russian Army is heading west...our way.”

“Mother says she won’t leave the farm.” Werner’s brows draw together. “I guess that’s why we’re supposed to dig trenches to stop their tanks.”

“I doubt my mother will leave either...she’s waiting for my father.” I push myself to sound positive. “Maybe you’ll be back soon.” 

He turns my way, his cheeks flame with sudden anger. “You really believe that?” He punches the wooden barrier of Daisy’s enclosure. It must hurt because he flinches. “They’ll not let us go, I’m sure of it. Likely will order us to shoot Russians.”

I take his hand with the scraped knuckles. “What are we going to do?”

He looks down at me, resignation in his voice. “Nothing we can do. I’m going to follow orders. You know what happens to deserters?” With a sudden move, he tears loose and runs off. 

I don’t have energy to follow and check on him. In fact, I can’t move at all. My legs are numb blocks of wood. I lean against the box and absentmindedly rub Daisy’s nose. Not even her warm skin and gentle nibbles bring me relief. 

Mother is shocked when I tell her about Werner. All afternoon she’s shaking her head...while she cooks, while we eat lunch, and as we wash dishes. 

“What are they going to do with them? They’re just boys,” she exclaims every so often. Oma nods emphatically, even mumbles something like “bastards.”

I want to say I know, but all I do is stare and mechanically do my chores. 

Mother leaves me alone and I’m grateful for her measured distance. Only Oma’s serious glances follow me. I could swear she knows what’s going on inside me. 

As afternoon slips into evening, a blanket of sadness lowers itself on top of me. It’s dragging me to the ground and makes me want to lie down and forget everything. No matter if Werner returns, these are our last hours, and no matter how we try to hold on to them, to each other, they will fade away as certain as the earth circles the sun. 

Because that’s what time does. It makes everything pass and disappear—especially things you hold dear. What remains are the must-dos, the chores, the responsibilities, and especially the fears and worries. They just hang around no matter how much time passes.

Like iron drawn to a magnet, I head back to Werner’s place. I don’t want to meet his mother, but I don’t care. Not now. He opens the door, looking hesitant and desirous all at once. His eyes plead with me for patience.

“Mother wants me to be with her,” he whispers. 

Sure enough, his mother calls from within. “Werner, who is it? Tell them to leave us. Dinner is nearly ready.”

I nod, feeling helpless, wanting so badly to hug him, to sink into his arms and forget the darkness.

“Will you come...later?” I breathe.

His cheeks flame as he smirks. “I’ll try.”

“Werner, hurry,” his mother calls.

I want to roll my eyes. I feel like I have to compete for Werner’s attention, for his time, this precious little time we have left. “I’ll wait for you.”

The sheets of my bed don’t comfort me tonight. They feel cold and clammy against my skin. I stare at the shadows creeping across my room. The window is open, a fragrant breeze ruffling the curtains. 

Outside, something moves. At first, I think it’s an animal, but then I hear footsteps...

“Annie?” Werner sounds out of breath.

I fly to the window. “I’m up.” In the low light of the half moon, he looks tall and mysterious. “Wait by the backdoor.”

I pull on a knitted cardigan over my nightshirt and tiptoe outside. Even if mother hears me, nothing can stop me from meeting Werner. 

He grabs my hand as soon as I step outside. “I am so sorry,” he whispers.

Worried about Mother, Oma, or some worker seeing us, I pull Werner toward the barn. This time of year, hay bales are everywhere. The air is filled with the dry aroma of grass and alfalfa, a warm scent I love. 

Werner still holds my hand as we dive into the darkness. 

“I’m sorry,” he says again. “I was...embarrassed, you know, about what we did.”

In the darkness, I can only guess where his face is, so I lean forward against his chest. “I was too.”

“I should’ve visited...”

“You’re here now.”

Werner pulls me closer. “I’ll miss you terribly.”

“Maybe you can write.”

“Of course.” Werner’s chin rests on top of my head. I feel his body against mine, the woven fabric of his cotton shirt presses against the bare skin of my throat. And then things go really fast.

He pulls back a bit and as I look up, our lips connect. It is the strangest feeling to have him so close, his mouth soft and lingering on mine. I can’t help but rub his shoulder which seems to speed up his breath. Werner’s hands travel too. They find my back, then wander around to my chest. His fingers, gentle and uncertain, slide beneath my shirt. Oh, I’m entering heaven. My skin screams under his touch and as our kiss deepens, so does our embrace. 

“I don’t know...” he says after a while. He is breathing hard now, his voice carrying that same deep vibration as during the storm. 

All I can think is that I may never see him again. The war is so close already, swallows everything in its wake. A sob or is it a sigh escapes me. I know I should stop now, send Werner home, and be a ‘good’ girl, like mother always says. But I can’t. Every fiber of me longs for the man in front of me. “It’ll be something to keep us going,” I whisper. “Our secret.”

Werner answers by unbuttoning my cardigan and pulling off my nightgown. I should be cold, but my skin glows. In the dark he removes his shirt. Our chests meet anew, skin on skin, an exquisite feeling of nearness. His thumb finds my nipple, rubs it softly.

What follows becomes intoxication, a dreamlike state where we explore each other, enjoying inch by inch what we wanted for so long. Our union is painful at first, even awkward. Still, my body responds in its drunken state, and my mind shuts off. All I do is feel ... his body on mine, his lips on my throat, his hardness inside me. We are one and nobody and nothing will ever pull us apart again. We will always carry this one thing—our love—with us, no matter where we go. 

At some point we nestle in each other’s arms, inside a blanket, inside the hay, inside the barn—warm and safe... I sleep deeply and without dreams. Only once do I wake to feel Werner next to me, to feel the comfort of his body, his presence...his soul. 

I am content.

When I awake, light filters through the barn’s wooden planks. I sit up, alarmed. Anyone entering the barn will immediately discover us.

“Werner? Wake up, it’s morning,” I whisper. I climb from the hay, aware I’m naked, yet no longer caring whether Werner sees me. We are a couple now in every sense of the word. I grin while collecting my clothes.

Werner grumbles something before his eyes fly open. “Damn, what time is it?”

I throw a glance at my wristwatch but see my bandage instead. “At least seven. When does your train leave?”

Mumbling “damn” and “shit,” Werner hurries into his clothes. He’s got hay stuck in his hair and looks adorable. All I want is to kiss him, but there is little time. Our mothers are up early and will sniff out what we did like bloodhounds find foxes.

Still, I seek his nearness and throw my arms around his neck. He grins at me, at first lightheartedly, before sadness mixes in. “I love you,” he says. “I have to go.”

I want to say it too, but in that instant my throat grows so tight, I can’t do more than wheeze something unintelligible. I think of saying good-bye at the train station, know he is expecting to see me there one last time. We kiss and he pulls away, listening by the door before peeking outside. Other than a few chicken squawks, the yard is quiet. 

He throws me another glance, one filled with longing and sorrow. His eyes glitter as he nods the tiniest bit. Then he is gone. I stand there in my nightshirt, my half-buttoned cardigan, and bare feet, trying to figure out how to continue living. 
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Later that morning, I wake up to thunder. The sound takes me back to the barn after my bike wreck, and I relive Werner’s touches, which morph into our lovemaking. He’s been gone for a few hours and it feels like a month. Resolutely, I get out of bed and dress, but when I enter the kitchen, Oma and Mother are in a tizzy. They’re taking all the porcelain from the shelves, wrapping it in towels and stacking it in boxes.

“Hurry, Annie, eat something and help us.” Mother hardly looks up from her work.

“I should take care of the horses.”

“You’re not going outside.”

My hand lingers by the loaf of rye bread, I’m attempting to cut. Oma gesticulates at the window, her chin and mouth trembling. 

I follow her view into the yard, where Mila struggles with a basket of late apples. 

“Are you not hearing this?” Mother asks. 

“Just because we’re having another nasty storm, doesn’t mean—”

Mother rushes up to me and takes my hands in hers. “It’s no storm; it’s Russian artillery. All that rumbling means they’re coming closer.”

I focus on the noise that continues somewhere east. Now that I pay attention, I realize the sounds are more grinding and persistent, like a toothache. In an instant, fear grips me. My hunger forgotten, I hug Mother. “What will they do if they come here? We need to leave?” Many people from Insterburg have fled already, though most did after the bombing in July when they lost their homes.

A long sigh escapes Mother’s chest. “I don’t know what to do. Gau leader Koch wants us to stay.” While Oma mutters in the background, Mother holds me at arm’s length, her eyes shiny. “Better eat something.”

The fighting continues all day...while we secure glassware and dishes...while we move emergency bedding into the root cellar...while we sort our clothes, prepping for winter. It seems my ears have become antennas, trying to pick up the slightest change in the sound and the direction it comes from. I should be afraid for myself, but all I can think of is Werner riding in a train toward disaster.

In the afternoon, Albert Jetke, one of our other neighbors appears, a widower who lost his wife to cancer last year. He sits down in our kitchen while Mother and Oma fuss around him.

“Ivan is spreading across Eastern Prussia,” he says, chewing a piece of butter streusel. His purplish and swollen eyelids are half closed. 

“Is that why the Wehrmacht has been passing through?” Mother asks.

Albert nods gravely. “A bunch have set up camp in Insterburg. Our boys are going to get slaughtered.” He looks thoughtful and says, “People are fleeing. Did you see the treks? Women and children...old men.” 

I’ve seen them too. The road toward Insterburg is clogged with refugees, dragging carts, horses pulling wagons, people on foot, mother’s pushing strollers and carrying babies in slings, snotty-nosed children ambling along. All of them look the same: sad, defeated, and scared.

Mother sits down across from Albert. “What will you do if... Are you going west?”

Albert looks at Mother from beneath those lids. He must be in his seventies, even older than Oma, his head is bald and freckled with age spots. He lowers his gaze to the table and shakes his head. “I’m not leaving Martha.”

Mother’s hand finds his. “If it comes to that, you can leave with us. We’ll take the wagon, our horses. There’ll be room.”

When Albert looks up, his eyes sparkle with tears. “You’re a kind woman, Irmgard. But I’ve got nowhere to go, not when Martha is buried here. Besides, what do these soldiers want with an old man?”

Mother pats Albert’s hand but remains silent.

“If they come through, they’ll be heading farther west,” Albert continues. “They’re going to Berlin as surely as I sit here.”

A feeling of unease, creeping cold fingers, grips my belly. Our government sits in Berlin— Hitler and all those men who have brought the war. Maybe it’s a good thing, if the Russians go there. They must stop the fighting at some point.

The rumbling of artillery continues southeast. A red sheen lights up the sky at night. Word comes that Goldap has been taken, then Nemmersdorf, not fifteen miles from here.

Mother and Oma hardly lift their heads. We all exist of ears only. 

Sunday morning, I catch Oma and Mother arguing. They never argue, so I hover at the door to listen. 

“...I think we should wait a little longer,” Mother says, her voice is high and sharp, a sound I haven’t heard since I broke her favorite crystal bowl in sixth grade. “The government tells us to stay. We can pack quickly, if we need to.”

Oma mumbles something, her voice so low and gravelly, it sounds like a deep hum. To my shock I make out two words... “foolish girl.”

Did I imagine it, or did Oma just call Mother foolish? Or is she talking about me? Did I imagine the entire thing?

When I enter, neither of them acknowledges me, each of them busy scrubbing and ironing. 

“How long would we be gone?” I ask, well aware that I might stir up the hornets’ nest again. 

“We’ll wait a while,” Mother says.

Oma just shakes her head and keeps focusing on the ironing board. I can’t help myself but think that Oma may be right. As if to answer, the booming outside continues.

“See, I told you so.” Mother triumphantly plops down at the kitchen table across from us. “Albert says the Red Army has left Nemmersdorf. They quit fighting and disappeared over night. Our Wehrmacht got them good.”

“You think Father will come home soon?” I can’t help the note of hope that
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