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“With grace and a good deal of insight, Gabriella Goliger paints a vivid picture of the life of Eva Salomon and her uprooted family during the early 1930s in Breslau, Germany, and then in Tel Aviv and Jerusalem during the years leading up to 1948. This is the story of one woman’s difficult and at times painful journey, a journey of rebellion and love, of survival and of ‘becoming.’ Eva, with her traditional Jewish background, may be small in stature, but she can, at times and in desperation, be daring and large in spirit. The story takes place inside a broader world of danger and turmoil, and brilliantly reveals the complex relations experienced by the British, Jewish and Arab populations of Palestine. The smells and sounds and sights of the streets and the varied people who populate them during this historic period are brought to life in the strong, assured writing we have come to expect from Goliger.” — Frances Itani, fiction writer, poet, essayist, Member of the Order of Canada
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“I felt as though I had been on a journey to mid-century Palestine after reading Eva Salomon’s War.  Every detail is charged and real, the most minor characters speak with compelling voices. This novel is infused not just with Gabriella Goliger’s meticulous research, but with her deep sympathy for her subject, a fiercely alive young woman coming into her own in a world where every value is up for grabs.” — Joan Thomas, prize-winning author and noted journalist
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“A superb account of life in Palestine under the British Mandate between 1938 and 1948 . . . Captures brilliantly the tension between generations, racial prejudice, the atmosphere of the time, the tension between the British and the Arabs or the British and the Jews. With its well-researched natural, political and historical context, the novel discloses in a most truthful, yet unobtrusive, manner a period still unknown to many.” — Prof. Dr. Danielle Schaub, Oranim Academic College of Education, Israel
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Prologue
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Jerusalem, January 10, 1947

IT’S FRIDAY AFTERNOON and the hour of long shadows. Of slanting light that brings out the tarnished gold of Jerusalem stone. As the sun sinks, its amber rays fire the minarets in the heart of the Old City, burnish Suleiman’s walls, wash over towers, crosses, and domes, glint on gun turrets, and glance off the upraised bayonets of the sentries on the Hill of Evil Counsel. Throughout the town, both old and new, the day’s decline brings a flurry of activity. Jews rush home to prepare for the Sabbath. Arabs flock to the call of the Maghreb prayer. British officials crowd into the bar of the King David Hotel to toast His Majesty with tumblers of gin. Citizens of all three communities hurry their separate ways to reach the safety of their enclaves before the vehement darkness of a Palestine night descends.

In front of a billboard at the corner of Mamilla and Princess Mary Roads, a woman lingers. She wears a fawn-coloured tweed jacket with padded shoulders and a sheepskin collar and a smart, emerald-green wool suit underneath. A gold scarf is tucked around her throat for a splash of contrast and to fend off the stiff January wind. Her trilby hat is angled stylishly, the brim sloping across her brow and tilting towards the sky. She balances on pumps with two-and-a-half inch heels, the highest she could find at the shoe shop on Ben Yehuda Street. She’s young, though not in the first blush of youth. A small woman—barely four foot eleven—who dresses to give herself extra inches. 

Pausing before this billboard on her way home from work has become a habit. The hoarding, plastered with notices in three languages, is an island of sanity in a city coming apart at the seams. Despite the tensions, sporadic curfews, the possibility of an explosion rending the air any moment, there’s much entertainment on offer. Film stars smile or scowl down from gaudy posters. Charles Boyer, Ingrid Bergman, Judy Garland, Danny Kaye. They promise romance and laughter, tears and thrills. Yes, the cinema scene continues to flourish, with British and American films in half a dozen theatres, along with a steamy Arabic love triangle on at the Rex. For the serious minded, there’s a talk about Spinoza at the Hebrew University and another on Roman-era pottery at the Museum of Antiquities. Friday night is dead in the Holy City, but by Saturday eve the place will perk up.

What most absorbs the woman’s attention are the announcements about music. Jazz at Fink’s Bar. The monthly record concert at the YMCA (still accessible, though in a fenced-off security zone). A string quartet in the auditorium of Rehavia High School, which will perform Eine kleine Nachtmusik and other Mozart selections. She adores Mozart. Instantly, the lilting melody capers through her mind and she shifts from foot to foot, carried away into dreams of brighter times, another, more vibrant city. Tel Aviv! Tea dances at a seaside café, twirling in the arms of the man she loved. She inhales the tobacco and bleached-cotton smell of him. She feels her cheek against the solid oak of his chest. She hears the bass beat of his heart and conjures his tender gaze and for long moments can forget the aching void in her heart.

Also among the welter of announcements on the billboard are some political notices, which the daydreaming woman has resolved to ignore. There’s a stern proclamation from the General Officer Commanding of the British Forces in Palestine and Transjordan. It warns against leafleting by outlaw groups. “Anyone caught . . . severe prison sentence . . . information rewarded . . .” Etc. Right below—under the very nose of the G.O.C., so to speak—is a freshly pasted manifesto from the deepest layer of the Jewish Underground. A densely printed page, thick with shrill phrases.

“The Imperial oppressor . . . The treasonous capitulation of the Jewish Agency lackeys . . . The perfidious proposal to partition the Eternal Homeland. Armed struggle . . . Blood and fire . . .” And so on. 

The trilby-hatted woman doesn’t read further, because she knows what the manifesto says and she’s fed up to her marrow with overblown rhetoric. Let the street-corner philosophers in Zion Square argue over the militants. Are they heroes or terrorists? Will they hasten redemption or trigger calamity? Pave the way for the new Hebrew state or set the whole world against the Jews, while dragging the entire region into a vortex of violence? Let the heavyweights in Café Atara foam and spar and call each other names. Nothing changes. 

But why doesn’t the woman get a move on? It’s time to leave, for the light is fading fast. Behind the billboard, beyond the street corner, lies an ancient cemetery: a wide expanse of gnarled trees and overgrown bushes, where the Jerusalem darkness always seems dense as bricks. Yet she dallies a bit longer to fish out a pack of cigarettes from the depths of her handbag. To recapture the filaments of her nostalgic dream and to avoid the chill absence that awaits her at home. She floats away on her clouds of what-once-was and what-might-have been, while the streets empty and the last shutters clatter down over the shops. Soon the townsfolk will have vanished behind their closed doors, their own four walls. Soon clusters of soldiers will be out on foot patrol, exchanging rude jokes to buttress their spirits. An armoured car—a behemoth with a gun-barrel snout—will rumble down the hill from the parking lot beside the King David Hotel. The zealous young men of the Underground will emerge from cellars and alleys. Some of them have barely begun to shave. They are armed with home-made bombs and the fieriest of convictions. Soon the game of the hunters and the hunted will begin. 

And that oblivious, day-dreaming woman in the trilby hat? 

She is me. 



Part I
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Chapter 1
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The Presence

Breslau, Germany, 1933

––––––––
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WHEN I WAS twelve years old, I was suddenly struck by an awareness of the Divine, a white-hot conviction that fired my soul and changed my entire outlook from one intake of breath to the next. The period of exaltation was absurdly short lived. Nevertheless, the episode knocked me sideways for a long time afterwards. 

It was August, towards the end of the school holidays, a tense, in-between period, bloated with idleness and anxiety. It had been a strange summer of deadly quiet spells in the hot streets of our city, spells punctuated by loud marching bands and huge rallies in honour of the Führer. My two best friends had disappeared into the new national youth group—the Bund Deutscher Mädel—where I couldn’t have followed them, even if I’d been so inclined. My older sister Liesel was busy with her own preoccupations. I had an inner vacuum to fill.  

Prowling about our apartment one day, I discovered that the door to Papa’s study had a broken latch and this gave me the idea to spy on him as he recited his morning prayers. I knew that special business duties that week would keep him from the usual service at his synagogue. Shortly after dawn the next day, I crept down the dark corridor and put my face against the gap. There Papa stood, with his back to me, enveloped in his white prayer shawl, nodding towards the wall behind his oak rolltop desk. Right above the desk hung a portrait of Kaiser Wilhelm II in his glory days before the Great War and before he’d had to flee the country. The emperor wore a gold-braided, heavily medalled uniform. His moustache was shaped like two upside-down scimitars spreading across each cheek. The expression on the imperial face spoke of the stern Prussian virtues that Papa prized: discipline, strength, steely resolve and unbending convictions. Papa’s moustache was thinner, trimmer, and more modest; still, he too was a man who knew his own mind. But much as the emperor’s portrait held pride of place on the wall, it had a rival for Papa’s attention in another item just a few inches nearby. This was a framed yahrzeit chart with long rows of numbers, the anniversaries of my mother’s and grandparents’ deaths, projected over fifty years, according to the Hebrew calendar and cross referenced to the secular, ensuring we knew when to light a memorial candle. 

I pressed deeper into the doorway gap and my gleeful spying eyes took in quite a different Papa from the one he normally presented to the world. In his white tallith and his leather phylacteries he was transformed from an ordinary German citizen and small businessman, into a strange spectre, a shrouded creature that swayed, muttered, and droned. I watched intently, but even more carefully, I listened, absorbing words and intonations. When I’d fixed the scene in my memory, I scampered down the hall to the room I shared with Liesel, jumped onto her bed and bounced my sister awake. 

“Baruch Atah, blah-blah,” I mocked in my deepest, most sepulchral voice. I rocked back and forth, my hands cradling an imaginary prayer book. Liesel blinked sleepily, dropped her jaw, and finally sat up in alarm.

“Eva! Hush! Papa will hear. Or Tilly will at least.”

I continued in a frenzy of bobbing, swaying, and ever louder muttering. 

“Papa would never shokel like an Ostjude,” Liesel scolded as she wrestled me down and muffled my face with the pillow. We both burst into giggles under the covers at the scandalous notion of making Papa out to be anything like an eastern Jew, those foreign-looking apparitions from the wilds of Poland and Russia. 

“God sees everything, naughty monkey.” 

But I knew my older sister feared our father much more than God. She dutifully recited prayers and blessings for no other reason but to keep the peace. 

“Stop spying on Papa. Promise me, Evaleh, please.”

Too late. I’d become drunk on the power of mockery, the exquisite pleasure of shocking my sister while treading dangerously close to the volcano of Papa’s wrath. My mischief sprang from deep-seated resentment. There were two Papas: the one who ignored me and the one who could explode in fury. Of the two, I preferred the latter, for the distant Papa was hardest to bear. Even when at home, our father was essentially absent—bent over his work desk or poring over his holy books or sheathed in a tallith or simply absorbed in his own thoughts at the supper table. Wrapped in a hard, forbidding, inviolable silence. His outbursts were frightening, but his disregard reduced me to ash. And so, every morning for the rest of the week, I returned to my station at the study door. There was a delicious thrill in being an unseen eye, intruding on Papa’s private moments, hiding behind the newel post, yet daring myself to make a noise. I imagined him wheeling around, mouth agape, his phylactery box a clownish lump upon his forehead. All a-tremble, I pressed my nose deeper into the gap. The door creaked. He didn’t hear. 

Papa’s prayers never varied, the words, their sequence and rhythm always the same, yet as the mornings went by, I began to notice small things. A sigh at the end of the prayers of gratitude for body and soul. A hum that escaped his lips during an otherwise silent passage. The delicate way his draped figure moved as he chanted. No, he didn’t shokel. He didn’t jerk violently back and forth like those Jews in black caftans and raggedy beards who’d come to our town from their impoverished villages across the Polish border. Papa disdained such displays of naked fervour. Unseemly! Un-German! But he performed his own restrained choreography as he sank into his devotions, head bowing, body swaying ever so slightly like a pine in a breeze.

On the sixth morning of my Peeping Tom game something extraordinary happened. I felt a tingling at the back of my neck and a shudder of my heart in my chest. I became aware that I was no longer just the watcher watching. I too was being observed. Someone—or some Being—saw me as I pressed against the doorpost in my long flannel nightgown. It perceived me down to my tiniest details: that I was absurdly small for my age, that I chewed my thumbnails, that the pink ribbon at the end of my rust-coloured braid was frayed, that my bare toes had turned bluish on the cold wooden floor. This Being read my thoughts too, every whisper that sped through my mind, including the startled realization that I was not alone in the hall. The Presence was behind me, beside me, above and below. I didn’t turn my head, but kept my eyes glued on Papa’s fringed tallith while feeling myself utterly revealed. The Presence was warm. It smiled. Its honeyed light flowed along my spine and illuminated Papa’s study. The walls that were normally the colour of jaundiced skin shone like gold. 

Papa cleared his throat. I jumped backwards, away from the door, and the Presence vanished. But not quite. As I tiptoed down the corridor, slipped into Liesel’s bed, and curled myself against her warm, sleeping body, I carried the dazzling brightness inside myself. It was like a beautiful dream whose details you forget but that is real and vivid nevertheless and makes you glow all over. 

That evening, after Liesel lit the Sabbath candles and after Papa intoned the blessings over wine and bread, I announced my desire to go to synagogue next morning. Liesel stared at me in disbelief, while Papa narrowed his eyes. What devilry was I up to now? Meanwhile, our dead Mama, the woman in white on the mantelpiece, gazed out of her photograph with an expression of mild surprise.

Though Papa was strict about many things, he never insisted we accompany him to shul. He would have loved to have a son with whom to study Talmud and to stand beside him during prayers, but he only had us: two girls of whom he expected the virtues befitting our sex. Modesty, obedience, unobtrusiveness. The rare times Liesel and I absolutely had to go to synagogue—High Holidays, a cousin’s bar mitzvah—we always died multiple deaths from boredom.  

“You want to go to Shabbat morning services,” Papa repeated slowly, emphasizing every word as his dark gaze drilled into me. 

I sat up high in my chair, lifted my chin. 

“Yes!” 

The word came out louder and shriller than I’d intended, like a challenge rather than simple assent. Papa regarded me for another long moment and though I held his gaze, inside I’d begun to shrivel. I had a flash of panic. Did he know I’d been peeping through his study doorway? 

“Hmmf,” Papa grunted finally. “Very well. I’ll send Tilly to let your Aunt Ida know. She’ll come for you in the morning and take you to the Storch.”

I opened my mouth to protest. No, not the big, fancy synagogue with Aunt Ida and Uncle Otto. I want to go with you, to your shul. But I couldn’t get the words out. They seemed too preposterous, even to me.

“Ida will come for both of you,” Papa added, with a sharp look at Liesel. It was a look that said he expected her, and not just Aunt Ida, to keep an eye on me. My sister murmured her reluctant assent, for Papa’s decisions were final. He nodded towards Tilly, standing in the dining room doorway, to bring on the soup. 

Aunt Ida arrived early next day, puffing from the long climb up the stairs, her hand pressed to her heart as she stood in the front hall of our flat. She wore a high-necked purple dress, a bell-shaped hat that sat snugly against her face and long white gloves, à l’anglaise. When she’d assured herself she wasn’t going to have a dizzy spell, she nodded for Liesel and me to come forward. 

“Good morning, dear Aunt,” we chanted in unison, as we bent our knees in a brief, respectful curtsy. 

Ida leaned forward and turned her face to accept a delicate peck of her powdery cheek from each of us in turn. As I delivered my kiss, I felt Auntie’s hand flutter against my spine like a skittish moth. This was Auntie’s version of a hug—restrained, cautious, uneasy about flesh-to-flesh contact. Aunt Ida was frightened of the germs that swarmed over human bodies and that might jump upon her during too warm an embrace. She never kissed us back. Still we felt ourselves richly rewarded by those nervous little pats, which we knew expressed genuine affection. We weren’t exactly spoiled in that regard. 

“What an unexpected pleasure. The company of my nieces at synagogue,” Auntie said with an approving nod of her head. 

“The Zwergel has had an attack of piety,” Papa said, with a skeptical noise at the back of his throat. 

Zwergel—Dwarfling—was his nickname for me. The moniker always grated for I had reminders enough of my tininess as it was. 

Auntie looked at me shrewdly, but with humour and indulgence in her twinkling eyes, as if to say, “I don’t care about the depth of your motivation; a morning in synagogue can’t do you any harm.” Meanwhile, Papa smoothed down his black velvet skullcap, set his Homburg on his head and hurried off alone for the modest, back-alley shul he preferred to the more sumptuous synagogue that was the pride of the Jewish community. 

The three of us—Auntie, Liesel, and I—walked down our narrow street, across the main thoroughfare, Friedrich Wilhelm-Strasse, and over the lovely stone bridge that spanned the ancient moat that circled the inner town. Past stately statues and the tree-lined promenade and the outskirts of the business district of Breslau. Despite her asthma, her heart condition and her stout legs, Auntie kept up a good pace. I sensed in her, and in the other Jews heading in the same direction, a general unease, an anxiety to arrive at our destination. Everyone walked with straight-backed dignity, outwardly calm, yet twitching underneath: that barely contained urge to send a furtive glance over the shoulder. The mood changed the moment we passed through the arched portal that led to the courtyard in front of the synagogue. A kind of collective sigh of relief arose as voices joined in a happy hubbub. The courtyard was large and airy, but fully sheltered by the backs of buildings, creating a separate, hidden space from the world outside. We were in the heart of town, just steps from one of the large market squares, yet in a private enclave that few non-Jews ever entered. Before us was the grand, pilaster façade of the Weisse Storch Synagogue and beneath us, the smooth cobblestones polished by generations of Jewish feet. 

Auntie shepherded us up the stairs to the women’s gallery. We sat in the front row, overlooking the great hall below and the backs of hundreds of men and boys in their black skullcaps and white prayer shawls. Uncle Otto had a main-floor seat near the ark of the Torah. Plus his name appeared on bronze plaques and was stamped into the prayer books he’d donated, for he was rich. He was heir to the business my late grandfather had established: Salomon and Sons, Purveyors of Sacks and Twine. Papa could have been an heir too, but he’d quarrelled with his father and older brother over their  practice of keeping the factory open on Saturdays. After Grandpa’s death, Otto again offered him the partnership but my father adamantly refused. He preferred to earn a modest salary as Otto’s employee, in charge of buying torn sacks for refurbishment, rather than share in the sin of desecrating the Sabbath. No one else took such a narrow view of the matter. My uncle’s generosity made him a pillar of the community. And, though he was far from ostentatious, Otto didn’t mind that his status be known through such small honours as plaques and designated seats. Every so often my father let slip a disparaging remark about “immodest displays” at the Storch. These barbs were never aimed directly at his brother, for to do so would be to commit the sin of “evil speaking.” But Papa made it clear that the Storch, with its bronze chandeliers, stained glass windows, and gilded mouldings, was not to his taste. He preferred his dark, shabby, hole-in-the-wall shul, where nothing distracted from the word of God. I suppose he thought me incapable of similar devotion. 

Slowly, very slowly, the service rolled forward. Though I knew enough prayer-book Hebrew, learned at Auntie’s knee, to follow along, the words all ran together, foreign, impenetrable, even the German translation on the other side of the page. Magnificence . . . Your Throne . . . Rock of Ages . . . Exalted . . .” None of it meant anything, the dense print blurred and the old boredom settled in, well before we even finished the introductory prayers and arrived at the Torah reading. My eyes watered and my legs twitched, a yawn swelled in my throat. Liesel noticed me jiggling my knees and smirked an I-told-you-so. This made me bend my head back to my prayer book with renewed determination as I tried to summon the Presence beside me again from the distant place to which it had drifted since I’d first made its acquaintance. I had the light. I was the chosen one. When the congregation broke into song, I joined in, blending my voice with the rest and floating away on the familiar melody. The secret of prayer revealed itself. Not meaning, but repetition; not thinking, but knowing; not coherence, but ecstasy. I sang with my fists clenched and my eyes squeezed shut and my body swaying, as I drew the shining Presence towards me. It hovered just above the grey slate roof tiles of the synagogue. 

At table that evening, I chimed in with Papa through the long, long prayer, the Grace after Meals. My lips moved as his did during the silent recitations, my voice shrilled through the out-loud parts and my finger followed the printed text on the card, line by line. My eyes shifted from the card to Papa’s face to see if he noticed and I thought I detected a glimmer of approval in his dark pupils. Liesel watched me with an expression of exasperation, while the woman on the mantelpiece wore a smile of detached amusement, but whether because of me or Liesel wasn’t clear. 

After sundown, during the ceremony to mark the separation between holy and profane, between the Sabbath and the ordinary days of the week, Papa allowed me to hold the braided, three-wick candle before he snatched it from my hand to make the fat flame die with a hiss in the spilled drops of wine. Then Papa fetched his violin and I ran for my recorder and the three of us clustered at the end of the dining room table that Tilly had cleared of dishes. Now Papa struck up a German folk tune. I joined in, tootling away, while Liesel sang in her strong, sweet voice, hands behind her back, chest puffed out. Her budding breasts pushed against the buttons of her blouse, but she forgot to be ashamed as her voice, Papa’s violin and my recorder wove together like the three wax strands of the Havdallah candle. We did a series of melancholy songs: about the lonely rose on the heather, about the silver moonlight in the fields. And when we did a jolly number that too sounded sad because of the slow, sober pace Papa set. As he played, Papa gazed at the photograph on the mantelpiece, his eyes misting over. The concert was for her, entirely for the woman in white with the wistful gaze and doubting smile. The concert lasted exactly fifteen minutes. When it was over, Papa returned his violin to its case, snapped the latches shut, and retired to his study. 

Back in our bedroom, I hummed a Sabbath hymn as I peered through the open window, down the street, where people were lined up for the evening performance at the cinema on the corner. The big hit of the summer was “S.A. Mann Brand” about a stalwart truck driver who joins the Brownshirts to defend Germany against communist subversion. The poster showed him holding a huge flag emblazoned with the new national emblem that was like a big, black spider with hooked legs spiralling out in four directions. Mimicking the exalted voice of our synagogue cantor, I chanted some passages from the morning service at the heathen who knew not the name of the Lord. Liesel looked up from her novel, appalled. 

“Have you gone mad?” 

Yes, I had and I was enjoying my madness. I felt as if I’d grown twelve inches. Leaning farther out the window, I shouted out words that were destined to bring light unto the nations. “Adonai Elohenu, Adonai Echad . . .”

Liesel grabbed me by the arm, hauled me back into the room, clutched me close, her heart pounding hard through the thin material of her dress. 

“Eva, you mustn’t . . . can’t you . . . don’t you know . . .” She was so upset she could hardly breathe. “Don’t you know what’s going on out there?” 

I knew. I knew everything. I knew just by being certain about knowing. That the Presence would bear me on eagle’s wings. That the Messiah would come in his own time. That I would walk with Papa to his shul. That at last, after much unfortunate delay, I was chosen.  

––––––––
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LIESEL AND I were different in many ways. She was older by three years, taller, almost fully developed and quite lovely, with glowing skin and soft, dark eyes. She was unaware of being lovely, careless with her looks, as if looks didn’t matter, or shouldn’t. Perhaps she didn’t believe what she saw in the mirror—it didn’t compute with an inner image. If someone paid her a compliment, she laughed, uneasy, as if she’d accepted a gift she didn’t deserve. While I longed for pretty clothes, Liesel was quite content to wear the severe, drab, ill-fitting outfits that Papa—ever frugal—obtained for us second-hand. Liesel wouldn’t try to tuck in a waist or improve on a sagging hem. Yet for all that, her beauty shone, which made me both proud to have such an attractive sister but also a bit resentful. I was small, skinny, pale, red haired, and freckled. Liesel had no right to be so unmindful of her blessings. My sister was also better at making friends. She was warm, whereas I was prickly. Practical and down to earth, while I was dreamy. She didn’t expect much of Papa, took him as he was, worked around him, avoiding, escaping or manoeuvring diplomatically. She hated conflict. She was water, while I was fire.

Our mother had died during a messy miscarriage when I was a baby. There were two deaths actually. But the other, the foetus, which might have become a third child, was never mentioned in our household. Somehow Liesel and I were aware of the double tragedy. Perhaps Tilly, the maid, had let something slip. We kept this knowledge—too dark for words—locked within our private selves. And there was another secret we were not supposed to know, though we did—its bare bones at least. Our father, the widower, who’d been left with two small children, had become betrothed again not long after our mother died. But who broke it off and when and why . . . over that we could only speculate. Liesel argued the mystery woman had been unworthy, while I insisted it was surely all Papa’s fault. As far as we knew, there had been no further attempts. 

For me, Mama was only stories and the photo on the mantel, but for Liesel she was real. Liesel had known the late Rachel Salomon, felt her love. Though only four when Mama’s body was taken away in the black-draped funeral carriage, Liesel swore she could remember her face and her touch, her sayings and instructions. When we were younger, Liesel had often talked aloud to Mama, and received clear answers whispered into her ear, or so my sister swore. When I was naughty, Liesel scolded me in Mama’s voice. When I had a fever, Liesel cooed Mama lullabies and held me tight until I was blazing and gasping for air. Now that we were older, Liesel still often said, Evaleh, you mustn’t! Mama will be twisting in her grave.

At Mama’s yahrzeit, when a memorial candle in a tin container burned upon the mantelpiece, Liesel gazed at the photo with yearning and recognition, much as Papa did. To me it was just a flat, grey, enigmatic image of something utterly lost. All through my childhood, the photo annoyed me. The eyes followed me around, the smile unreadable. When I stared closely, the face exploded into a cloud of dots. I had tried very hard to make Mama speak to me. Until recently there’d been nothing but silence. However, now that I’d been touched by the shining Presence, it seemed I could finally detect a spark of life in those paper eyes, a quiver of sympathy about the lips.

––––––––
[image: ]


FOR A THIRD time I expressed the wish to go to services. 

“To your shul,” I dared to ask Papa.

He gave me a sharp, curious look—still skeptical, but with a glimmer of appreciation, as if I might be more than merely a pale, undersized, impudent, demanding child. Perhaps he’d underestimated me? He considered the proposition for some moments, seemed to weigh the pros and cons, but shook his head. 

“No. You’ll go to the Storch.”

And still I was not discouraged, convinced I could win him over. Next week for sure he would invite me to accompany him to the hidden-away shul where the most pious Jews of the city prayed. He would introduce me as his daughter with pride, and sober heads would nod, seeing, not a pint-sized girl, but the legendary “Woman of Valour” of the Friday evening hymn.

“You’ve gone crazy, completely crazy,” Liesel groaned when we were alone. “But it will pass,” she added with big-sister forbearance. She meant that I’d had strange notions before and they had all blown through me like an October wind. 

As we milled about in the Storch courtyard before services, Liesel got to chatting with a couple of girls who invited her to join them later at a meeting. When we’d returned home she asked and got permission from Papa. It was a gathering of the Ezra movement, she told him, the one for orthodox youth. Everything would be strictly kosher and observant of the Sabbath laws. Before she left, she suggested I come too, but I didn’t want to be seen as the little sister who tagged along, and anyway, I disliked the overwhelming chumminess of groups. Liesel warned that I’d be bored and lonely without her, but I haughtily told her I wanted to study, that I intended to immerse myself in the Portion of the Week. Liesel just rolled her eyes. 

Alone in our bedroom, I opened a heavy tome: the five books of Moses, annotated by Rashi, our most famous sage of the Middle Ages. The Portion of the Week was Ki Teitzei, and it began most fascinatingly about the Israelite soldier taking captives in war.
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. . . and if you see among the captives a beautiful woman and you desire her, you may take her for yourself as a wife. You shall bring her into your home, and she shall shave her head and let her nails grow.
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The head shaving and nail growing, Rashi explained, was to ensure that the captive would become ugly and undesirable to the Hebrew soldier so that he would change his mind about marrying a Gentile, however attractive she might have first appeared. I read and re-read and turned the passage round and round and still it made no sense. I tried to continue to other passages, but the commandments and explanations became ever more complicated until my brain came to a shuddering halt. I slammed the holy book shut. 

Heavy rain splattered against the window panes. A sad, grey light filtered through the glass. Everything in the room seemed lifeless, while from its corner of the hall, the grandfather clock sent out a mournful bong. Frantically bored, I peered out the window at the street below, where people milled about beneath the shelter of awnings or marched forward with raised umbrellas. They were lining up for tickets at the cinema. They were waiting for the tram on Friedrich Wilhelm-Strasse. My feet chattered against the floor, propelled me to the hall, where I snatched my raincoat from the closet and the nicest umbrella from the stand.  The rest of the world was going about its business. Why not I? 

Outside, I opened and hoisted the umbrella as if it were a torch of triumph. It was a beautiful thing of deep green material with a band of gold along the scalloped edges and a carved wooden handle from which dangled a silky tassel. The rain had tapered off to a drizzle and the breeze licked my cheeks. A man passing by smiled that amused, patronizing smile adults bestow on entertaining children. Perhaps I looked odd—a slip of a girl beneath a wide umbrella. I refused to care. 

Turning a corner, crossing a broad street and a broader plaza, I arrived at the nearby Freiburger Railway Station, a grand old building, ornamented with classical columns, friezes, cornices, winged statues, and a large bronze clock at the very top. Across the balustrade stretched the blood-red banner with the familiar hooked-leg emblem. The black spider was everywhere these days: on the armbands of men in uniform, at the front of newsstands, on billboard notices, on flags big and small. One had to—one did—take it in stride. I sauntered up the entrance steps into the vast, echoing hall, thrilled by the hum of purposeful activity. People rushed about, newsboys shouted, porters pushed hand trucks piled high with suitcases, travellers waved from carriage windows, families embraced on platforms, while overhead, beneath the vaulted glass roof, sparrows swooped and twittered as if drunk with excitement. There was a pretzel stand and a man who sold sausages out of a steaming vat and a one-legged Gypsy playing a plaintive tune on his accordion. Hither and thither, hallos, whistles, tramping feet, the pant of engines. The cacophony was balm to my soul after the loneliness of our empty flat. I’d forgotten my longing for the Presence. Or perhaps my young brain, in which wishing and believing were almost the same, had decided the Presence must be here, amid the bustle, the noise and the heady, unkosher smells. 

I watched a tall, svelte woman who was leaning against the post beneath the station clock. She wore a fawn-coloured trench coat with a wide belt and padded shoulders and a saucer-shaped hat with a pretty bow. Hands in her pockets, one leg bent, her pose was exquisite. A man rushed towards her, burbling apologies. She drew herself up, said something which made him wince as if slapped. When he lit a cigarette for her, she blew smoke into his face and laughed and I imagined she must have a low, husky laugh, the kind that made men shiver. After they’d vanished into the crowds, I wandered around dreaming about them: his eager questions, her ambiguous answers. In my dreams, I became tall and haughty, cool and teasing, just like her. Still half in a dream, I drifted out the great arched doorway of the station back into the rain. 

But as I began to walk along, a prickly sensation in my spine told me I was being followed. I quickened my steps. The Brownshirts! Were they after me? Had I drawn too much attention to myself while strutting about the station and twirling my open umbrella? Did the authorities know me because of the time I’d yelled Hebrew verses through the open window? Though I itched to break into a run, curiosity won out at last and I turned to see if I really was being pursued. Sure enough, a man was bearing down on me. A man in a black suit, and the face under the Homburg black with fury. Papa! His hat and suit jacket looked damp from rain. His eyes smouldered in a way I knew only too well. Reflexively, I pulled the umbrella close to my head like a turtle retreating into its shell. Papa pushed it backwards and glared down at me.

“Where have you been?” he hissed. 

“Nowhere! Just walking.”

“With that?” 

He grimaced and jerked his chin to indicate something unspeakable, as if a hideous demon were seated on my shoulder, but the only thing on my shoulder was the polished wooden shaft of the lovely umbrella. 

“Wretched girl,” he snarled through gritted teeth. “You’ve broken the Sabbath. Again!”

I blinked at him, speechless.

A holy rage flushed his cheeks and sparked his eyes, but all he could do was glare. He couldn’t vent his anger to his full satisfaction because we were in the plaza in front of the station, with the well-dressed gentiles flowing by. He turned on his heel and stalked away, as if he couldn’t bear the sight of me another moment. I trudged after him with anguished heart. I’d closed the umbrella and let the drizzle fall on my bare head but it was a useless gesture of appeasement. To be carrying any object outside the house on the Sabbath was considered one of the thirty-nine prohibited forms of work and thus a violation of the day of rest. How could I have forgotten such a thing? But I had.

Papa was waiting for me when I entered the flat. The moment I came through the door, he snatched the umbrella out of my hand and called for Tilly to take it away. Give it to the poor, he commanded. To someone deserving. He never wanted to see it again. I felt it was me he wanted to send away, never to be seen again. Tilly looked astonished to have a handsome green and gold umbrella thrust upon her for no discernible reason, but she was used to the strange quirks of her Jewish master. 

Liesel came home, exuberant from her time with the youth group and wearing the blue neckerchief of the Ezra movement knotted below her throat. But she sobered up immediately upon absorbing the black mood in the house. 

“I told you to come with me. Oh, I should have made you come. I could kick myself.” 

I tried to smile. Liesel’s contortions of guilt usually made me laugh, but not now. 

“Tell Papa you’re sorry. Do,” she urged, taking my hand, wanting to lead me to his study door. 

“No!” 

I couldn’t apologize, or rage, or explain. I wanted to be left alone. 

Supper was an awkward, painful affair, with Papa, Liesel, and me seated in near silence at the big table facing the empty chairs that denoted Mama’s place, the place of the lost child and places of the other children who would never be born. The rituals proceeded as usual: blessings over wine and bread, a cold meal of hard-boiled eggs and pickled beets, and hardly a word passing between us. Papa wasn’t much of a conversationalist at the best of times. Tonight, his silence was especially harsh. Meanwhile every small noise I made—chewing, pushing things around on my plate—seemed further proof that I was all wrong. During Havdallah, I wanted to disappear into the trail of black smoke that billowed up from the triple wick of the braided candle. After the flame hissed into the spilled wine, our father went straight to his study, skipping the concert for the lady in the white dress. She stared out of her portrait with a vacant look in her eyes and a sickly smile on her bloodless lips.

Papa was right. I’d broken the Sabbath before, more often than he realized. But never so unintentionally as today, never with such a pure heart. There was no justice.

Back in our bedroom, Liesel tried to console me, whispering a secret in my ear. She had not spent the afternoon at Ezra, the movement for Orthodox youth, but with a group of socialist Zionists instead. Papa would call them Godless heathens. There had been music and hora dancing and I should have come. Seated on my bed, Liesel sang to me a spirited new song she’d learned about rebuilding the ancient homeland. 

––––––––
[image: ]



In the hills, the golden dawn has poured her splendour

In the valley, dew drops glitter still

To you cherished land we tender

Our hearts and hands to serve your will

We shall plant and build, renew the story 

What can we offer more to praise your glory?
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Her voice quavered with emotion and her eyes shone, as if that golden dawn had already poured its splendour upon her. As if she could see the desert wasteland transformed into a carpet of green. I let her sing and enthuse, though I was not in the mood. I was trying to understand how the Presence could have withdrawn itself from me so completely.
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Chapter 2
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Exodus
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Port of Trieste, May 1937
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“GOOD RIDDANCE EUROPE, you cruel old sow!” 

The voice nearby that yelled these words was hoarse and speaking Yiddish, the bastard tongue, which had its appeal even as it scalded my High-German sensibilities. Wheeling round, I spied a pale, gangly, scowling youth who leaned over the ship’s rail and puckered his lips as if he intended to aim a gob of spit at the upturned faces gathered on the quay. But no, he merely sucked in air for more salty curses as he invited the jack-booted Italian border control policemen, at that moment marching down the ship’s ramp, to lick his royal Jewish ass. I heard him yell something more about freedom and sailing to Eretz Yisroel and then his words and his figure became lost in a general roar of goodbyes and the crush of people storming towards the side of the ship. Fiercely I clung to my spot at the rail and jabbed my elbows into the jostling bodies beside me, refusing to succumb to the disadvantage of my smallness. I didn’t want to miss a single moment of this grand, forever-after departure that I’d anticipated for so long with a mix of emotions. Eretz Yisroel I whispered aloud, rolling the ancient name around on my tongue, trying to get used to the idea of the new homeland. I had only the vaguest notions and forebodings, heightened by Uncle Otto’s talk of the wild Orient. 

The morning Papa and I had left Germany, Uncle Otto and Aunt Ida had come to see us off at the Freiburger Railway Station. Auntie bent down to stuff an extra woollen shawl and a bag of camomile tea against seasickness into my suitcase. She stroked my cheek with her gloved hand. Suddenly her arms flung open to clasp me to her bosom so tightly that I felt the thud of her heart beneath the stiff cloth of her dress. Embarrassed, or maybe remembering the swarm of germs that could pass between us, she quickly let go again and patted my hair and her own collar as if dusting us off. Her eyes had misted over in a look of sad bewilderment. 

If Uncle was sad, he hid his feelings beneath a burst of good cheer, smoothing over the awkwardness of parting with a blanket of words. 

“The exotic Orient, what an adventure, ha! You’ll be fine Markus, on your feet in no time. I’m a little envious. But it’s not for us. Foreign lands. Strange climates. Ach nein. Palestine is for the young. Or the young at heart, like you, Markus. Yes, of course, you’re young at heart. And used to your Spartan diets. Not like me.”

Otto patted the large belly straining against his belt buckle beneath the vest of his three-piece suit. 

“What would I do without my Bratwurst and dumplings?”

A sonorous blast of the ship’s horn shook me out of my reverie. The deck throbbed beneath my feet as somewhere far below an engine grumbled to life. Slowly our vessel inched away from the quay and a blizzard of waving handkerchiefs filled the air. Trieste’s Habsburg-era palaces shrank into doll houses, the people on the quay faded into dots, the coastline under a grey sky became a smudge on the horizon while a pewter-coloured sea stretched all around. I turned and noticed Papa.

He too was leaning against the rail, a few feet away from me, shoulders slumped, Homburg crushed onto his head to keep it from flying off in the wind. He stared down at the wake churned up by the propellers with a stricken look on his face, as if something precious was lost in the foam. As if he were standing by a graveside. I knew what it was. Regret. Homesick already. He missed our home town, Breslau, the city of his birth and that of his ancestors, dating back to a bearded patriarch who’d moved there from the Rhineland in the eighteenth century. He missed the canals, bridges, promenades, linden trees, market squares, street cars, the back alley shul with the sloping floor, the leafy cemetery in which our mother was buried along with generations of relatives and acquaintances—all those familiar names carved into marble monuments. I believe at that moment he also missed the Storch synagogue, the one Uncle Otto and Aunt Ida attended and where Papa wouldn’t deign set foot because it was too prosperous and showy, and probably he even missed the heathen Christian churches. I wasn’t used to seeing my father so subdued. A sprout of pity stirred within me. But his head suddenly whipped around and his expression changed. 

“What are you gaping at, girl? Close your mouth before the flies rush in.” 

His eyes fixed me with his signature harsh, bleak stare that seemed to penetrate my soul and find it nothing but an empty vessel. Then he muttered some curt instructions about our lunch arrangements before turning his back on me again. Though I was sixteen-and-a-half now—almost a grown woman—and though Papa was always thus, his withering glance hurled me back into the helpless rage of childhood. He never saw me as I really was. Always he misunderstood. Good riddance, good riddance, I chanted to myself, trying to recapture the euphoria of departure, but feeling mocked by the swooping, squealing gulls instead.  
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AMONG THE CROWDS of people from many lands who milled about our ship, the SS Adriatica, were groups of youths, all of whom already seemed anchored in friendships that had sprung up instantly. Sometimes they took over much of the open deck to form a solid wheel of frantically joyful hora dancers. Arms grasping one another’s shoulders, feet all stepping and kicking in unison, round and round they whirled to the squawks and squeaks of a harmonica. The same tunes played over and over—an eager, strident, annoyingly hypnotic music in four-four time. Boys whooped, girls flashed open-hearted smiles, hands and shoulders fused more firmly together and no one paid attention to me, hovering on the sidelines, aloof and bitter. I’d barely grown since seventh grade and was still stuck in the same kind of dowdy brown dress I’d been wearing for years, a hand-me-down that bagged around my thin, childlike limbs. I had a stubby braid, the face of a waif. If the happy gang of youths did notice me, it would only be out of pity. The tyranny of the circle. The self-absorption of the group. As I watched the dancers one morning in a confusion of longing and disdain, I became aware of someone else nearby—the boy who’d yelled Yiddish curses towards the harbour as our ship departed. He was a stoop-shouldered angular fellow with a shock of unruly black hair over his brow and, even before I heard him speak, I sensed the blast of scorn emanating from his soul towards the circle dance, a repudiation even greater than my own. 

“They think it’s a game, a big party. They have no idea about the real struggle. We won’t win the homeland by hopping like crickets.”

His eyes remained fixed straight ahead, so I wasn’t sure if he was addressing me or simply talking to himself. His intensity fascinated me, even as it set off a hundred alarm bells clanging through my already unsettled mind.  

“Jabotinsky calls for strength, discipline, fighting fire with fire. What do they know about the great Jabotinsky, those pathetic Labour Zionists?” 

I had no idea what he was talking about and though I sensed it was just the sort of story to make me profoundly uncomfortable, curiosity twitched beneath my forebodings. But before I could summon the courage to ask him a question, he’d taken himself away, to another part of the ship. No doubt he too thought I was just a little girl and thus unworthy of his high-blown musings about the great Jabotinsky. During the days that followed, I glimpsed him now and then, his pale, aloof, serious face beneath the tangles of dark hair, but finding him even more unapproachable than the happy crowd, I steered clear. Brittle with shyness and pride, I would drift away to the back of the ship to the safety of solitude and gaze out at the grey expanse of the sea. The journey through monotonous sameness, through the frothy curled tongues of a zillion identical waves became a dreamy in-between time, a state that lent itself to brooding. And since I couldn’t imagine the future or the country to which we were heading, I found myself engulfed in the past, just like Papa, but without a hint of honeyed nostalgia. 

In those hours, my seventh grade teacher, Fräulein Spitz, returned with a vengeance. I hadn’t thought of her for years, but here she was, searingly vivid as a scorpion’s sting. She’d come to our school just after that miserable August of my absurd religious conversion, sent to replace the kind, but mumbling, dull-voiced and absent-minded Frau Bauernfreund, who had taken early retirement. Fräulein Spitz was young, energetic, and attractive—a model of the new ideal, with straight, athletic shoulders, noble features, blond locks, and keen blue eyes. She had a touch of film star sophistication, but also a sweet cleft in her chin that made her seem just a tiny bit vulnerable and not entirely above us. As she marched back and forth in front of the class, talking about how we were on the threshold of a great era, the air in the room became charged with her passion. Here at last was a teacher who was bold and had something to say. Glancing around, I could see how the others had been instantly smitten. I was almost in love myself except for a creeping sense of dread. 

Fräulein Spitz believed in innovation. She wanted to get us out of our seats. She wanted to become acquainted with her pupils. And so, after her opening lecture, she asked that the whole class rise and gather in front of the windows to form a row—tallest to shortest. We were to do this quickly and quietly, with no silly tittering or chatter. She clapped her hands. Everyone rose at once in an explosion of scraping chairs. Without a word, as if we’d done this many times, we sorted ourselves out and glided into place. Not surprisingly, I was at the end of the row. 

Fräulein Spitz slowly walked down the line, as if inspecting an honour guard, and asked each girl her name and that of her father. She held an attendance register and ticked off the names as she found them on her list. This procedure took longer than the usual way of reading out the names in alphabetical order. But it allowed Fräulein Spitz to make eye contact with each one of us, to literally size us up. There were two other Jewish girls in class—Beate Friedmann and Lilly Kohn. Fräulein Spitz made check marks on her list, but then suddenly asked them both to step forward and state their nationality. In unison, both girls said, unwavering, “German!” The teacher’s eyes widened in astonishment. 

“Ach so?”

Fräulein Spitz peered carefully at Beate and Lilly as if wondering if they were real or cleverly dressed-up storefront dummies. But after a long moment, she moved on. Everyone who’d been holding in her breath in expectation, exhaled. At last the teacher stood in front of me. I opened my mouth, ready to state my name. The hint of a mocking smile played upon Fräulein Spitz’s lovely lips. She shook her head in disbelief. 

“Well, I suppose this one won’t be competing in the high jump.”

A gust of shocked titters swept up and down the row. The name I’d been about to speak died in my throat. But the teacher already knew who I was. Her ice-blue eyes regarded me from their lofty position near the top of her statuesque body. 

“Just how tall are you, Salomon?” 

And when I didn’t respond: “You don’t know?”

In that moment of panicked vertigo, I’m not sure I did. My throat closed, my lungs collapsed, breath failed me and a roaring chaos filled my mind.

“Let me guess. I’d say about one hundred and forty.” 

The mockery on her lips was now unmistakable. 

She called for the girl at the front of the row to fetch the wooden rule that lay on a ledge beneath the blackboard and, with it pressed against my back, she confirmed she’d been close to the mark. I measured no more than one hundred and forty-five centimetres. 

Not everyone laughed, but those who did positively shrieked with delight. It was as if the esteemed teacher had released a thought that had been pressing on everyone’s minds for ages and was finally being allowed to see the light of day. 

A pygmy of the Mosaic persuasion. 

I never told Papa. What was the point? He had his own nasty encounters to deal with by then, along with the financial worries that began to plague almost every household in our community. Anyway, he wasn’t the kind of father one told things to. Nor did I speak to Liesel. I didn’t want her crushing me to her breast in an excess of sympathy or begging me to join the youth group. After another week of tall-to-shortest roll calls, Fräulein Spitz suddenly, without explanation, went back to the usual alphabetical method of taking attendance. Other humiliations were not quite as personal but equally shattering. The lessons in racial studies, for example. Tacked to the wall in front of the class was a chart of sketches of typical heads—Aryan, Slavic, Asian, and so on. Fräulein Spitz lingered over the example of the ideal type, her ruler tapping at the placard. We were to note the Aryan’s narrow face, the high-built nose, the strong jaw, and prominent chin, all of which expressed boldness of character. The teacher read aloud from a printed document, labouring through opaque facts such as a “cephalic index of seventy-five,” and a “facial index of ninety.” Beate Friedmann, Lilly Kohn and I sat on a bench at the back, apart from the others. The Jew bench. 

My attention was glued to the ninth and last placard. This face had fat lips, a nose like a claw, a scraggly beard, and squinting eyes that latched onto mine. They stared back at me with a pitiless intensity. I squeezed my own eyes shut but still saw the face—an electric yellow afterimage—the expression jerking through a dozen changes in an instant: from leering, to pleading, to defiance, to tenderness, to deep, pained all-knowingness, and back again to craven meekness. The images pulsed behind my eyelids and finally exploded into a thousand rancid-yellow dots. The face and the explosion of yellow specks pursued me for a long time afterwards.

I came to an iron-clad conclusion in that hard season. There was no justice in this world and certainly no Presence. Nothing, nothing, nothing, whether on high or here on earth. The entire Torah was a sham. The whole, elaborate set of rules served no purpose but to squeeze the few drops of joy out of life. Why such rules were dreamt up and why joy had to be quenched was beyond me, but I could see it was so. And it was not the Jewish religion that was the fundamental problem, I realized. It wasn’t Christianity, the Führer, nationalism, Zionism or communism. Belief itself was to blame. Belief gave false hope. All faiths, persuasions, enthusiasms, and models of social order, all were the same, made people blind and cruel. I became more convinced of this truth through the years of dreariness, uncertainty and terror—the mass rallies on the streets, the vicious laws, the ugly songs (All will be well in German life / When Jewish blood spurts from the knife.) 

In 1935, shortly after the time of my fifteenth birthday, Tilly, our maid of so many years, had to leave our household because of the Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honour. No German-blooded female below the age of forty-five was allowed to work as a servant in the home of a Jewish male. Somewhat cross-eyed and with a nose like a lump of putty, Tilly was not exactly alluring. Plus, she exuded a stiff, spinsterish reserve—surely one of the features that caused Papa to hire her in the first place. I’d never seen a hint of anything improper between them. Never had it occurred to me there could be anything like that. But now the ugly spectre had been raised and visions of Papa and Tilly touching one another in forbidden ways assaulted my fifteen-year-old imagination. I felt defiled by my grotesque thoughts. We were all defiled, as if a foul substance had permeated the flat, penetrating each of us to our inner core. Papa could barely bring himself to look at Tilly, and when she leaned towards him to serve the soup, he jerked away as if stung, while Tilly’s face flamed scarlet. Papa sat at the table, fiercely dignified and straight-backed as ever. He recited blessings in his usual gruff drone. And yet I caught an uneasy flicker in his eyes that made me want to sink into the floorboards with shame. And so I became impatient for Tilly to go and knew Papa felt the same. Neither of us could bear her presence any longer—a rare moment when Papa and I thought as one, but it didn’t draw us closer together in the least. 

Liesel spent more and more time with her Zionist youth group and one day, against Papa’s wishes and before I could try to talk her out of it, she’d hitchhiked across the Czechoslovak border and joined a training program on a communal farm that prepared Jewish youth for agricultural settlement in Palestine. I received letters in which she extolled the pioneering life—the rising with the larks, the marching off with her hoe to whatever task was assigned, exulting in what she called the “cleansing force of physical labour.” 

“The dark stains on my palms are kisses from Mother Earth. How much greater the joy will be when I kneel on the soil of our homeland. Stop laughing, cynical child. One day you too will understand.”

Now it was just Papa and me alone together, consuming our supper in silence at the great oak table with the empty chairs and Mama’s pale face gazing blankly from the photo on the mantle. A new maid, a Jewish woman, originally from Krakow, rattled around in the kitchen. She was a widow who’d fallen on hard times and who spoke German with an accent that made Papa grit his teeth. Cowed by his grim demeanour, she spent any free time she had sequestered in her room. Sometimes I heard weeping from behind her closed door, a sound that sent me into a strange, excruciating rage. I’d fling open the window of my room and lean far out over the sill, gulping oxygen. Or I’d crawl into the closet and play my recorder in the dark, amid the company of a few sad bits of clothing Liesel had left behind.

Eventually, Papa transferred me from the German public system to the Talmud Torah, a Jewish school, which, in normal times, accommodated about three hundred students. But in this new era it held twice that number—refugees from the public system from all over town and surrounding villages. Pell-mell, we were thrown together: orthodox and secular, rich and poor, boys and girls, old-stock German Jews and Ostjuden, whose parents had come to the country in recent decades and who still clung to their foreign ways. Classes were crammed, books and equipment lacking, the teachers harried. As the atmosphere outside the walls of the Talmud Torah went from bad to worse, the classrooms buzzed with talk of emigration. To Palestine. To the four corners of the earth. Our school set up extracurricular vocational programs and encouraged us to learn a trade that would help our prospects for future employment. The accent in all the classes was on stuffing our heads with practical, utilitarian knowledge, but the teachers themselves were uncertain what that might be. The geography of Argentina? The American constitution? Who knew where any of us would wash ashore? 

One by one, teachers and students left the country, the classes thinned out and the sad, restless atmosphere of a way station permeated our school. At Liesel’s training program, the girls chose boys’ names out of a hat and they all got married in an assembly line of weddings amid much hysterical laughter. It was a ruse to make the most of scarce immigration certificates. A married immigrant was allowed to bring his bride into Palestine. Aboard the deck of a ship bound for Haifa, Liesel and her “paper husband” and all the rest of her group had danced a joyous hora, no doubt to the same harmonica-wheezed tunes that I now heard on the SS Adriatica.

For the longest time, Papa had refused to consider joining the tide of emigrants. He clung to his consolations. At least we had order, he said. No more street brawls between the Brownshirts and the Communists. Across the border, in darkest Poland, a mob could boil over at any moment, but not here. Not in Germany. And though certain park benches, swimming pools, theatres, restaurants and so on, were now forbidden to Jews, the parks were spotless at least, one could still swim in the river, the shows were dreadful anyway and restaurant meals were a pure waste of money. Moreover, trains ran on time and the station master at Freiburger Bahnhof still touched his cap in a smart salute at the start of every journey. But there could be no denying the steady decline of business at Salomon and Sons, Purveyors of Sacks and Twine. Day by day, customers switched their loyalties to the Aryan competition. Papa could no longer comfortably travel around the countryside, buying up used sacks. His familiar face in the villages—his very Jewish face—had become a liability. This truth bit hard into Papa’s heart, as did the prospect of having to give up our flat and move in with Uncle and Auntie to make ends meet. Uncle had other business interests to keep him afloat, but Papa saw his savings ebb away. With great reluctance, he finally appealed to foreign embassies, including the office for British Palestine. By that time, because of unrest amid the Arab population, the British authorities had imposed strict quotas on Jewish immigration. To qualify for a “Capitalist” certificate, Papa needed 1,000 pounds sterling to bring into the country. The only way he could afford that amount was to borrow from Uncle Otto. Papa loathed debt. The fact that his own brother would do the lending didn’t lesson the shame in the least. He filed his application with a heavy heart, half hoping it would come to nothing. As for my wishes (which didn’t count, but I had them anyway), I was torn. Though I longed to see Liesel again, I was more drawn to the civilized West—America, England, France—than the exotic East. 

Months went by, bringing letters of refusal from a string of countries and no word on Palestine. Then, one day, the amazing news arrived from His Majesty’s Government in Jerusalem. Papa’s application had been accepted. I heard him muttering to himself as he paced around like a trapped fox. What was the lesser
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