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I was having one of those mornings. The kind where I just don’t want to wake up. It wasn’t that I hadn’t had enough sleep. No, I didn’t want to be fully conscious because there was something in the back of my mind that I didn’t want to remember.

Sleeping forever wasn’t an option though. I could have given that a go if it was a Sunday, but every other day I had to be at school.

Today was Monday, so when my alarm went off at 6:30, I groaned into my pillow before reluctantly dragging myself out of bed to wash my face and brush my teeth.

It all came rushing back to me as I stumbled down the hall to the living room and stared at the debris of my thirteenth birthday party. The pile of birthday presents were half open, the birthday cake Mum had baked for me half eaten. I picked up a birthday card that I’d left lying on the floor.

This was the card that had set it off.

The argument with my mum.

It wasn’t our first fight, and we seemed to argue more and more lately, but this was a big one. The card was from my Grandma Ebba, my dad’s mum, who lives in the West. I’m not going to lie, I don’t remember her very well, but thinking about her always makes me feel really warm and cosy somehow. I also remember that she used to hide sweets in the drawer under her television, and I’d rummage around whenever I came to visit. Mum always told me off for opening other people’s drawers, but Grandma Ebba would smile at me and say: ‘Go on, you’re allowed one.’

I don’t remember what kind of stuff she had. Actually, I don’t remember Western sweets at all.

The last time I saw Grandma Ebba I would have been about four, just before we moved back to East Germany. The only image I have of her is a photograph of the two of us. I’m sitting on her knee and she’s reading me a story. The scene looks a bit posed to be honest, but I do remember her reading to me. Something about a girl flying over the rooftops of the city. 

Obviously, Grandma Ebba wasn’t at my birthday party yesterday. That was what Mum and I had argued about.

The thing is, I know it’s not easy for people from West Germany to come East, and it certainly isn’t easy for people from East Germany to go West. You have to apply for visas and special permits and whatnot but all I was saying was, why are we not at least trying? I haven’t seen my actual grandmother or my aunt Katrin in almost ten years and that’s ridiculous. I know that a lot of people from the East who go to visit relatives in the West never come back, and the Government hates that, but Mum and I would most definitely come back, because we would never just leave Dad.

The whole thing just seems so unfair. Especially when it’s your birthday.

Grandma Ebba and Aunt Katrin escaped to West Germany ages ago, and my parents managed to escape later, but then things happened and now Mum and I are back here.

I heard my Mum banging around in the kitchen.

‘Sorry Mum,’ I said, hugging her from behind, and resting my head on her back. ‘I didn’t mean to be so horrible.’

‘That’s OK,’ she replied, turning around. ‘I understand. And I’m sorry too.’ She planted a kiss on my forehead, before turning back to the hob. ‘Breakfast?’

‘Yes, please,’ I said, sitting down at the table and pouring myself a coffee.

I always feel very grown-up drinking coffee, although I still find the taste kind of bitter. I have to add plenty of milk and then it isn’t so bad. Mum says it takes a while to get used to. She drinks hers black.

‘I mean it when I say that I understand where you’re coming from, you know,’ Mum said, not looking round. ‘I would love it if we were able to visit Grandma Ebba, or if they could pop by to wish you a happy birthday. But it is what it is, Greta. And don’t believe for one second it was an easy decision for me to come back here at the time. But—’

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to leave Dad here all alone either.’

My mum brought the pan over to the table.

‘Scrambled eggs, madam?’ she asked in a funny voice.

‘Why yes, thank you awfully,’ I said back in a funny voice, and Mum scraped the eggs onto our plates. Then she pulled up her chair and sat down next to me.

‘Dad really looks forward to seeing you, you know. We’re both very proud of the person you’re growing into.’

‘Why couldn’t he have just let things be, Mum? You both made it out, and Dad was able to live with Grandma Ebba again. I mean, it was a miracle.’

‘Not a miracle exactly. We both did a lot of digging,’ Mum said, and I knew she was trying to sound funny, but that was actually the truth. She and Dad literally dug a tunnel. Other people helped, of course, but that’s how they made it from East to West Berlin when Mum and Dad were my age.

Mum looked at me when I didn’t laugh. ‘Oh, darling, don’t be so cross. Do you think I haven’t asked myself that same question? But look, that’s just who your father is. It’s what brought us together and what makes him so special. He couldn’t sit idly by and watch other people suffering. Not if there was a way to help them.’

‘But now it’s us suffering.’ I could hear the whine entering my voice. ‘And he’s suffering most of all.’

I looked down at my eggs. I wasn’t very hungry, but I never left food on my plate. 

‘We have to be patient,’ Mum said after a couple of minutes. ‘It won’t always be like this. One day we’ll go back to the West, I promise.’

‘You’ve been saying that since I was a little kid, and now I’m already thirteen. Mum, I can’t just sit around waiting forever. We should be doing something.’

The buzzer went as I was speaking. I knew it was Christian. He picked me up every day so we could go to school together.

‘Don’t do anything silly, darling, just because you’re upset, OK?’ Mum called after me. ‘The last thing your father needs is you getting into trouble.’

I glanced at myself in the hall mirror on my way out and saw a slightly gawky girl with messy hair staring back. I stuck out my tongue at her, licked my hand to flatten the hair by my right ear, and carried on out the door.

Taking the stairs in our apartment building always made me think of Frau Bauer who lives on the floor above us – how she can’t really manage the stairs any more and is basically trapped in her home. My mum goes up to take her coffee and for a chat a couple of times a week. ‘Otherwise,’ Mum always says, ‘she’d have to drink that awful Kaffee Mix stuff, which is more sawdust than actual coffee.’ 

Christian was waiting for me, kicking stones around in front of my building, when I stepped outside. He’s four months older than me, although he looks younger. He has short dark hair and dark eyes, and he’s the smallest boy in our year. We met at kindergarten, soon after Mum moved us back here and we’ve been friends ever since.

‘Morning, Greta,’ he said, smiling. ‘How was your birthday?’

Christian was the only kid from school I’d decided to invite to my party, but he’d had a Pioneers meeting yesterday and decided to go to that instead, which I actually thought was a bit rude.

‘Fine,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t come.’

I was going to say: ‘Whatever,’ but then I thought, why would I want to fall out with him, too? And I knew that the Pioneers came first for him, so, really, why was I surprised when he told me he couldn’t make it?

‘Next year my birthday is on a Monday,’ I said to him, ‘so, you won’t have a meeting. You can come then. But you have to bring two presents to make up for missing yesterday.’

I could see that he was looking at me out of the corner of his eye.

‘Deal,’ he said.

‘Good,’ I said.

‘We had another argument,’ I told him.

‘You and your mum?’

‘Yeah, it was stupid.’

‘What happened?’

‘I got a card from my grandma in the West, telling me she hopes to see me soon. And I’d just had enough. I can’t even remember what my grandma’s like. Or my aunt Katrin. Why can’t I see my whole family together on my birthday?’

‘Why couldn’t your grandma get a visa? Do you think it’s because of your dad?’

‘Apparently she swore never to come back to the East.’

‘Really?’ Christian said. He was a good friend, but also a very loyal Soviet. That was a big part of being a Thälmann Pioneer. ‘She probably isn’t allowed back because she’s a defector. I mean, I kind of even get that—’ Christian stopped short, blushing a little. ‘Sorry Greta, I know it’s difficult for you.’

‘That’s OK,’ I said, which was a lie because it wasn’t OK at all, but I knew better than to talk about politics with Christian. Ever since his father had disappeared on an academic trip to the West, his mother had been as patriotically socialist as anyone on the estate, and that seemed to have rubbed off on him.

‘So, did you say to your mum that you were sad that your family couldn’t be there?’

‘Yeah, and I took it all out on her.’ That was an understatement. I’d screamed at her about being trapped here and then stormed off to my room, leaving half my presents unopened.

Auntie Marlene, that’s Mum’s younger sister, had been there too, and witnessed my screaming meltdown.

She came to sit on my bed a little while later. She’d brought me a slice of cake and gave me a hug. I’d cooled off a little by then, and her being so kind ended up making me cry.

‘I felt so stupid this morning,’ I said to Christian, and kicked a stone across the pavement. ‘Because, honestly, how old am I? Five?’

‘Did you get any good presents at least?’ Christian asked.

‘Not really, just some clothes. I didn’t finish opening them, actually, but I doubt there will be anything cool.’

‘Cool? You mean from the West?’ Christian asked, and he was smiling, but I knew how much he disliked anything too obviously from the other side of the Wall.

‘We don’t all want to dress like Russian babushkas, you know,’ I said. I yanked his hood up over his head and pulled it shut by the cords so he couldn’t see, which made us both laugh.

‘Western clothes fall apart after one wash,’ he said. ‘Everyone knows that. That’s capitalism. Why would they make clothes that last when they can get you to just buy more next week? You’re so much better off with well-made things.’

‘Maybe,’ I said, looking down at the drab brown jumper I was wearing. I didn’t love it, but to be fair, I’d had it for years, and the only reason I’d get rid of it would be if I outgrew it. 

Christian grabbed my arm and yanked me back one millisecond before I was about to cross AdK. A tram rushed by, inches in front of me.

‘Be careful,’ he said. ‘Or did you not want any more birthdays?’

‘Haha, very funny.’ My heart was racing. ‘Thank you. I literally did not see that tram.’

‘There’s always one on AdK,’ Christian said, and the same moment, one zoomed past on the other side of the road.

‘See?’

‘I see everything.’

AdK is what everyone calls the Allee der Kosmonauten, the Avenue of the Cosmonauts. It’s named in honour of Sigmund Jähn, who was the first German ever to go to space, and Valery Bykowsky, who was a Soviet cosmonaut. The two of them travelled together in a rocket that was called Sojus 31 to Saljut 6, which was a Soviet orbital space station that was decommissioned in 1982 at which point they let it enter Earth’s atmosphere and it just burned up. Which is sad but also really cool, isn’t it? We learnt all that in school, and we even saw pictures of the space station and the cosmonauts and their rocket. 

I know trams are bit naff compared to spaceships, but I’m also a big fan of the trams that go along the AdK, because you can get anywhere in Berlin on them. Anywhere in East Berlin, I mean.

‘I saved your life,’ said Christian. ‘Aren’t you going to thank me?’

‘Isn’t it part of your standard Pioneer duty?’ I asked. ‘Rescuing your fellow citizens from oncoming trams.’

‘I’ll check my handbook,’ he said, and I wasn’t sure if he was joking because he was always so serious about the Pioneers.

‘How was your meeting, anyway? Worth missing the worst birthday party ever for?’

‘It was good. Karl and Stefan came to talk to us about joining the Free German Youth. You remember them, they were helpers at the camp last year?’

I did remember Karl and Stefan, or hearing about them anyway. Christian had talked of little else when he got back from his two weeks’ vacation the previous summer. I’d been a bit jealous of him getting to go away at the time, but if I’m completely honest with myself I would never have been able to maintain the level of patriotism required to endure two weeks at Lake Werbellin with people like Karl and Stefan. 

‘I hope your uniform was immaculate then,’ I said to Christian. ‘I doubt Karl and Stefan would have been impressed with a poorly tied neckerchief or scuffed shoes.’

‘Not everything is a joke, Greta,’ he said, and I kind of wished I hadn’t said anything. ‘If I want to go to university, which I do, I need to join the Free German Youth. You know that too. And I don’t know what you’re planning to do, but you might find that showing a bit more patriotism could go a long way. You know, keep your options open. It really doesn’t hurt.’

‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘We’re going back to the West as soon as my father is released, anyway.’

‘Yeah, I know, and you keep saying that. But you might find it’s not all it’s cracked up to be when you get there. The East isn’t so bad, you know.’

I only shrugged. I didn’t want to get into an argument with my only friend. I’d done enough arguing recently.

‘How is your dad?’ Christian asked, as we approached the school gates. ‘Did you hear from him on your birthday?’

‘No, nothing. He’s not even allowed to write when it’s my birthday. But he doesn’t really tell me things, anyway. Mum says he’s doing OK, but honestly, I don’t know. He seems a little more exhausted every time I go to see him.’

‘Are you visiting him this weekend?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, and sighed. ‘I just hope they let him go soon.’ It was the thing I wished for most in the world. I wished for it even more than I wished to able to visit Grandma Ebba and Aunt Katrin. In fact, I’d wished for very little else in the last nine years, and some days the hope that one day Dad would be free again, that he’d come home and live with us, was the only thing that kept me going.

‘I hope they let him go soon, too,’ said Christian. ‘And I wish my dad hadn’t done a runner.’

‘Maybe you can go to the West one day and look for him,’ I suggested.

‘Why would I want to look for a man who deserted his family and his country? I don’t care about him personally, but I sometimes think things would be easier if he was still around, you know? My mum’s so focused on me, and I feel so much pressure to make her proud and all that. Anyway, I’ll really miss you if you do leave.’

‘I’d miss you, too,’ I said, and we linked arms for a second before turning into the school gates and then taking the steps up to the school building two at a time.

Like good Pioneers, we’d arrived with a couple of minutes to spare.

By the time I took my seat in the classroom I’d already decided on the daydream I was going to use to pass the time: Greta Fiedler the cosmonaut. The first woman on the moon.

We had Russian first thing on a Monday. To set the tone, I always thought.

I hated Russian. For some reason I just could not take it in, and because I could not take it in, I usually stopped listening pretty quickly.

However, it occurred to me that day that I should probably start making an effort, because Greta Fiedler, the first woman on the moon, would have to be fluent in Russian. Imagine being in a rocket, and not being able to understand what ground control are saying to you, and being unable to read what the instruments are telling you. Imagine you’re thinking: Oh, I wonder what this button does, and pressing it, and it saying, for example, ‘Press to eject’. Because that would be the end of Greta Fiedler, cosmonaut, and I didn’t particularly want to be the first woman to land on the moon and then die on re-entry because I didn’t pay attention at school.

As I entered the classroom I decided to listen to Frau Wolf for a change. She’d rudely assigned me to sit right in the very front, probably because she knew how much I hated her lessons.

Next year I’d be able to take English, too, which I was sure was going to be more interesting. My uncle Harry lives in the US. He’s not my real uncle, but he and my parents are very old friends. He often sends me comic books and video tapes to watch, and with Mum’s help I’m starting to be able to follow along a little. I’d love to be able to put on one of the Star Wars movies and understand it all without needing Mum to translate most of it.

As I sat down, I spotted the new girl, Lili, come in and take her seat at the back next to Christian. Lili had only started at our school the week before. She’d recently moved to Berlin with her parents from Budapest in Hungary. She was tall with long brown wavy hair and these deep green eyes that I’d noticed right away. She looked like the American teens you see in movies.

‘Settle down, settle down,’ said Frau Wolf, looking over the top of her glasses at the class. ‘Today we are going to talk about different kinds of job in Russian. Who can give me the Russian words for any professions?’

Christian was the first with his hand in the air. He was usually the first to answer a question in class.

‘Christian?’

‘Uchitel,’ he said, ‘which means teacher.’

‘Very good,’ said Frau Wolf, turning to write it up on the board.

I put my hand up to give an answer, partly because of my new resolution to at least try, but mostly because I thought it might take attention off me for the rest of the lesson.

‘Yes Greta?’ Frau Wolf called on me, looking super pleased.

‘Kosmonavt,’ I said. ‘Cosmonaut.’

‘A slightly less common job, but yes, that’s right.’

‘Predatel,’ Gunther shouted out behind me, without waiting to be called on. ‘Like Greta’s father.’

I could hear people giggling, and I felt myself starting to blush. Predatel meant traitor.

‘Hahaha, you’re so funny,’ someone said, and when I turned around, I saw it was Lili. And she was staring daggers at Gunther.

‘Don’t you know Greta’s dad has been sent to the Gulag?’ said Gunther dramatically, while pulling a stupid face. Everyone laughed, even Christian. Well, everyone apart from Lili.

‘Quiet please, class,’ said Frau Wolf, and clapped her hands three times.

‘Yeah, you’re so hilarious,’ Lili said to Gunther. ‘But he’s obviously not in a Gulag. He’s in Brandenburg-Görden, where he’s being held as a political prisoner. And the only reason he’s locked up is because he tried to help people get away from people like you, which is pretty unfair if you ask me.’

‘Well, no one’s asking you, Hungary,’ Gunther said back to her.

‘My name’s Lili,’ Lili shot back.

‘I bet your dad’s a traitor too.’

‘He’s actually a diplomat.’

‘Class,’ Frau Wolf said, and clapped her hands again, but this time aggressively, which made me flinch.

I had no idea why a Hungarian who had just moved to the city would know about my father, let alone stand up for him. And me.

‘All Hungarians are traitors,’ Gunther continued, and this time, Lili couldn’t get in a response, because Frau Wolf was shouting, ‘Silence!’

She rearranged her glasses, and then she said, ‘Gunther, see me after class. Lili, you too.’

I turned around and smiled at Lili, and mouthed an I’m sorry, but she just smiled back at me and shrugged like it was nothing.

I caught up with Christian between classes.

‘So, the new girl is pretty cool huh?’

‘You don’t think there’s something a bit off about her?’

‘Because she stood up for me?’

He stepped closer to me, looked around, and when he saw that no one was near us he whispered: ‘She stood up for your dad, who’s in prison for illegally crossing the border, which is actually a bit stupid, don’t you think?’

‘He’s my dad, Christian,’ I said, trying to keep my voice down as well. ‘And he wasn’t hurting anyone. Not one person. Not you, not Gunther. Honestly, not everyone who doesn’t think the sun shines out of Erich Honecker’s tight Communist bumhole is a traitor.’

‘I don’t think the sun shines out of his bumhole,’ Christian said.

‘Do too. You probably sing songs about it with Karl and Stefan and all your other Pioneer mates.’

‘If you ever came to a meeting, you’d know we don’t.’

‘What even rhymes with bumhole?’ I asked, and when I noticed him smirking, I realised I wasn’t really mad at him, just the situation. I was still mad though.

‘Ok, I’m sorry, Greta, I know it isn’t straightforward for you. But all I’m saying is that Gunther has a point. You can’t trust the Hungarians at the moment, they’re all subversives.’

Subversives was one of Christian’s favourite insults. It meant anyone who wasn’t as perfectly patriotic as he was.

‘You think everyone’s a subversive!’ I snapped at him, and marched off to mathematics on my own.

Halfway through the lesson I finally thought of it.

Bumhole rhymed with Stasi mole.

I would have bet anything Lili would find that funny.

Mum was still at work when I arrived home after school, but Auntie Marlene had let herself in and was sitting writing in our kitchen.

‘Hi,’ she called into the hallway as I flung my school bag onto my bed. ‘Coffee?’

‘No, I’m OK,’ I said, but joined her at the kitchen table. There was a plate of crispbread and hard cheese ready to be shared. You could always count on Auntie Marlene to bring snacks.

‘Did you patch things up with your mum?’ she asked, as I helped myself to some food.

‘Yes, we sorted it out this morning.’

‘See, I told you she’d understand.’

‘I know. I just wish— sometimes I just wish we were a different family.’

‘Excuse me?’ Marlene raised an eyebrow at me, pretending to be offended.

‘You know what I mean,’ I said, taking a large bite of crispbread.

‘No, I don’t. Different how?’

‘I just wish things were easier,’ I said, my mouth full of food.

Auntie Marlene waved me off. ‘Greta, let me tell you this: The grass is always greener on the other side of the fence.’

‘How about the other side of the wall?’ I asked, stuffing cheese in my mouth.

‘Especially on the other side of the wall. Now shush and eat. Speaking with a full mouth gives you indigestion. And think about whether this different family would feed you so well, because I think you’d find they wouldn’t.’

I took another crispbread and shut my mouth.

‘Hallo,’ Mum called when she came in around five. She dropped a shopping bag on the table and hugged each of us in turn.

‘Now,’ she continued, ‘I know someone who still has a couple of presents to open.’

She led the way into the living room, where the two gifts I’d forgotten about were still sitting by the sofa.

‘This one is from—’

‘Meeeee,’ Auntie Marlene said. I originally hadn’t expected that one to be a good one, given that it was wrapped in childish wrapping paper with nursery rhyme characters printed all over it, but now I knew it would be, because Auntie Marlene always got me the coolest stuff.

I opened it carefully so as not to ruin the wrapping paper, and Marlene winked at me.

I pulled out a pair of jeans, and when I unfolded them and held them up, I realised they were Levi jeans.

I couldn’t believe it.

Everybody at school wanted Levi jeans, and here I had a brand-new pair in my hands.

‘Oh good,’ said Mum, and smiled at Marlene. ‘Her old jeans are getting a bit small for her anyway.’

‘Are those actual Levi’s?’ whispered Marlene, like she didn’t know, and grabbed them from me to hold them up against me. ‘Oh wow, you’ll look so great in these.’

‘Can I try them on?’ I asked.

‘As a matter of fact, I insist,’ Auntie Marlene said, and I ran into my room to put them on.

They fit perfectly, and suddenly even my old brown jumper looked stylish.

‘There’s one more,’ shouted Mum from the living room.

I ran back to them and twirled around like a fashion model. Mum and Auntie Marlene whooped and cheered.

I gave my aunt a huge hug.

‘Thank you so much, I love them.’

‘You’re welcome, darling.’

Then Mum handed me a small flat package. I could see from the postmark it was from America, and I thought that I could guess what it might contain.

Ripping it open, I found the expected comic book that Uncle Harry had sent all the way from America. He knew I liked drawing, and would copy the pictures sometimes. The ones he sent were usually the latest ones that he thought I’d enjoy: The Legend of Wonder Woman or Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. This one, though, was obviously second-hand, and it was German too, which was a bit bizarre. I looked at the card that had come with it.


My dear Greta,

Happy Birthday!

I can’t believe that you’re 13 already, you’re growing up so fast.

A very old friend sent me this comic book recently. It’s from a series that I was first introduced to when I was about your age and living in Berlin, just before I met your father. My friend thought I would get a kick out of reading it and remembering those times, and I did, but I thought of you when I read it, and thought you might also enjoy it.

I hope you had a wonderful birthday.

Please send my love to your mum.

Your friend from America,

Harry



‘Uncle Harry says hi,’ I said to Mum, before looking back at the comic book.

‘The Fly!’ said my mum, reading the cover and laughing. ‘Harry was crazy about The Fly back then, and always talking about those books. I haven’t seen one in years. You’ll have to lend it to me when you’re done, so I can see what all the fuss was about.’

‘Be careful with that,’ said Auntie Marlene. She was smiling, but her voice sounded serious. ‘It’s still contraband and really not the sort of comic book you should show off to your friends.’

Mum was serious too now.

‘Marlene’s right, Greta. Maybe just read that one at home, OK?’

I wasn’t sure what could be so dangerous about a comic book, but I wasn’t about to get on the wrong side of Mum again, and especially not if Marlene was in agreement with her that it was risky.

‘Ok,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep it in my room. Promise.’
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Something very strange was going on when Christian and I arrived at school the next day.

The main doors, which were usually left open so we could file into our classrooms before the bell, were closed, with two officers from the Volkspolizei, the East German police, standing guard on either side.

There was a crowd of kids hanging around outside already, all talking in excited voices.

‘It’s Frau Busch,’ said a familiar voice with a slightly strange accent behind us. ‘The history teacher.’

‘What about her?’ I turned to see the new girl, Lili, smiling at me. ‘What’s happening?’

Frau Busch was one of my favourite teachers. Her lessons were always more interesting than our other history teacher, Herr Pohl’s, who somehow managed to bring every discussion back to the ‘absolute magnificence of the Soviet project’.

‘They’re arresting her, of course,’ Lili said.

‘They’re what? What’s she supposed to have done?’

‘I think the official line is anti-state agitation. Apparently, she’s been conspiring against the government. She’s part of some kind of revolutionary group who want to bring them down.’

I didn’t want to believe it, but some part of me already knew Lili was telling the truth.

‘It doesn’t surprise me,’ Christian said next to me. ‘She did have some very strange ideas.’

‘No, she didn’t. That’s ridiculous,’ I said. ‘Just because she doesn’t spout a load of propaganda at us every week, doesn











































OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
MIX
Paper flom

responsible sources
ESC esce coz0471






OEBPS/images/line2.jpg





OEBPS/images/line1.jpg





OEBPS/images/line4.jpg





OEBPS/images/line3.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
J IF YOU CAN'T GET OVER IT, YOU HAVE TO FIGHT THROUGH.






OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
IIIIIIIIIIIIIIII

EEEEEEE
rrrrr





OEBPS/images/half.jpg





