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PROLOGUE

Shoes are the keepers of secrets. They hold pieces of history captive in their soles. A single sliver of glass from a night of terror long ago, buried in the worn heel of an oxford. A grain of sand from Coney Island beach, trapped under the insole of a silver stiletto, an accidental souvenir from an enchanted moonlit tryst. Bits of Houston Black soil beaten into the trenches of a pink sneaker from a frantic run for survival. A priceless heirloom locked away in the hollow heel of a delicate dress shoe, marking a quiet act of bravery one chilly November night.

A tattered shoe that’s been well worn and loved is a much happier sight than the unworn, forgotten shoes swallowed up in the black throat of a closet. That shoe has been places, has been tickled by someone’s wiggling toes and warmed by their skin. But what about the shoes left in the street? The sneakers hanging dejected from a telephone wire in the sluicing rain, the red peep-toes lying topsy-turvy on the shoulder of the Palisades Parkway. Do they have a story to tell? A story as complex as the people who, however briefly, owned them?

If you stopped and took the time to look closely, a shoe might give up its secrets. It might tell you how it made one young girl feel beautiful on a lonely night, or how it gave another an extra inch of height for her breathtaking first kiss. If Cinderella’s slippers could change her from peasant to princess, and Dorothy’s could transport her home, surely ordinary shoes can have power, too. The magic is there, deep within the sole. A pair of shoes can enchant an onlooker, transform a wearer, cradle tiny toes, or sustain an aching arch for one last mile. Yes, a shoe can even save a life. And sometimes, when fate and magic mingle, an extraordinary shoe can walk into many lives and change them all.
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DALYA

“It’s time.”

In a hushed tone, gentle but panicked, those were the words her mother spoke as the first tinkling of shattered glass came in the distance. She’d been looking out the window of their upstairs apartment, keeping watch, as she’d done each night for weeks now. Most nights, nothing of much importance happened. But today, Dalya had been sent home from school early. There were whispered rumors of something awful coming, though no one knew exactly what or when. As Dalya biked home that afternoon, dread crept through the streets of the West End, forcing her schoolmates inside long before dusk.

Now her mother turned from the window, her face waxen.

“They’re coming,” she said. “I’ll stay with your brother and sister. You go get your father from the shop.” She grabbed Dalya’s coat, mittens, and scarf from the coatrack. Quickly, she tucked several rolls of bread and a hunk of cheese into a hole she’d made days before in the lining of Dalya’s coat.

Dalya slid on the coat, the lumps of bread pressing awkwardly against her side. She nearly argued that it was a ridiculous precaution. The Gestapo had made their searches for weapons and contraband a dozen times before. Yes, they’d arrested Herr Rozen, the neighborhood butcher, after he was caught selling kosher meat. But after they closed his shop, they released him. What was so different about tonight? Still, the fear in her mother’s eyes kept her silent.

Her mother slipped her rings from her hand, then set them in Dalya’s palm. “Remember what we talked about.”

“But I’m sure it’s nothing—”

Her mother raised a finger to Dalya’s lips, stopping her. “They set fire to the Schellers’ shop!” she whispered, making sure only Dalya would hear. “They’re destroying everything!”

“What?” Terror flared inside her. This was different from the boycotting of their store, from the ugly vandalism happening more and more often. It had never been like this.

“Tonight, liebchen, everything begins.” Her mother hugged her fiercely. “Beeil dich!” she whispered. “Hurry now! There isn’t much time.”

Dalya glanced at David and Inge, who were sitting at the table eating their abendbrot. Her mother was ushering them into their coats between mouthfuls, filling their pockets and liners with rolls, too.

“Where are we going?” David protested, shoveling in one last bite. “I’m not finished yet!”

Dalya swallowed thickly, her blood humming in her ears. Poor Inge and David. At five and seven, the most frightening thing they’d known so far was the prospect of losing their suppers.

“And Dalya promised me and Dolly a story,” Inge said, pouting as she hugged her doll. With chubby cheeks and tiny features, she still looked babyish, and she was doted on because of it. Her mother coddled Inge more than she ever had Dalya, letting her throw tantrums without punishment and escape household chores. Nearly every night, while her mother helped her father clean the store after closing, Dalya put Inge to bed with a story. At times, she resented being pulled away from the store, especially when Inge was difficult. To ease her own impatience, she wove shoes into every story she told so they’d never be far from her thoughts. When Inge’s eyes finally fluttered closed, though, Dalya loved the sweetness of that small hand resting in hers.

David was Inge’s playmate, but also her nemesis, and now he smiled mischievously at her. “I’m going to give your dolly a trim,” he said, making his fingers look like scissors. Inge shrieked and leapt behind their mother, cuddling her doll protectively.

“I’m sure we’ll be right back,” Dalya said. “And then, Inge,” she added, grinning, “maybe we’ll give David a trim of his own.”

David’s eyes widened as Dalya lunged to tickle them both, but then her mother snapped, “This is no time for teasing.”

Dalya straightened at her harsh tone. “I was trying to help,” she said, but her mother hustled her to the door with a stern “Go.”

With Inge and David looking after her in surprise, she ran downstairs and into the back of their shop. As soon as she stepped through the door, the musky scent of leather engulfed her. It was the smell that had encompassed her whole existence as a young child, when she’d sat behind the shop counter eating potato knishes and watching her mother and father work. It was the scent of the familiar, of the loved—a scent she hoped would be with her for life. Because just as her mother and father made shoes, so, she hoped, would she. Someday, she and her husband would run this store together, like her parents did now.

Her father sat on his stool, his lapstone perched across his thighs, hammering a sole. He glanced up absently with a half smile, an expression that he wore when he was thoroughly absorbed in his task.

“Vati,” she croaked. “Vati, they’re coming. Muti says they’re burning shops.”

His smile collapsed, his ruddy cheeks sallowing. He stood, and the sole he’d been holding fluttered to the floor. Peering out the large front window, he gasped. “But this…this is madness….They can’t!” Sharp cracks split the air, making them both jump. “Gunshots,” he whispered. He rushed to the cash drawer and emptied it.

She ran to her father’s side, and together, they pushed the wooden display shelf across the floor, exposing an almost imperceptible panel cut out of the wallpaper. Her father slid a pocketknife into the seam and lifted the panel out from the wall, revealing a safe.

“I’ll take care of this,” he said. “You do as your mother wanted.”

Dalya nodded, then grabbed the tin box from its place at the back of the supply closet. She raised the lid, and there inside, exactly as she’d left them last night, were the shoes…her shoes. Even with her growing panic, she thrilled to look at them. The first pair of shoes her mother had let her make on her own, start to finish. She’d sketched them out in her notebook last spring. Normally, she hoarded her drawings, guarding them from her mother. Her mother doled out more criticism than compliments, constantly correcting Dalya’s handiwork, making her redo the stitching on an outsole or reconstruct a vamp that wasn’t absolutely perfect.

“The shoe,” her mother always said, “must be a second skin. It’s a resting ground for the foot, something that beautifies and cushions. A person must never feel they’re wearing the shoe. If it rubs, scrapes, or pinches the toes, then it is not well made.”

But when Dalya had first pictured these shoes in her mind, she’d sensed the inspiration was rare and should be put down on paper before it flittered away. She’d felt such intense affection for these shoes that she hadn’t wanted her mother niggling over them, picking them apart. One day, though, she’d left her notebook open at the kitchen table, and she’d come home from school to find her mother bent over the sketch of the shoes, studying it intently.

Dalya waited, holding her breath.

“This shoe…” Her mother traced the silhouette with a finger. “This shoe is fine. You may make this one.”

Her father made a new last for the shoe, one carved from oak and shaped from Dalya’s own foot. Dalya chose a champagne satin with a rosy sheen for the upper and spent hours embroidering it with a delicate floral design. Her mother rarely consented to such extravagance, but surprisingly, she had let Dalya choose the finest fabrics and materials for her shoes. A Louis heel paired with a rounded toe box gave the shoe a soft femininity, and a border of tiny pearl beading embellished its throat. Finally, the satin laces added above the vamp tied across the slight arch at the top of the foot like a silken bridge. Once, Frau Kaufmann had stopped by and seen Dalya working on the shoes. She’d wanted to buy them on the spot. Dalya had blushed with pride, but her mother said simply, “These shoes are for my Dalya. Someday, she will be married in them.”

Just like that, the fate of Dalya’s shoes was decided. Her mother had made the statement as if it were fact, and Dalya hadn’t even minded. As soon as she heard the words, Dalya knew they were true. She had no prospects for a husband and, at fifteen, no wish for one for years to come. Still, she knew that someday, when she found a young man worthy of the shoes, she would wear them for him on their wedding day.

Now, with the sound of shouts and shattering glass from the street outside growing louder, more insistent, Dalya lifted the right shoe from the metal box. She turned it over, then carefully tilted the heel back from the outer sole. A hidden hinge her mother had designed allowed the seat of the heel to pull away from the sole to reveal the tiny compartment hollowed out of its top.

The hiding place had been her mother’s idea.

“A place the Nazis will never look,” her mother had said. “We hope for the best but must plan for the worst.”

Dalya took her mother’s rings from her pocket. The wedding band was a muted gold, and the engagement ring had a center stone with six smaller diamonds surrounding it. The diamonds often threw rainbows around the shop while her mother worked. Dalya had never seen her take off her rings before, and she shuddered to think what would let her mother bear being separated from them. She tucked the rings carefully into the heel next to the thin piece of paper she’d slipped inside weeks ago, then sealed the heel with glue.

The shouts in the street had become deafening, and Dalya’s father was hurrying through the store toward her.

“You must finish!” His voice was stiff with urgency. “They’re next door already.”

She laid the shoes back in the tin box. Her quivering fingers struggled to latch the lid. When it was fastened, she bent over the floorboards behind the counter, scrambling for the right one. She edged her fingernail into a crease and eased the board up, then tucked the box underneath. The second the floorboard slapped back into its slot, her father was there with his hammer, nailing it into place. It was on this very board, over the shoes she’d lovingly handcrafted, that Dalya stood when the two soldiers burst into the store.

The first thing she noticed was the red band with its black swastika on their gray uniforms. The sight of it withered her insides. The second was their boots. Polished to a glossy black, they were meant to impress, or intimidate. When Dalya looked at them, she saw a garish, skeletonized reflection of her face in the gleaming toes. And she suddenly hated the boots—hated them for bringing terror into this place she loved.

“We are looking for Herr Amschel,” the taller soldier said.

Her father nodded. “You’ve found him.”

The soldier stepped forward. “You are charged with being an enemy of the state. You and your family must come with us.”

“An enemy of the state?” Dalya locked eyes with the soldier, her heart striking against her ribs. “That is ridiculous.” His mouth thinned into a line. “My father has done nothing—”

“Shhhhh.” Her father gave her arm a squeeze.

She waited for him to protest, to plead his innocence. But her father, who had never broken eye contact with any man in his life, bowed his head to stare at the floor.

“Of course we will come with you,” he said in a polite, supplicating tone foreign to Dalya. “Please, I need a few moments to collect my wife and children.”

“Three minutes,” the tall soldier snapped.

“Thank you.” Her father bowed his head appeasingly, then pulled Dalya up the back stairs, clutching her hand so firmly that it ached.

“They can’t arrest you,” Dalya whispered. “What have you done?”

Her father stopped on the top stair, his face pained. “We are Juden. That alone is a crime to them.”

Opening the door to their small apartment, they found her mother, brother, and sister waiting. Gone were David’s playful teasing and Inge’s melodrama. Their eyes were wide and scared.

“We must go with them, but we will be back.” Her father kissed her mother on her forehead. “This will pass soon enough.”

Together, they walked downstairs to the shop, where the soldiers waited. The tall one stood near the counter, inspecting her father’s shoemaking tools, his lips curled in distaste. And then Dalya saw it—the pot of glue she’d been using earlier, perched on the counter, within perfect range. As she moved past the soldier, she pretended to stumble. She grabbed the counter to catch herself, deftly knocking the pot off the edge.

It overturned, pouring thick yellow glue all over the soldier’s boot.

“Schwerfällig!” the soldier growled. “Clumsy!”

Dalya covered her mouth, feigning horror. “I am so sorry,” she said. “I slipped.”

Her mother yanked her out of the soldier’s way. “Forgive her,” she said quickly. “She is just a young, absentminded girl.”

The soldier’s eyes burned, and he raised his hand, ready to strike. But a wail broke from Inge’s throat, surprising him. The hand dropped.

“Take them outside,” he said through clenched teeth. “Now.”

Dalya was hurried out, her mother risking one scolding glance in her direction that said she knew the glue wasn’t clumsiness. But Dalya didn’t care. She was glad she’d done it. Even if his hand had come down on her, she’d still have been glad. There was a hidden smile inside her as she watched the soldier trying in vain to wipe the glue from his boot. Finally, he gave up and joined them outside, his face a blister of rage.

“Get in line.” He nodded toward the other side of the street, where their neighbors stood in one trembling huddle. There were the Buttenheims, the Felsbergs, the Rozens. There was Aaron Scheller, one of her classmates, with his mother, father, and little sister. Chava Scheller was her mother’s best friend, and their families often got together for Shabbos dinner. Dalya had known Aaron since the two of them were toddlers. As a child, he’d often followed her from room to room like a parched animal following a cloud. She’d never tried to hide her annoyance with his devotion. She remembered putting on countless puppet shows and dance performances, laughing and twirling around him as he sat watching somberly on the floor. Though part of her appreciated the attention, there was always too much adoration in his penetrating gaze. It vexed her that he granted it so easily when she felt she hadn’t earned it. Now here he was, watching her again with those same inquisitive chestnut eyes.

Dalya stepped into the street, glass crackling under her shoes. Shopwindows up and down Kurfürstendamm sat gaping, their glass shattered. The street was one of the busiest in the Charlottenburg district, usually bustling with shoppers, but tonight it was desolate and broken. Whimpers and sobs from neighbors she’d known most of her life, people she’d never seen cry, were an undercurrent to screams and gunshots echoing from the surrounding streets.

She glanced back at their shop and saw her father, still at the door, hesitating.

“One more moment, please,” he said to the soldiers. As he turned off the shop lights and locked the front door, a smirk streaked across the tall soldier’s face.

Her father joined them in line beside her mother and the Schellers.

Smoke drifted in the air, burning her lungs. A strange yellow haze glowed in the sky over Fasanenstrasse, a few streets over.

“What is that?” Dalya whispered.

A cry escaped her mother’s lips. “The synagogue. They’re burning it.”

Dalya’s stomach churned. Their beautiful synagogue, with its glorious domed roof, on fire. For what? She couldn’t understand. She doubted she ever would.

Inge’s sobs grew into frenzied howling, and the tall soldier lifted the butt of his gun. “Someone shut her up, or I will.”

Dalya reached Inge first, sweeping her up because her mother already had David in her own arms. Her mother shushed Inge desperately, but it didn’t work, and soon David’s lip trembled, too. Dalya had to do something.

“Should we tell a story now?” she whispered to them. She turned her back on the soldier, pressing Inge’s little head into her shoulder so she couldn’t see.

Inge shook her head, sniffling. “But…it’s not bedtime,” she choked.

“It doesn’t have to be.” Dalya held her tighter while her father and Herr Scheller planted themselves between the gun and their families. “There once lived a lovely shoemaker’s daughter,” she began, trying to focus on the words rather than the gun at her back. She spoke quietly as Inge’s hummingbird heart thrummed against her chest, her voice the only calm part of her. Aaron moved to stand protectively beside them, and that, along with the story, worked to quiet Inge enough for the soldier to lower his gun. After a few minutes, Dalya was able to hand Inge to her father.

“They’re destroying everything,” Aaron whispered once Inge was out of earshot. “If they could, I bet they’d shoot every one of us right now.”

“Aaron!” She stared at him. “What are you saying? They have no right…”

“They’ll take the right.” His fists clenched at his sides. “They won’t stop after this. They’ll never stop.”

Her father appeared next to them, his eyes grave. “Listen to me, both of you,” he whispered. “There’s a man here in Berlin. Leonard Goodman, a friend of mine. He’s an American, a Quaker. He has many influential friends. He’s been working these last few weeks to secure visas for us. He said he would help if…anything like this ever happened.” He took their hands in his. “Once this is over and they release you, go to him.”

Aaron nodded, but Dalya added firmly, “We’ll all go together, Vati.”

“God willing.” Her father pressed his hand to her cheek, then moved to rejoin her mother.

Aaron leaned toward her, his mouth nearly brushing her ear and sending an involuntary and unwanted heat through her. “Dalya, I made a promise to your father that I would look after you. If they take us out of the city, if they separate us, find a way back here. Find Herr Goodman, and I’ll find you.”

Dalya gave a short laugh. “That will never happen. Why would my father have asked you to look after me, when I’m perfectly capable of looking after myself?”

She fixed her eyes on him, waiting for his answer, but he dropped his own in embarrassment. Suddenly, she guessed her father’s intentions. He must have been hoping that something else—more than friendship—would grow between her and Aaron. That Aaron would be her protector, her caretaker. She bristled. As if her mind could be molded that easily. Why should her future be discussed and planned for in the third person, giving her no part in it? And worse, why should Aaron be privy to the plans when she was not?

“If there is some sort of trouble, which I doubt,” she said resentfully, “I will find my own way.”

Aaron’s eyebrows lifted in surprise, and the hint of a smile played around his mouth without ever settling onto it. “I wish…I wish you liked me better.” There was a woundedness in his voice, but Dalya convinced herself she hadn’t heard it.

She opened her mouth, but didn’t know how to say it wasn’t true without lying, so she shut it again. Maybe she could’ve liked him better if he didn’t always beg for her approval. But of course, she couldn’t say that out loud.

Just as the silence between them was becoming awkward, the soldiers positioned themselves around their group and told them to start walking.

“Where are they taking us all?” Frau Scheller asked, a quietly contained hysteria tingeing her voice.

Dalya’s mother took her hand. “I don’t know, Chava. But we’re together. And that is a blessing.”

Dalya glanced at Aaron, and an understanding passed between them. She positioned herself on one side of Inge, David, and Aaron’s sister, Hila. Aaron took up his post on the other. Together, they formed a protective barrier around the children, holding their hands through the street. Inge was still crying, but silently, her earlier outburst having drained her to exhaustion. After she stumbled a third time, Dalya swung her onto her back so she could keep up.

Aaron offered her a small nod of encouragement. If he was angry with her, he showed no sign of it. His eyes were bright, unwavering, the darkness giving his face a sharpness that was more man than boy.

“Do what they tell you to,” he whispered. “It will be easier that way. But remember what I said. Even if…” He paused. “Even if you don’t want me to, I’ll find you. I made that promise, and I can’t break it.” His eyes held hers. “No matter what happens to you, what they do to you, hide the best of yourself away where they can’t find it. Until this is over.”

No matter what they do to you. She shuddered, then nodded, instinctively feeling a division going on inside her. The Dalya of Before tucking herself into the recesses of her heart for safekeeping. The Dalya of After emerging like a fortress ready for attack.

The moon was a bright orb in the indigo sky, and the loveliness of the night seemed that much stranger when steeped in the bitter fear wafting off the people around her. As they walked, glass shattered a hundred times louder than before. Dalya turned to see the windows of Amschel’s Shoe Store smashed, an open wound in the dark.

She thought, How silly of Father to lock the door.

Every step took her farther away from the pale pink shoes buried under the floorboards. She prayed they’d stay there, undiscovered. Then she lifted her chin high, turned her back on her home, and walked into the night.
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CHOPINE MILLER’S BEGINNING

He was standing on the corner of Wall Street and Broadway when he took off his shoes. The oxfords still gleamed from the coat of polish he’d brushed on at dawn. They were the most expensive pair of shoes he’d ever bought himself. He’d bought them, along with his custom suit, on the day he’d been offered the job of floor broker for Jefferies. His father, of course, had offered to pay for everything he needed, but this time, for the first time, Kent refused to let him. He’d thought of the shoes as a good-luck charm, and maybe even a step toward independence, hoping that if he looked the part, success would follow.

He hadn’t factored in the panic he felt at the sound of the opening bell each day. Adrenaline was normal, his friends in the industry told him. Adrenaline gave you an edge, kept you hyped up on the trading floor. But Kent could taste the bile in his throat before he even got out of bed.

This was supposed to be his calling. That’s what his dad had always told him. It was supposed to be instinctual, not excruciating. In the end, though, it was all money. Nothing more. Money that didn’t even exist in hard cash, but spun around the world as a concept, making and breaking corporations, countries, and men.

On the day Kent abandoned his shoes, he lost two mil on the floor. By the time the closing bell sounded, his toes were numb. Crushing tiredness overwhelmed him, and he staggered off the trading floor, wanting fresh air. But New York City summers are unforgiving, and this one had saved a last hurrah for October, spilling over into fall. Heat smothered him as soon as he stepped outside. He dragged his feet, his shoes tightening with every step. How was it possible for the feet of a twenty-three-year-old to feel so old, so beaten down?

He sat on the steps in front of the stock exchange, his lungs straining for air. His feet throbbed inside his shoes, and suddenly, he was tearing at the laces, yanking on the tongues. His feet pulled free with a soft sucking sound. His socks were next. He slid them down his calves and off his feet. He sighed and wiggled his pasty toes, laughing. Then he stood up and walked away.

—

Linnea Chantal had just cracked open her two-dollar dinner, a can of soda and a Heath bar, when she saw him. He was wandering through the litter-strewn grass of Battery Park, his suit jacket stained with the mustardy remnants of a hot dog, his tie scruffily undone. His suit screamed money, but he seemed way too young for it, with peach fuzz and a lost look that was adorable. Every few seconds, he gave his shirt collar a tug as if he were battling to keep it from choking him.

Partly because she was new enough to the city that she understood how lonely it could make a person, and partly because she was bursting for someone to share her news with, she offered him a smile.

“Hey,” she called, “no killjoys at the party!”

His head snapped up, and he blinked a few times like he was trying to bring her into better focus. “Sorry,” he muttered. “Um…what party?”

“Mine!” She spread her arms, twirling. “You are looking at the best Éponine that Broadway will ever see!”

“You’re in Les Miz?” he asked doubtfully.

“Not yet, but I will be!” she cried. “I nailed my audition today, and now I’m celebrating!” She held her soda and candy out to him and, in her best British accent, asked, “Would you care for some champagne and caviar, sir? I only buy the best.”

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry.” He gave a hollow laugh. “Just tired. So tired.”

“Yeah, I know that kind of tired,” she said. “The kind that makes you want to sink right into the ground and never get up again. I used to get that way sometimes, too. But that was before I came here.” She thought of the unaccountable sadness that sometimes swallowed her whole, without warning, for weeks at a time, until she pulled herself up from its depths, wasted from tears. It frightened her. It had frightened her parents and teachers, too. But it would never be able to find her here…among thousands of people. She swept her arms across the great expanse of buildings, ignited in the dark like earthbound stars, and felt the thrill of the city’s promise coursing through her. “This is where I belonged all along.”

“I thought I knew where I belonged,” he whispered, pacing the grass. “Until today.” He stepped on a bottle cap, then cursed, yanking his foot from the ground.

“Hey, there’s a way better place to go barefoot,” she said. “If you’re brave enough to follow a stranger.” It was a teasing challenge and, she recognized, possibly a reckless one. But nights as brilliant and perfect as these were made for recklessness, and anyway, she was feeling invincible.

He hesitated, glancing at her ripped jeans and oversized sweatshirt, and she guessed he’d probably never talked to a girl who wasn’t decked out in pearls and cashmere thanks to Daddy’s pocketbook. She wondered if he’d ever done anything for the sheer fun of it, and decided, with certainty, that he hadn’t. She thought he might walk away. But then he surprised her.

“You have the most beautiful feet I’ve ever seen,” he blurted, then shrank with embarrassment.

She laughed, her blond hair springing. “They’re only beautiful when I’m wearing my lucky shoes. My Marilyn Monroe shoes. She was born normal-nobody Norma Jeane, but she became somebody.” She swiveled her ankle so her silver rhinestone stilettos glittered. “That’s what’s going to happen to me, too. I gave myself a glamorous new name worthy of the stage, and my shoes will do the rest. I wear them to every audition.”

He leaned forward and, before she understood what he was doing, gingerly brushed a finger over her ankle strap. Her breath caught. “ ‘Your ladyship is nearer to heaven than when I saw you last, by the altitude of a chopine.’ ” He smiled, then shrugged. “It’s Shakespeare.”

She stared at him, her heart pirouetting. No one had ever spoken to her like that. It didn’t matter that they weren’t his words. His saying them meant he understood something about her no one else ever had, and she determined, in that instant, to rescue him. She lifted her hand to the base of his chin and, with a flick of her fingers, unbuttoned his shirt collar.

He sucked in a long, deep breath, drinking in the air.

She cocked her head toward the South Ferry subway station. “So, Shakespeare, are you coming with me or not?”

His eyes rested on hers, the lost look in them gone. “Let’s go.”

She led him across the street to the subway, and they disappeared over the city’s gilded rim, hand in hand.

—

It was a night dipped in magic. Years later, he would still remember the muted sounds of the music and laughter that drifted down the beach from the Coney Island boardwalk, the warmth of her hand in his. His aching bare feet sank into the sand, wicking up its coolness.

She whipped her hair out of her eyes and faced him, placing one hand over his heart. “Listen to the waves,” she whispered, brushing her lips against his ears. “It’s the rhythm of the world….” She spun away from him. “Doesn’t it make you want to dance?”

He shook his head at her cartwheels, wishing he could bottle up some of her abandon. It was seductive, and so was she. But there was something feverish about her joy, like it was too excessive not to also be dangerous.

“I’m guessing you haven’t lived in the city long,” he said.

“Two weeks,” she announced proudly. “Why? Do I look like a rookie?”

“No one stays that happy in this city,” he said. “It isn’t possible. Not without money.” As soon as the words left his mouth, he hated himself for saying them. They belonged to his father, and here he was, regurgitating them because he was too scared to believe anything different.

Her glare was a mishmash of anger and playfulness. “Who needs money? I have a place to sleep already. On Avenue A…rent-free.”

“You’re squatting?” He raised an eyebrow. He’d heard about the runaways and dropouts taking over abandoned tenement buildings in Alphabet City, struggling artists or actors who built whole gypsy villages behind boarded-up windows. He envied their daring, but not their poverty.

“Squatting…for now. And then…we’ll see. I’ll eat air. Bathe in the Hudson. I’ll make it possible.” She lit a cigarette, took a long drag, then passed it to him. “Don’t tell me you’re a dream killer. I hate dream killers.”

“So…you know some personally,” he said.

She shrugged. “Only everyone I knew before I came here.” She dug the toe of her shoe into the sand. “They said I was too young. That theater wouldn’t be good for me. They wanted me to stay at home, where I’d be safe.” She threw her head back and yelled, “I’m bored to death by safety!”

He laughed, then sobered. “Maybe safety’s my problem.” He stared out at the water, where the boardwalk lights winked on the waves. “I’m stuck in a net of it. I can’t do anything except what I’m supposed to do. My father made the mold for me before I was even born. It’s my fate.” He pulled an old-time pocket watch from his jacket and flipped it open, holding the inscription up to her face. “ ‘Time wasted is money lost.’ So said my grandfather and now my father.”

She scoffed. “Screw fate! People fall into things and call it fate. Fate is a lame excuse for choices we’re not happy with.” She stretched her arms toward the stars. “And time…” She smiled at him. “Well, time is only wasted when it’s spent worrying over fate.”

Looking into her radiant face, he wanted to slide down the slippery slope of dreaming with her, to ignore the pounding of his father’s plans being hammered into his brain. For the first time in his life, but not the last, he let himself go.

She pulled him into the waves, kicking up seafoam and laughing. For a moment, the moonlight flickered across her stilettos in the water, and they became the glittering scales of a tail, and she became the mermaid with the irresistible song.

They splashed and swam until, exhilarated and dripping, they tumbled breathless onto the beach in each other’s arms. She made a pillow of his jacket and laid his head on it, fashioning a bed for him in the sand.

The shushing of the waves lulled him. The trail of stars quieted the numbers racing through his head. And as she kissed him, the dollar signs finally blinked out.

When he left her sleeping in the moonlight, he was smiling. And he was still smiling when he showed up at his parents’ brownstone on East Seventy-Third to tell them he was going back to school to study art.

—

She woke to waves lapping her toes. She sat up, blinking into a tangerine sunrise. The tide had come in, and the sand sparkled, clean and new. She’d heard his whispered “Thank you” in the wee small hours, felt his kiss on her hair, but she let him believe she was sleeping. It was better to avoid a morning of awkwardness. This way, if he had regrets, she wouldn’t see them. Besides, she felt like a bona fide New Yorker now. She’d made a random connection, and after a brief blaze of glory, she was moving on.

She reached for her lucky shoes and found his pocket watch beside them, tucked together like they were sleeping in the sand. She picked them all up and danced up the beach toward the subway, a tiny universe of chromosomes already starting to spin inside her, happy to have a home.

—

On Wall Street at dawn, a hobo stepped out of the filthy dish towels wrapped around his feet and slipped into a pair of abandoned oxfords, polished and brand-new. They fit him perfectly. He walked away without a limp.

—

On July 10, 1991, Sara “Linnea Chantal” Miller gave birth to a beautiful baby girl with almond eyes and one extra chromosome, and despite skeptical looks from the nurses in the maternity ward, promptly named her after a shoe.
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DALYA

It was on the day Inge’s rasping cough began that Dalya found a white rock the size of a robin’s egg. She was standing in the “exercise yard” for roll call, shivering. The coats they’d come with had been torn from them as they’d stepped off the train, and the clothes and shoes the camp officers had given them were already threadbare. Even her long brown hair, stripped from her like everything else, had been shorn off to keep away the lice. Her fingers and toes were constantly numb, and sometimes she thought it might be better to stay in her bunk than to face the cold. But people who didn’t get up were taken away and never came back, so her mother made her get up, always.

Now her mother stood next to her with an arm firmly around Inge. Dalya hoped the guards would think her mother’s arm was a gesture of affection, or protection. But she knew otherwise. Inge couldn’t stand alone. Her eyes were half closed, her cheeks flushed with fever, but their mother had to make sure she seemed as healthy as possible. Otherwise, the guards would take her to the infirmary. So far, no one who’d gone to the infirmary had returned.

“Look, Inge,” Dalya whispered. “I think we can use this rock for drawing.” She smiled at her sister, but her chapped lips split, and blood slicked her mouth. So much the better, she thought, wincing through the pain. Her lips would have a healthy, rosy shine for the guards’ inspection.

Dalya crouched in front of Inge with the rock. But Inge’s eyes didn’t blink, or even flicker with recognition. Dalya sighed, tucking the rock into one of her wooden inmate clogs, where it wouldn’t be seen by the guards. She had the urge to shake her sister until some sign of life spilled out of her. Gone was the impulsive sprite with all her changeable moods, and Dalya ached to have her back, regretting every moment she’d ever lost patience with her.

When they’d first arrived, Inge had cried all the time. Cried for David and their father, who had been separated from them as soon as they’d stepped off the train. Cried for the dolly ripped out of her arms that night so many months ago. Cried as their mother tried to explain to the SS officers that this was a mistake, that none of them were supposed to be here. But that was before hunger and exhaustion used up her tears. Now, when she wasn’t forced to stand for roll call, Inge was curled into a motionless ball on the bunk in their barracks. Now Dalya wished Inge’s tears would start again, because it was too frightening to see her sister, who had always been a whirlwind of energy, be so still, so quiet.

“Stand up straight now,” her mother whispered as the guards moved down the line of inmates toward them. “Perhaps today, Inge, they’ll send us home.”

Dalya cringed at the lilt in her mother’s voice. She’d heard it every day since they’d arrived, and each time she knew it was a lie. Still, it was a necessary one. It was the only way to make Inge get out of the bunk, eat, stand in this line. So Dalya lied, too.

“Maybe we’ll see Vati and David later,” she said.

For a brief second, Inge’s eyes flickered to the second yard, on the other side of the barbed-wire fence, the yard where, just once, they’d seen the men and boys lined up for roll call, on their first day here. There were many more men than women and children in this place. Hundreds of men, in fact, but only a dozen or so women and children. It seemed strange, and her mother kept saying their being here was a horrible misunderstanding. Still, the guards made no move to release them, even though it caused problems for them, too. At that first roll call, within seconds of husbands, wives, and children spotting each other, the wailing had begun. There had been a mad rush to the fence, fingers reaching through the wires to touch loved ones’ faces and hands. The guards yelled, pushing everyone back with the butts of their guns. After that, the roll calls for men and women were never at the same time.

Now Dalya pulled her shoulders back and her body upright as the guards faced them.

“The little one looks sickly.” The broader guard gripped Inge under her chin. “Let her stand on her own.”

Dalya’s mother slid her arm from around Inge, and Dalya held her breath as Inge swayed unsteadily for a few seconds. But Inge remained standing, and finally, the guard moved on. Her mother hugged Inge as the roll call ended, and when the women and children drifted apart, she nudged Dalya.

“It’s Aaron,” she whispered, nodding toward the fence. “Go now.”

Dalya glanced up to see Aaron pushing a wheelbarrow of bricks through the yard on the other side of the barbed wire. He kept his eyes focused on the bricks, but he moved slowly along the fence, and she knew he was waiting for her. This was the system of communication they’d developed, and a way for their fathers to pass on food rations to their wives and daughters when they could. Dalya and Aaron, because they were younger, were at less risk for punishment than their parents for breaking camp rules. And so far, neither of them had gotten anything more severe than scoldings from the guards. Still, Dalya had to be quick and careful.

She edged closer, and when she was within reach, Aaron tripped, spilling bricks onto the ground.

As he bent to pick them up, he whispered, “David’s sick but alive.”

“So is Inge,” Dalya said. “The rest of us are all right.”

“We’re fine for now, too. Tell my mother…this is everything I had.” Aaron nodded toward the ground, where a brick was split open, revealing a small portion of bread in its hollow.

She had only seconds, so she doubled over into a coughing fit, making it so violent that she had to put a hand out to steady herself. In one swift movement, that hand reached through the fence, scooped up the bread, and hid it in her mouth.

She backed away just as a guard strode toward Aaron, the butt of his rifle raised and ready. “Pick those up, stupid!” he yelled, and Aaron instantly bowed his head, falling to his knees.

“Of course. I’m so sorry.”

But when he stood with an armful of the bricks, half of them slipped from his grasp. The guard grabbed him by the collar, lifting him off his feet.

“Are you a clown as well as an imbecile?” the guard screamed in his face.

“Please forgive me,” Aaron said.

His cowering posture made Dalya turn away. How could he degrade himself like that? Why didn’t he look the guard in the eye to show he wasn’t afraid? She detested this game of subservience she saw Aaron, and many other inmates, playing. Where did it get them in the end? Not one brick less to carry, not one more morsel of food to eat.

She hurried into the barracks, where she slid the bread out of her mouth and under a slat in her bunk to share with Inge and Chava and Hila Scheller later. (She knew her own mother would refuse her portion, as she always did.)

She was back outside before the guards noticed anything, and as she went to rejoin her mother and Inge, she glanced toward Aaron. He was moving away with his load. For the first time, she noticed the sharp angles of his bones poking out from under his clothes, the deepening pits of his cheeks. A thought struck her. He’d said the bread was everything he had. Maybe it wasn’t their fathers’ food at all, but his. If that was the case, it didn’t look like he could afford to give it up.

—

She waited until darkness fell, then retrieved her pearly white rock from her shoe and wedged it between the wooden beams of her bunk. She could barely sleep for thinking about it. She longed to sketch, if only to stay warm. When at least one part of her body was in motion, the stabbing chill ebbed enough for her to keep breathing. There were no blankets in the barracks, and her mother wouldn’t let them cover themselves with straw from the floor. It was foul from the people who fell sick and couldn’t make it to the latrines in time. There were rats nesting in it, too. Every night, their red eyes glinted in the dark. Dalya didn’t really want the straw, but tonight, in the unforgiving air, she was tempted. She resisted, though, just as she resisted the pull of her white rock as each eternal minute passed.

When the first streaks of daylight shone through the slats in the walls, she retrieved the rock from its hiding place and put her frozen hands to work. She nearly laughed when the rock chiseled a fine white line along the bunk wall. But any laughter she’d had was left far behind on Kurfürstendamm in Berlin. Instead, she made another line, and another, until the graceful arch of a shoe grew from the wall.

By the time Inge woke coughing, Dalya had finished the first shoe.

“Look, Inge,” she whispered, pulling her sister close to show her the wall. “Can I tell you the story of this shoe? Like we used to?”

Inge nodded, and Dalya wove a tale of thieves, princesses, and an ancient curse. As the tale unfolded, Inge’s dull eyes grew brighter, and Dalya felt a surge of hope. So she began in earnest.

Over the next few days, she sketched shoes in her bunk until the wall was filled. All she had to do was look at a sketch, and the shoe burst forth fully formed in her mind. Just imagining molding the leather in her hands warmed her fingers. For Inge, every shoe held a fairy tale of magic and mystery, and Dalya was sure she could see her
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