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Dedication

To my parents, Richard and Carolyn,

who showed me that family is always home





Epigraph

Yes, the past is in the present, but the future is still in our hands.

                                      Elie Wiesel, “Bearing Witness, 60 Years On,” speech to the United Nations General Assembly, January 24, 2005

* * *

Wheresoever you go, go with all your heart.

                                      Confucius, 551–479 BCE
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Prologue

SHANGHAI, OCTOBER 14, 1944

This was the first time she had broken Papa’s rules. Romy’s throat tightened as she fingered the refugee pass in her jacket pocket and stepped closer to the ghetto’s checkpoint. Her pass was to study at the university in Frenchtown, yet it was well past suppertime. She intended to make an infectious diseases evening class as an excuse and her textbook hung heavy in her satchel, the strap digging into her shoulder.

Romy held her breath as she stood before an expressionless Japanese soldier. She started to pull the textbook from her bag, but the young soldier sighed as he swatted a mosquito and nodded her through—he looked every bit as sweaty, tired, and bony as she did.

“Back before curfew,” he barked. “Otherwise . . .” He sliced his finger across his neck.

Romy nodded, not trusting herself to speak.

Too scared to look back and too penniless to hail one of the pedicabs or rickshaws weaving between trolleybuses, she raced toward the Garden Bridge. The bag with the textbook thudded against her thigh. Romy wiped the sweat from her brow with the sleeve of her mother’s jacket and tried to push all thoughts of her parents aside. They would have forbidden her from leaving the ghetto. The risk of being caught was too great, and after everything . . .

As she stepped onto the iron framework of Garden Bridge, smells from the sampans crowding Soochow Creek floated up. The warm air was thick with the scent of sewage and frying fish mingled with cardamom, cinnamon, and star anise. Families on tiny boats shouted and giggled. Rows of washing strung across beams flapped in the evening breeze and the clang of spoons hitting woks and pots rang deep into the evening.

As Romy reached the far end of the bridge, a hawker pulling dough into noodles gave her a toothless smile and asked, “You buy, missee?”

She shook her head. Romy’s stomach ached—she’d had nothing except a watery bowl of congee that morning.

To avoid all thoughts of food, she spent the ten-minute walk trying to work out how to sneak into Shanghai’s grandest hotel. Soon enough, she turned a corner and the Bund shimmered beside the black Whangpoo River. Romanesque-style banks and Renaissance-inspired office buildings leered over the pavement with Rising Sun flags dotted on their rooftops. She walked toward the art deco hotel lit up with an apple-green pyramid on the roof: the Cathay. Outside the revolving doors, Japanese soldiers laughed and lit cigarettes for lanky Russian whores with translucent skin, red lips, and silk dresses.

Romy inched past with her head down, careful not to make eye contact. She was thankful for her mother’s dowdy brown suit. She was so close now . . .

Romy walked nervously into the Cathay’s soaring atrium, making sure her heels didn’t clatter on the mosaic tiles. The lobby was filled with staff in white pressed linen carrying magnums of champagne and silver trays of whisky. Japanese soldiers mingled with German, French, and Chinese couples, the men in white dinner jackets and the women with pastel feather boas threaded over their arms, diamond necklaces at their throats. These couples chatted with elegant Chinese ladies buttoned into cheongsams and low-backed lamé ball gowns. The women preened and smoothed their dresses as Romy overheard a waiter say in English, “Ladies and gentlemen, if you’ll follow me, the show is about to start. I’ll escort you to your tables.”

Romy’s eyes watered a little from the sting of smoke and cloying perfumes as she gazed at the roomful of silky decadence. She felt dizzy and frightened. But she was too close to back out now. The person she was so desperate to find—had risked her life for—was in that bar.

Romy was only a few steps away. A band started to play the opening chords of George Gershwin’s “Summertime.” Romy took a deep breath to calm her racing heart and followed the scent of smoke and whisky through the wooden door into the jazz bar.

No one must ever find out. They would both be killed.





Chapter 1

VIENNA, NOVEMBER 10, 1938

It was against Papa’s newest rules to look up, but when Romy stared along Wipplingerstrasse, shards of glass dangled like broken teeth from heavy wooden frames. Pretty shop windows had turned into scary Tatzelwurm monsters overnight. The wide, grand street was a sea of dark coats—black, brown, navy, and gray—weaving desperately between ornate stone buildings.

None of the adults knew where to go.

Some were trying to sweep up glass. Crowds gathered and swirled, chattering, crying, and screaming. Black cars honked in the teeming street. Instead of waiting for their path to clear, some cars plowed into crowds without slowing, forcing people to leap out of the way.

With her father grasping one of her wrists and her mother the other, Romy was dragged through the chaos like a small child, though she was twelve. Still, she made no noise except for the glass crunching under her boots. She tried following Papa’s rules, avoiding eye contact with any of the heads above the coats. Instead, she concentrated on the feet of her older brothers, Benjamin and Daniel, who walked an arm’s length in front.

Romy glanced sideways from under her navy beret. The smashed and battered doors had scraps of paper pinned to them, flapping in the breeze.

WEHRT EUCH! KAUFT NICHT BEI JUDEN!

DEFEND YOURSELVES! DO NOT BUY FROM JEWS!

KEINE JUDEN!

NO JEWS!

There were twice as many signs as yesterday. “Why do they keep putting up these signs?”

Papa looked at her with tears in his eyes and shook his head without breaking his stride. “Herr Hitler hates Jews. I fear nothing will be the same while the Nazis are in charge of Austria.”

“But I don’t understand why the Führer hates us. Why—”

“This is not the place to talk,” Papa said, cutting her off. “The streets aren’t safe . . . Hurry. Remember the rules, Romy.” Papa usually had an answer for everything, but today he looked as lost as Romy felt.

She stumbled on an overturned chair as Mutti tugged at her arm. The Bernfelds just needed to get home.

Three blocks behind them, all that remained of their synagogue were charred bricks, gray tiles, and still-burning wooden planks collapsed beneath the debris. The synagogue’s library of rare books and manuscripts lay in a pile of smoldering cinders on the footpath.

They weaved between piles of rubbish. Romy coughed—her throat burned and her eyes stung. The air was heavy with the smell of smoke and gasoline and it hurt to breathe. She wished her parents would slow down. She had a nasty blister on her heel from her new patent leather boots, and her thick, double-breasted peacoat with the shiny gold buttons—such a treat last week—scratched her arms and rubbed the back of her neck.

From the corner of her eye Romy saw Papa pat the inside top pocket of his own coat, which bulged with their passports. They had walked miles to the British consulate to plead for visas.

“I studied at Oxford for my doctorate. I taught surgery in their hospital for a year. We all speak English. Does this mean nothing?” Papa had demanded.

The consular official with the mousy hair and gold pocket watch was apologetic. “We have our orders, I’m afraid, Dr. Bernfeld. Britain has strict immigration policies. There is a waiting list for visas. No exceptions. Not even for specialist skills.” He swallowed and looked at his shoes as his ears turned pink. “America has the same rules. Even Palestine won’t take any more boatloads at this moment, I hear. I’m terribly sorry . . .” He shrugged and raised his palms helplessly.

Papa nodded, put the passports back in his coat pocket, and turned away to grab his brown felt hat off the desk.

The official coughed. “You know,” he said, “there is somewhere you don’t need a visa.” His voice dropped to a whisper as he leaned toward the family. “Shanghai. You . . .” He hesitated.

Mutti blanched and shook her head.

“It might be worth . . .” His voice faded.

Papa shook his head and muttered, “Danke.”

Romy thought Mutti was going to crush her hand as she whipped her out of the office, heels clip-clopping across the parquetry.

Mutti had barely slowed down since they had left the consulate, but as they approached Romy’s favorite café she hoped they might stop for afternoon tea. She opened her mouth to ask, then remembered Papa’s rules: No speaking.

As they marched past the café Romy peered in at the dark wooden bar and saw gentlemen in dark suits sipping their coffee and reading newspapers, ignoring the mess and chaos outside. She pictured herself and Mutti sitting at one of the small marble tables, a dainty coffee cup in front of Mutti and, for Romy, a dark hot chocolate piled high with cream. It was their ritual after her Saturday afternoon piano lessons. Romy suspected Herr Bloch tolerated half an hour every week out of loyalty to her brothers. Daniel played in a jazz band at his university and Benjamin had applied to study at the prestigious Wiener Staatsoper—the state opera—before the new government said he wasn’t allowed. Last week her stumpy fingers had stretched themselves to a D-major arpeggio without stopping, plus passable opening bars of Mahler. Herr Bloch had applauded and said, “Bravo!”

As the Bernfelds approached Herr Bloch’s piano shop through the bitter smoky haze, Romy strained to see the gleaming black baby grand perched in the window. Instead, twisted ebony piano legs dangled through broken glass.

“Look!” said Romy, pointing with alarm. Herr Bloch was being dragged out by his hair to join a handful of middle-aged men on their hands and knees, picking up the glass and scrubbing the street clean. A pair of blond soldiers threw Herr Bloch onto the ground, but as he righted himself the smaller of the two soldiers swung his military boot into his stomach and sent him sprawling onto his back.

“Halt! Bitte hören Sie auf!” Stop. Please stop!

Romy’s head swiveled as Benjamin stepped off the footpath and reached out to help Herr Bloch sit up. Papa cursed as Daniel followed his older brother. Romy held her breath as Mutti squeezed her hand. The boys were going to be in big, big trouble when they got home.

One of the soldiers walked over to Benjamin and Romy stiffened, then relaxed as she recognized him; it was Franz, a baritone from Benjamin’s choir. There was obviously a misunderstanding with the music teacher and Benjamin would be able to sort it out with his friend. But when Franz looked across at Benjamin the smile didn’t reach his eyes. Nor did he greet him with a handshake. Instead, the soldier flipped his long rifle upside down and whacked Benjamin in the head with the butt.

Years later—when she was an old woman—Romy would still be trying to forget what happened next, but the memory was seared into her brain.

Benjamin and Herr Bloch were knocked sideways onto the cobblestones. Blood dripped from their ears, down their chins. Mutti let out a high-pitched scream and all around them the crowd fell silent. Romy’s breaths were shallow, filled with the smell of sweat, smoke, piss, and fear, as the soldier lifted his rifle to his shoulder.

A shot.

“Benjamin!” Romy’s skin turned cold and clammy as part of Benjamin’s forehead and ear exploded. Warm blood splattered her face. She moaned.

Another shot.

Herr Bloch’s limp body fell onto the cobblestones.

Beside her, Mutti collapsed to the ground. Daniel lunged forward to run to Benjamin but was grabbed around the neck by Franz.

Romy stood frozen. Her brother—was he—?

Benjamin was dead.

Papa was howling like a wolf as he tried to claw his way through the crowd to reach his sons, but he was held back by a wall of shoulders. There was a crack in the air, more rifles fired, and this time everyone crashed to the footpath. Romy felt her knee grind into a shard of glass and let out a cry.

A hand pulled her out from under the person sprawled half on top of her, and she crawled across to a freezing stone wall between shopfronts and leaned against it.

Papa was on his haunches, cradling his head in his hands. Mutti was trying to sit up but was having trouble breathing. Romy remained still. Empty and in shock.

She held her breath as the soldiers lined up all the young men in the middle of the street.

Romy began to cry. Surely they weren’t going to shoot Daniel too?

The leader waved his arm, and three covered trucks pulled forward and all the young men—including Daniel—were instructed to climb in. As Daniel clambered onto the truck, he looked over his shoulder at Mutti and Papa, his eyes full of fear.

“Daniel!” Mutti screamed.

Papa reached for Daniel, but all at once their neighbor Herr Gruber was charging through the crowd toward them. His face was drawn and pale as he put both his hands on Papa’s shoulders.

“You must go, Oskar. Now! For Romy and Marta. They will kill you too. Leave Vienna. Austria has lost her mind.”

Papa shook his head. “I—Benjamin. Daniel. My boys . . .” His voice was cracked and broken. “I won’t leave them,” he croaked. “I—I can’t.” He bowed his head and began to sob as, around them, people started to help each other up. Some avoided looking at Papa, as if his misfortune might infect them, while others shared teary glances filled with sympathy.

Mutti crawled toward Papa and they huddled together, sobbing and rocking back and forth.

Herr Gruber bent down. “Let me help you,” he whispered. “You must get over the border. We should leave at once.”

Romy’s skin was clammy and her heart was beating too fast. Her knees throbbed where they had been cut. She felt faint. Then darkness . . .

* * *

When Romy awoke, her face was buried in Papa’s neck as he carried her along Wipplingerstrasse. Her mother—ashen-faced—walked close behind them, a protective hand on Romy’s shoulder. Her head throbbed with each of Papa’s steps. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Were they going home or leaving?

Romy peered over her father’s shoulder. It was evening now, and a flickering yellow horseshoe was lit up by one of the few unbroken lights in the street. A faded picture of a chimney sweep dangled over the awning. Beneath it—in cheery green and red letters—Geh nicht am glück vorbei.

Don’t let luck pass you by.





Chapter 2

MELBOURNE, APRIL 9, 2016

Alexandra smiled and nodded at the palliative care nurse Sally—who was busy writing on charts—as she tiptoed into Oma and Opa’s grand sitting room. She caught a whiff of something woody; it was vaguely familiar but she couldn’t quite place the smell.

Opa was propped up in a hospital bed. When she’d arrived home last night Alexandra hadn’t recognized this withered man with the sallow face. The rhythmic whistle of the oxygen machine and the tiny beep of the heart monitor screen filled every corner of the room, nearly drowning out the tick of the mahogany grandfather clock.

Alexandra stared at walls of screens all day, watching for the faintest nudge in the graph—a variation—that told her to swoop on gold in Shanghai at breakfast and trade it in London by lunch. She spent eighteen-hour days under fluorescent lights searching for volatility. Hunting numbers. Alexandra didn’t need to study the beeping screen to know her beloved opa’s number was up. She’d been home for twelve hours but she was yet to see him conscious.

She shuddered. Perhaps she was too late?

Alexandra sank into the cushions of the old peacock-blue armchair by the fireplace and traced the curve of the arms, circling the rough patches. Burlap stuffing poked through threadbare velvet and the springs had gone in the base. She shivered and sneezed—so typical of her to pick up a bug in transit. She rubbed her cheek on a cushion. So many hours spent in this very chair snuggled onto Oma or Opa’s lap for Aesop’s fables and Grimm’s fairy tales and—as a teenager—curled up with a textbook, practicing endless algebra and algorithms with a lead pencil.

The house—Puyuan—was a redbrick Edwardian nestled behind a picket fence weighed down with pale pink climbing roses. Wisteria scrambled up the veranda posts and dangled from the iron lace trim, its blue flowers spent. Oma’s sitting room, with the bay window overlooking her precious garden, had lost none of its grandeur with age, though paint peeled from the deep gray-blue walls and wide baseboards, and the large cream plaster ceiling rose could do with patching. The floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on the far wall were spilling over with books on herbs, Chinese medicine, history, and photography. Crammed between books at every angle were political memoirs, British thrillers—le Carré, Forsyth—and five decades of French Vogue.

Alexandra gulped back tears as she replayed her hurried departure from London. She’d left her Sloane Street apartment for Heathrow and was on a flight to Melbourne within hours of Oma calling to say the tumors had come back and spread into Opa’s organs, bones, and bloodstream. Her grandmother’s voice had lost its customary calm. Instead Alexandra could hear the deep, low tones of sadness and resignation.

When she’d finally emerged from customs in Melbourne twenty-four hours later, Oma and her friend Nina were standing with their shoulders pressed together in the arrivals hall, one dark and wiry, the other broad and soft. Alexandra allowed herself to be swallowed by their hugs, closing her eyes and breathing in traces of gardenia from her oma’s neat bun and the smell of fried garlic and smoked paprika that always accompanied Nina’s kisses.

“Danke for coming so quickly. I know with the move . . .” Oma’s voice had a new quiver.

“Oh!” Alexandra leaned down to press her cheek against her grandmother’s as she stumbled over her suitcase. “Opa—is he still . . . ?”

Her grandmother lifted a tissue and dabbed her eyes as she nodded. “He’s waiting.”

Nina laid a gentle hand on Alexandra’s shoulder. “Your opa’s still conscious. Just. He’s been asking for you. Come. I’ll take your bags.” Nina wrenched the cart from Alexandra’s grip with surprising force for a nonagenarian, insisting on pushing her bags.

Alexandra threaded her arm through her grandmother’s and asked quietly, “And you, Oma? How’re you? It must be hard.”

“I’m fine, Liebling. All the better for seeing you,” said Oma.

* * *

Alexandra shifted in the old chair as her Samsung vibrated in her back pocket and she pulled it out. Another text from Hugo: Call me back. I’m sorry A.

She deleted the message, resisting the urge to put a permanent block on her ex’s number. She wasn’t prepared to forgive him, but there was a tiny part of her that didn’t want to say goodbye. She was an expert in analyzing risk, predicting outcomes, but she had failed to see how exposed her own heart was.

Never again.

She slid the phone back into her pocket without so much as a glance at spot prices on Bloomberg. The market could wait.

She stood and threaded her fingers through Opa’s and squeezed gently, as if she could send some of her own energy surging through their joined hands. Oma would say she was channeling her qi. Alexandra grinned; perhaps the apple didn’t fall so far from the tree after all.

“Li . . . Sophia?” Opa rasped as Alexandra crouched beside him. He reached up and tried to touch her jade pendant. She shivered and cleared her throat.

She glanced over at the photo of her parents on the marble mantelpiece above the fireplace. Once she’d been a smiling, clapping toddler with glossy hair, dressed in crimson overalls and a stripy turtleneck as she sat on her mother’s knee. Her father, Joseph, tall, broad, and fair, stood to the side with a hand resting on Sophia’s shoulder. Her mother was wearing a blue denim sundress with a strap falling from a tanned shoulder, the jade pendant nestled at the top of her cleavage, and she was laughing with Joseph, gazing into his blue eyes. Alexandra’s stomach clenched as she stared at the photo, trying to remember this fierce love. It was her sole memory of her parents.

Opa barely mentioned Sophia to Alexandra by name. Oma merely shook her head and smiled when she spoke of “her gift.” Their clever child adopted from China. Cherished. Like Alexandra.

Opa strained forward, peering to get a closer look at her face.

“Li?” he repeated.

“Opa, it’s Alexandra,” she said, stroking his cool hand with her thumb, noticing how spindly it had become. His muscles had wasted away, and with them his strength and his memory. Alexandra had never heard either of her grandparents mention a Li.

“Oh.” His head dropped to the pillow with a weak smile. Then, confusion. “Your job in Shanghai?” he asked faintly.

She paused. Was he lucid? “Shanghai can wait,” replied Alexandra as she adjusted the drip line so she could perch on the edge of the bed. She could hardly tell him she’d delayed her transfer to Shanghai to spend as much time with him before—

She blinked away tears.

“Shanghai waits for no one, my dear child.” He patted her hand and pushed out a deep belly chuckle, followed by a coughing fit. Between coughs he said, “You should—” More coughing. “Li. You won’t find her . . . You look so like her, you know.”

Like who? Alexandra wondered. Did he mean her mother? Her heart sank. Her grandmother had warned her Opa was not making any sense. He’d forgotten her parents were long dead, killed in a car accident just weeks after the photo on the mantelpiece was taken. Alexandra was pulled from the wreckage by a paramedic, the back of her head sliced open like a peach. She traced the smooth scar at the nape of her neck, hidden by long hair. Some days it burned and puckered when she touched it, but most days she felt nothing. It was a grafted void.

As her eyes clouded with tears, she looked up at the blurry crystal chandelier and watched the rainbow of light swim across the ceiling and wall. This gray-blue room was home. Her grandparents were her anchor. And now she was losing her opa. She squeezed his hand again and rubbed his other arm, trying to warm his skin and ease his pain.

Opa spluttered and wheezed. “The spitting image. Your grandmother . . .”

“Shhh,” said Alexandra as she looked to the nurse for help.

“Your grandmother—Romy.” Cough. “She was the strongest of us all. The three of us—”

More coughs. Opa’s shoulders shook so hard Alexandra thought he might burst a lung.

The nurse jumped up and came over to rub Opa’s back as he continued hacking. Alexandra stepped aside to give Sally room. “Can we give him something?” she asked helplessly. “Water, medicine?”

The nurse ignored her, focusing on her patient. “There, there, Mr. Cohen—Wilhelm. Nice deep breaths . . .”

“I’ll fetch Oma,” said Alexandra, glancing out the window to where her grandmother was gardening.

“No need, love. It will pass in a sec. Besides, she’ll only get her smoke going, or stick some more needles in his ankles. None of it helps much. Not at this stage.”

Alexandra’s head thudded as she realized what the smell lingering in the room was: moxa. Alexandra pictured Oma waving dried sticks of Chinese mugwort over Opa’s head, under his nose, then lighting the ends for an instant before blowing the smoke softly and pressing it straight onto pressure points on his ankles, wrists, and neck. She giggled just a little—no wonder Sally was bewildered.

Sally raised an eyebrow at her and bustled over to the other side of the bed to tap the drip. “Hydration and morphine. Your grandfather’s on the good gear—aren’t you, Wilhelm?” The nurse articulated her words slowly and clearly as if Opa were in nursery school.

“Opa . . . will he?” Alexandra hesitated. “This coughing—do the drugs actually stop the pain?”

“They certainly do. We’re doing everything we can to make sure he’s comfortable.”

“Is there any possibility . . . I mean, this cancer . . .” She looked at Opa, who had lapsed into unconsciousness once more.

Sally shook her head. “I’m sorry, love. But he knows you’re here. Apple of his eye, you are. Talks about you nonstop.”

The nurse rolled Opa gently onto his side without waking him. She looked back over at Alexandra: “So you just arrived from London? You must be jet-lagged. I hear it’s shocking this way, coming home.” The nurse was friendly and businesslike—rubbing Wilhelm’s back as she spoke to Alexandra.

Alexandra nodded. Her legs ached and her body felt like she’d been run over by a truck. Last night she’d stepped off the kangaroo-hop flight clammy with a cold and a barking cough despite using the nasal saline spray with a hint of eucalyptus she’d picked up from the pharmacy in departures. The smell made her homesick. But it turned out a whole ocean up her nose couldn’t stem this cold. No sooner had the taxi pulled into the driveway than Oma rushed Alexandra straight into a deep warm bath sprinkled with cinnamon. The steamy bathroom smelled like Christmas. Alexandra smiled to herself as she absentmindedly rubbed her jade pendant. Opa might be dying, but Oma still fussed over Alexandra. Some things never changed.

“Your grandmother tells me you’re some kind of financial bigwig over there in London.” Sally eyed Alexandra’s navy Stella McCartney yoga pants and gold-trimmed hoodie. “Sounds very flash.” She grinned.

Alexandra shrugged. “Not really. I trade commodities. Precious metals. Copper, gold, zinc, nickel, aluminum . . . but mostly I just trade paper,” she joked.

“I see,” said Sally, looking momentarily confused before breaking into a shy smile. “I guess you’ll never have to worry about topping up your retirement pension.”

Alexandra was too embarrassed to respond—her job seemed pointless today. As she watched Sally soothe her opa, rearranging the white sheets around his legs and up under his arms so he wasn’t irritated by the scratchy hems, it seemed to her that Sally was the gold in this room.

“There you go, Wilhelm. Just have a little rest for a minute or two and then you can have a catch-up with your granddaughter. Gorgeous creature, she is.” The nurse winked and picked up a thriller sitting on a chair in the far corner.

Alexandra sat back down in her comfy chair and pulled a woolen throw over her legs, wishing she could roll back the years. She didn’t want Opa to go. Not yet. Not ever. But she hated seeing him like this.

She picked up the soup Oma had made her before ducking out into the garden. It was still warm. She held the cup in her hands for a heartbeat before taking a sip and savoring the familiar rush down her throat, heating her stomach. It was the taste of her childhood colds: dried black bean paste with crushed garlic, ginger, and chives.

Alexandra shifted her gaze back to the window and watched as Oma wandered around her vegetable garden chomping on a green bean. Along the back fence was a thick bay hedge. In the middle of a blanket of thyme stood a row of trees. A gnarly Meyer lemon, limes, and a tiny gingko. These were underplanted with waves of lilies, budding peony stems, and purple clouds of flowering garlic and chives floating among blue monkshood.

Alexandra had missed the chaotic color and whimsical combinations of Puyuan’s garden. When was the last time she’d had her fingers in soil? She stretched out her manicured hands. They were so smooth—as if they belonged to someone else. As a child, Alexandra had loved to work alongside Oma and Opa in the garden and the kitchen, climbing the old oak tree, shelling peas, staking tomatoes and cramming her mouth with the tiny ones before they popped and sprayed down the front of her T-shirt.

She took another sip of soup and felt the ginger warm her throat.

Oma’s silver hair bobbed among the long rows of tomatoes. The staked rows were about the same height as her grandmother. Oma plucked the leftover red-and-green tiger tomatoes from the vines, not stopping until she’d filled the wicker basket slung over her forearm. Then she picked handfuls of the purple and deep green basil huddled under the tomatoes. Alexandra’s stomach rumbled as she realized Oma was out picking lunch.

Alexandra closed her eyes and listened to the rhythm of the oxygen machine, beeping monitor, and grandfather clock. Then she prayed.





Chapter 3

When she’d finished in the garden, Romy walked into the kitchen, dropped her basket onto the wooden bench. She popped two tiny red tomatoes into her mouth; they were still warm from the autumn sun, and the sweet juice and seeds exploded, filling her cheeks.

She had mountains of coriander, so she put the leaves and stems into the blender with a glug of olive oil, a handful of almonds, three cloves of garlic, and the juice of half a lemon to make pesto for today’s lunch. Alexandra certainly looked like she could do with a good feed, and the coriander would be a bit of a wake-up call for her system—helping to fight any bugs still lurking from the flight. Any leftover paste could go in the freezer.

Romy found she was eating less and less these days, so she pulled the curly green leaves of bok choy out of the basket and gave them a rinse, leaving them in the colander to dry. Just before it was time to eat, she’d steam the leaves and make a dressing of basil oil, chili, Sichuan pepper, and a dash of maple syrup. She’d have a small bowl of greens, instead of the pumpkin and water chestnut risotto left over from the night before.

Nina had joined them for dinner after they’d arrived home from the airport, helping herself to a second serving of the risotto. Some things never changed.

“Is this pumpkin from your garden, Oma?” Alexandra had asked, clearly trying to be bright and cheery as she divided her meal into neat piles on her plate.

“Yes. It’ll strengthen your spleen and rebuild your qi. The thyme is good for your lungs.”

Nina rolled her eyes at Alexandra in solidarity.

“Well,” Nina exclaimed in her cutting Austrian accent, “you’re fortunate you missed the sautéed lamb kidneys your grandmother forced on me last week. Dished up with orchid stems and shiitake mushrooms.” She winked.

“It’s good for your lower back and knee pains,” Romy protested. “Good for longevity. Look at you—strong as an ox.” She marveled at her friend’s golden skin, full blond bob, and one of her endless parade of sequined kaftans.

“Ach,” said Nina, “perhaps it gave me more energy. It certainly gave me more”—she paused as she hunted for the right word—“vigor? Ardor? Old Mr. Thompson from my book club certainly appreciated it. I gave him my best Anaïs Nina.”

Nina shimmied her broad shoulders and chuckled as Romy narrowed her eyes and shook her head, exasperated.

Alexandra choked on a piece of pumpkin.

“They’re going to throw you out of your apartment in the retirement village if you keep up that sort of carrying on,” Romy said sternly. “What about the warning letter last week?”

“Psscht. We’re old. Not dead.”

The women fell silent. For some minutes, the only sound was the clatter of forks against blue china bowls.

Then Nina reached out and took a hand of each of the other women. She lifted them both to her mouth and kissed first Romy’s, then Alexandra’s. “Sorry. It was thoughtless of me to make such a joke. I’m here. Lean on me, okay?”

She sighed and looked at Romy, her serious brown eyes pleading. “It’s my turn.”

* * *

Romy ran her hands over the fresh mint leaves and raised them to her face to take the scent deep into her lungs. She’d brew up some to help with her granddaughter’s sore throat.

She was worried about Alexandra. The minute she set eyes on her in the arrivals hall—the dark rings under her eyes, gaunt cheeks, hunched shoulders—Romy thought of her own mother standing at Brenner station, icy winds stinging her cheeks. Fleeing Austria to begin a new life in Shanghai.

Bereft.

What was Alexandra fleeing? There was the breakup, of course. She’d always felt Hugo and Alexandra were two lonely souls who had lashed themselves together like a hastily constructed life raft. Romy always wondered if Alexandra chose Hugo not so much for his mathematical wizardry and companionship, but because she was simply tired of being alone.

Nina, bless her, had noticed too, raising her eyebrows behind the girl’s back as they’d loaded her bags into the taxi the night before.

There was pressure, of course, being the only child. Romy’s time in Shanghai weighed heavily on her. The need to be enough for both parents. It was a burden Romy had always tried to hide.

But here she was—their only grandchild—home in time to watch her cherished grandfather die. Wilhelm and Alexandra had always been quite the twosome over the years, playing tennis, poring over spreadsheets, swapping stock market tips.

Romy had made a point of loosening the ties of their circle of three and was accepting when Alexandra chose to pursue study, career, and then love overseas. Yet it was hard to watch her move so far away.

But time had a way of pulling back the past. The family—the life Romy and Wilhelm had created in this vast, baking, lucky country—was about to end.

Romy wiped the tears from her eyes, raised her arms, and stretched her back, taking in the smell of herbs filling the kitchen.

What was going on with Alexandra? Her usually glossy hair was limp, dull, and there was a tinny optimism, a false bravado, to her smile. Her brown eyes flickered to one side when she spoke, and there was a constant twitch to her legs. She had a cold, yes, but this was something else. A dangerous energy was flooding her robust body.

A lifetime of burying her own uncertainties had taught Romy to recognize the signs.





Chapter 4

BRENNER PASS, AUSTRIA, NOVEMBER 14, 1938

Romy tugged the collar of her blue coat so it sat high at the nape of her neck. She was too frightened to take it off. Not until they were out of Austria. Beside her, Mutti and Papa shifted in their second-class seats as their narrow carriage rolled on its tracks through the tight turns of the Brenner Pass. When they had reached the Brenner Bahnhof, Papa had instructed Romy to pull her hat low, hold his hand, and not make a peep as they quickly changed trains for Italy. She must follow the rules.

Mutti laid a reassuring gloved hand on her daughter’s leg to stop her swinging it and kicking the seat in front. Romy was frustrated and fidgety after sitting for six hours with nothing but a slice of beef sausage, a bread roll, and half a hard-boiled egg passed back by the kindly old lady with the eye patch from the seat in front. She leaned against the glass to look out the window and catch a better view of the mountains.

She’d never been this far south and Romy wanted to remember every second. The gray sky was filled with swirling snowflakes and the mountains were covered with pine forests. They shot up so steeply Romy couldn’t see the peaks, not even when she pressed her cheek to the icy window and tilted her head to look up. She’d always dreamed this narrow pass would be magical—like something out of her fairy-tale books. With each click of the track, black shadows appeared and disappeared. Her numb ear pressed hard against the window and the jagged mountains seemed to hiss, You can’t come in here. The countryside of her dreams was cold and forbidding. She felt lost.

The engine bellowed and huffed as it pulled the carriages along the tracks, through the snow. Forests gave way to hamlets dotted with small stone houses as they crept closer to the Italian border. The carriage, which had been full of nervous chatter for the past few hours, fell silent as the brakes started to squeal on the wet tracks.

When Romy was pretending to sleep with her cheek on her mother’s soft brown woolen suit, she had heard the adults’ desperate whispers, as fluttery as the snowflakes. Would they be allowed to cross into Italy?

The night after Benjamin was killed and Daniel was taken away, Herr Gruber had forced himself through the queues and chaotic crowds to the gates of the Chinese consulate. The gates were guarded by half a dozen Wehrmacht soldiers, but their friend heard a rumor that the Chinese diplomat Feng Shan Ho was issuing visas under the bistro table at a café next door as he took his afternoon coffee. Alas, the café was closed for the evening, but as he was leaving Herr Gruber saw a black consular vehicle approaching the gates. Taking a risk, he thrust the Bernfelds’ passports through the open window of the car. Feng Shan Ho stopped the car and took the papers with a tip of his hat. No words were exchanged lest the soldiers overhear. The next day at noon, as he took his black tea, Feng Shan Ho slipped a yellow diplomatic envelope under the bistro table to Herr Gruber.

Three days after Kristallnacht—the night of the broken glass—Mutti had told Romy they were going to Italy to catch a boat to the other side of the world. To China. Though it was rumored you didn’t need a visa to enter Shanghai, Herr Gruber insisted the Bernfelds get visas—just in case there were problems crossing borders. They’d sail back just as soon as the Führer no longer governed Austria. Or, when Daniel joined them, they would apply to move to America. Because who wanted to return to a country that had told them they were less than nothing?

“It will be soon,” Papa promised. “Now that the world knows about Kristallnacht, they will put a stop to this madness.” But Papa’s voice had lifted with uncertainty.

The night Herr Gruber brought the Chinese visas, he had instructed them to pack two small suitcases of practical clothes. Thick shoes. Best coats.

“Take ten Reichsmarks only in your wallet,” he’d instructed Papa.

“Ten?” Papa objected. “That will not even buy the coffee and some plum jam Liwanzen at the station.” He tickled Romy under the chin but his smile was forced. “They will have us leave Austria like beggars? After all we have done? Why—”

“Hitler is a fool,” Herr Gruber interrupted. “No one will take Reichsmarks. They’re worthless. Take my camera and sell it in Shanghai.”

Papa shook his head. “You could be shot for helping Jews. You should come with us.”

“My place is here. I need to keep the school running. The children didn’t start this war.”

“You’re a good man.” Mutti paused in her sewing and turned a tearstained face to their neighbor. “Herr Gruber, why would you risk yourself to help us?”

“We all bleed the same color, Frau Bernfeld.” The teacher blushed as if he realized too late the memories his words might summon. Benjamin . . .

Romy watched Mutti concentrate fiercely on each stitch as she sewed her grandmother’s pearl necklace and her own diamond engagement ring into the lining of the collar of Romy’s coat.

Herr Gruber turned and patted Romy on the head. “Your daughter has always been a good student. Like her brothers.” He paused. “You need a valid ticket to leave Germany—proof of a destination. I’ll go purchase your first-class tickets for the next boat from Genoa.”

“That’s too extravagant . . .” Papa raised his hands in the air, then dropped them, exhausted.

Herr Gruber reached over and gently squeezed Papa’s hand. “Trust me. It’s the only way. You can convert your tickets at the port in Italy, cash them in for second or third class before you board. You can’t get money out of Austria. You’ll get caught and it will be confiscated. You’ll be punished . . .”

Mutti touched a gold button on Romy’s coat and whispered a prayer.

Daniel had been transported to a concentration camp at Dachau, Herr Gruber had discovered. Herr Gruber wasn’t entirely sure what work Daniel had been assigned, but said he would do his best to find out. He had contacts in Germany, and it might be possible to get some release papers using the Chinese visa once the Bernfelds had reached Shanghai.

Mutti’s eyes had flickered with hope, before dimming like a broken lamp.

* * *

The train’s steam whistle blew and the train shuddered, and Romy rocked against her parents as they pulled into Brenner station. The carriage doors were flung open and several Wehrmacht guards with guns invaded the cabin and stood in the aisle, ordering all the passengers off. Papa reached for their suitcases and, petrified, Romy tugged at her collar.

Mutti shot her a quick reassuring look and narrowed her eyes as if to say, Don’t touch. A guard shoved Papa in the back with a gun as he stumbled onto the platform, following the crowd to the next platform where the smaller train for Italy sat with the engine running.

A guard yelled, “Juden. Emigranten. Da drüben.” Jews. Emigrants. Over there.

Papa ushered Romy and Mutti away from the queues for customs to where a nervous circle of weary passengers stood shivering, despite their fur coats and leather gloves. They all had their felt hats pulled low, as if trying to make themselves inconspicuous.

The rest of the train’s passengers had their passports inspected and stamped, but the circle of Jewish passengers were surrounded by more guards with guns and ushered away from the train.

The remaining passengers—those without a large red J stamped on their passport—clambered onto the waiting train with their luggage, casting furtive looks over their shoulders. Some appeared cold and defiant, others apologetic. The engine blew three deep whistles before chugging away from the platform and into Italy.

A man with a gray beard and a narrow face yelled out to one of the soldiers: “Stop! What about our tickets?”

He was answered with a swift knock in the back of his head with the butt of a rifle. He fell to the ground, unconscious. The guard who had hit him took the man’s suitcase and threw it to another guard, who took it inside the station.

“Anyone else have questions?” The guard smirked. “Line up your suitcases on the platform and open them—now!” he barked.

Papa placed their two small leather suitcases on the platform and flicked open the lids, baring Mutti’s silk petticoat and three pastel cashmere sweaters. Mutti tucked Romy under her arm, like a hen with her chick, and Romy could feel the individual pearls pressing into her neck. The guards rummaged through each suitcase, tossing out silver candlesticks, jewelry, cutlery, and any other valuable that could be sold or melted down. The bitter wind roared up the valley pass, stinging their cheeks.

Shivering, Romy looked through the white lace curtains into the platform café where a fire burned in a neat black hearth, making the apricot walls glow with warmth. There were round marble tables just like in the café on Wipplingerstrasse. She longed for a hot chocolate. Would they be allowed to go inside to get out of the icy wind when the inspection was over? She groaned as she spotted the sign on the door.

JUDEN VERBOTEN. Jews forbidden.

Her stomach gurgled and her mother tugged her closer.

They were poking through Papa’s suitcase. A watch, a stethoscope, and Papa’s gold-and-black fountain pen—a gift from the medicine department in Oxford—were extracted. His medical textbooks were ignored. Papa pursed his lips but said nothing. Romy swayed on her feet. Why weren’t they allowed to sit on the wooden benches under the station signs? It was so unfair. The next gust of icy wind threatened to knock her over.

“Close them.” The guards pointed at the suitcases and everyone rushed over to reclaim their own.

“Place your suitcase in front of you and stand up straight until the next train.” The guard raised his voice as he pointed his index finger at the straggly line of weary travelers. “Do not move. Do not sit down.”

Romy crossed her legs; now she needed to pee.

The guard looked at his watch. “The next train to Genoa will be in exactly three hours and fourteen minutes. If you Jews”—he paused to spit before continuing—“so much as blink in the wrong direction, then you will not board that train. Have I made myself clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

Papa spoke clearly and looked the guard in the eye.

The man raised his arm and shouted, “Heil Hitler!”

“Heil Hitler!” the other guards repeated with a stomp of their black boots as they saluted in return. Then they swiveled on their heels and marched down the platform in neat pairs into the café.

As the door to the coffee shop swung open, the scent of baked apple, cinnamon, and coffee wafted across to the passengers before being whipped away by the wind.

Romy tried to stand perfectly still by focusing on a single spot. It was a trick she’d learned at ski school when they were learning to balance on one leg. She stared hard at a sodden brown leaf being lifted and tossed against the iron track. As she concentrated, she felt a warm trickle slide down the inside of her stockings. But she didn’t even flinch.





Chapter 5

SHANGHAI, FEBRUARY 5, 1939

Romy stood gripping the dark handrail of the SS Conte Verde as they entered the Yangtze River; the choppy brown river would lead them to their new home in Shanghai. Mutti stood beside Romy, pale-faced and lost inside her elegant camel coat. Underneath the coat, the waist of Mutti’s pleated brown skirt sagged on her hips. She turned and forced a smile at Romy. Pressed against her left shoulder, Papa stood grim-faced, hunched over the rail in his double-breasted herringbone coat, felt hat pulled low over patches of hair that had turned white in the month they had been at sea.

Papa reached out and squeezed Romy’s shoulder, leaning down close to whisper in her ear: “Be brave, my Liebling. We’ll write to Daniel and he will join us soon enough.”

That morning, the luxurious ocean liner Conte Verde had left the endless expanse of blue sea after four weeks. For the most part, the passage had felt like a holiday cruise, and Romy and her new friend Nina spent hours exploring every corner of the ship: card games in the women’s parlors, watercolor classes and book salons in the palm-cushioned tearooms, beauty lounges where women read magazines and had their hair set high and lips painted red for formal dinners, a dark-paneled whisky lounge for the gentlemen after dinner. When the ship reached the equator and the almost unbearable thick treacly heat of the ports of Bombay, Colombo, and Singapore, the children spent the days on board swimming and splashing in the pools, shrieking and whooping as their mothers sipped sodas or cocktails, served with mint and lemon on silver trays by friendly Italian waiters in white gloves.

Now, the Conte Verde’s bow was slowly nudging its way along a murky river with the texture of goulash. There were more than five hundred passengers aboard and it seemed most were crowded onto the trio of top decks. Necks straining, mouths open in disbelief.

Sharp salty air had been replaced with smoke, filth, and the unfamiliar cooking smells of fish and meat. Some passengers held handkerchiefs over their mouths, others wiped tears from their eyes. With each chug of the engine, Romy felt a pang in her stomach. As the unfamiliar smells settled in her hair and over her collar, she gulped down her losses, her fear and uncertainty, to concentrate on her new surroundings.

All along the shoreline were flat fields, with terraces carved into distant hills. The countryside was so unlike the neatly fenced slopes of Austria that Romy didn’t know what to make of it. Every now and again the layers of lurid green were interrupted by a cluster of factories coughing dirty smoke into the sky. Surrounded by these larger industrial buildings were funny little brown houses with dark roof tiles that curled up like waves at the edges. Mutti put her arm around Romy, pulling her close with a long sigh. Romy had to agree: this countryside was the strangest sight.

“Rice paddies,” said Papa as he pointed to the shore. He turned and gave Romy an encouraging smile. “I have a feeling we’ll be eating quite a bit of rice while we’re here.”

Romy bent over the rail to get a closer look as the ocean liner forged its way up the river. Every spare patch of water was filled with tiny wooden boats, red and cream wing-shaped sails flapping as they crisscrossed the river. Some boats just managed to skim in front of the Conte Verde’s bow, causing the captain to lean on the foghorn in frustration. One boat that sailed past was so loaded up with barrels it looked like it might sink at any moment. Another had its open deck piled with green melons, the next had rolls of fabric lined up as if it were a tailor’s shop. Other boats carried brown burlap sacks of glossy rice, tiny pearls that winked and caught the light.

Romy heard crying and looked down at a little wooden sailboat with a crimson sail skimming the waves at the bow. A squawking toddler with red cheeks was strapped to his mother’s chest. The child grabbed a handful of navy fabric and pulled it aside to expose her breast. Romy couldn’t help but stare; she’d never seen a bare breast before. The toddler opened his mouth wide as if he were going to bite the nipple right off, before using a hand to nudge the dark purple circle into his mouth. He tucked his head under his mother’s chin, and she rested her head on top of his, stroking his back and wrapping her arms around him to protect the child from the bitter breeze. Between both sails was a line of washing, rags hanging from a line.

“Orientals. No better than animals.”

Romy jumped with fright. The German first mate stood behind her in his freshly pressed white uniform, chiseled jaw clenched with disgust. Mutti gripped the handrail, saying nothing. Papa tipped his hat and nodded at the sailor, his mouth taut, face expressionless.

“They live on the river on these filthy sampans,” he said in disgust. “Look at them.” The sailor waved his arm at the buildings onshore. “Cotton. Silk from those filthy mills over there.” He pointed at the sheds dotted along the shoreline spewing gray smoke and filling the winter air with smog. “They load up and come out here onto the water to trade. It’s damn chaos.”

The smell of frying fish and some unfamiliar spices, warming scents that were cinnamon-like, drifted up to their deck. Romy tried to draw the scent deep into her lungs to drive out the cold. For her, unlike the other passengers retching over the railing, these strange sweet and spicy smells were a comfort.

“And their food . . . ugh.” The sailor wrinkled his nose and spat into the water, just missing the little boat. “They are like animals,” he repeated. He turned to face Romy and her parents. “You belong here,” he said before he turned on his heel, almost crushing little Nina, who was tiptoeing through the crowd to join the Bernfelds.

“Out of my way!” he boomed as the crowd shuddered in sympathy for the little girl.

Nina weaved quietly between the passengers to join Romy at the railing.

“Ah, Nina,” Papa said kindly. “Come join us.” And he proceeded to point out the rice fields and cottages along the shore as if it were a giant adventure. As if Shanghai were just another port where they were docking to refuel on this endless crazy holiday.

Nina, with her pretty blue ribbons and smocked frock, had shared a cabin with Romy since the Suez Canal. Her pregnant mother had suffered preeclampsia and died in labor. Papa delivered the stillborn baby just before the mother died, but without proper medication he was at a loss to stop the seizures and the bleeding out. The captain had refused to help, saying, “There are supply shortages, do I need to remind you, Herr Doktor? I’m not at liberty to waste valuable drugs.”

Romy hardly thought saving a dying woman was wasting drugs. The captain wanted to throw both bodies overboard immediately, but Mutti begged him to allow them to deliver a mitzvah with a makeshift sea burial. The bottom deck was full as passengers joined Mutti and Papa in reciting the Kaddish with low, breaking voices. Mutti and another lady a few cabins down had managed to find some spare cotton sheets to swaddle the bodies. Nina sobbed and held Romy’s hand as her mother and her tiny baby sister who never took a breath were dropped into the ocean. The shrouded bodies slowly sank to the endless blue depths, swallowed by the waves.

Today, as the boat tipped and lurched through the filthy chop, Romy bent her knees to keep her balance, swaying as she reached out to clasp her friend’s hand. She smiled to reassure Nina. Any nerves Romy had about what her life with Mutti and Papa would be like in Shanghai were overshadowed by Nina’s loss. How would Nina adjust and survive when she set foot in this strange land? Nina’s papa had been killed in a pogrom, like Benjamin. Who would love and care for her orphaned friend?

As they sailed into Shanghai, thin wooden jetties and pontoons jutted out from every available space along the riverbank, and people with jet-black hair, identically dressed in navy shirts with small round collars and matching pants, swarmed across every surface. Jumping on and off motorboats, sailboats, and fishing vessels, and filling the air with loud chatter as they formed lines and unpacked barrels, crates, and fishing nets, often carrying cargo on poles across their shoulders. The shouts and clanging were overshadowed by the vile undercurrent of gasoline, sewage, sweat, and rotten fish mingling with the intriguing scent of spices, smoked meat, and strange fruits and flowers.

As the Conte Verde slowed and released two deep blasts of its foghorn, they cruised beside a promenade in front of the grandest European buildings Romy had ever seen. Halfway along the promenade was the peak of a roof that soared upward, an apple-green pyramid that pierced the soft gray winter sky.

Romy blinked three times to check she wasn’t just tired and imagining it. Nina stood with her mouth agape and even Mutti managed to raise an eyebrow. These buildings were nothing like the shanty huts and factories along the muddy Yangtze. These buildings were grand yet modern, with soaring clock towers, shimmering domes, marble columns, and wide balconies. But where Romy was used to marble statues of famous musicians, politicians, and the occasional Greek or Roman god, in front of these buildings were polished bronze lions and shiny oversized brass nameplates.

A giant billboard boasted the head of a glamorous blond with bare shoulders in a ball gown, advertising Castile Toilet Soap for Sensitive Skin with Chinese characters running down the left-hand side. Another offered gold diamond watches and a third had a smiling Shirley Temple in puffy blue satin sleeves holding a white birthday cake with pink trimming, with THE LITTLE PRINCESS over her head. Romy nudged Nina and they giggled with excitement and surprise. They certainly hadn’t expected the latest American movies to be shown here. Perhaps Mutti and Papa would take them to see it?

What was this city, Shanghai? Papa had called it “the Paris of the East,” but Romy had never been to France. The grand stone buildings looked like they might be from Europe, but the glitzy billboards? They seemed straight out of Hollywood.

Between the row of buildings and the swampy riverbank were four lanes of traffic filled with bumper-to-bumper black, blue, and dark green cars and sleek electric trolleybuses. Weaving among the traffic were wheelbarrows, or small carts that were pulled by men instead of horses. Some were filled with flowers, melons, or bamboo baskets, others with people in fine suits, fur coats, and felt hats with colorful plumes.

Romy’s little suitcase knocked between her knees as the Conte Verde nudged its nose into the dock. Mutti stood perfectly still, her neat brown suit nipped in at the waist, hat tilted, camel coat wrapped tight around a face so pale Romy feared her mother would fade into the paintwork. While the other mothers had laughed and played cards, smoking in the drawing rooms after supper while the men drank whisky or walked the decks, Mutti would stay in her cabin penning long letters to Daniel, promising him they would be reunited in Shanghai just as soon as she could manage it. She arranged for one of the cabin boys to post the letters when they went ashore for supplies at each port.

Sailors in starched white uniforms they must have been saving for Shanghai shore leave yelled at each other as they unfurled coils of rope, to be hoisted around the huge iron bollards sticking up from the jetty. There were dozens of angry gray warships bobbing around them, and Romy and Nina competed to see how many flags they could recognize: small gunboats from Britain and America, large British and American cruise liners anchored midstream, plus merchant ships from Holland and Italy . . .

Romy squinted at a white flag with a large red dot in the middle on a nearby warship. “Papa”—she tugged on her father’s sleeve—“tell us, which one is that?” She pointed to a larger version on a pole over a lean-to room. It had capital letters in English she could just make out.

“Iz . . . Izumo.”

“Japanese. They control some parts of Shanghai.” Papa’s voice sounded resigned.

Romy hesitated. What if it was like the Italian border?

But she didn’t get to ask Papa, as the steel gangplanks were wheeled out from the ship, screeching as they slid across the bottom deck to shore. The first mate gave a whistle with his thumb and forefinger, and the crowd obediently poured down the stairwells, men hitching their suitcases in front of them and women clasping their fur coats at the neck as if they might be ripped from their backs. No sooner had they stepped ashore than Romy and Nina were shunted with Romy’s parents into a small tender smelling of rotten fish and gas fumes, luggage piled around their feet, to make the short, choppy journey to what the deckhands called the Bund.

The tender pulled up at a rickety wooden dock and their luggage was tossed onto it as they clambered from the boat. Papa went ahead to clear their paperwork as Nina, Romy, and Mutti gathered their suitcases and walked down the jetty.

As they stood on firm land for the first time in weeks, legs still swaying with the rhythm of the sea, they linked hands and waited for Papa to return and their new life in Shanghai to begin.





Chapter 6

MELBOURNE, APRIL 16, 2016

Romy left Alexandra in the old blue chair reading Faust to Wilhelm. She didn’t have the heart to tell her granddaughter her opa had never much cared for Goethe. Rather, he had read it with the child in her middle school years to help her perfect her German, only because it was on the curriculum at the Goethe Institute.

So many tiny mistruths she’d never corrected.

Romy had been curious about Goethe when she was a schoolgirl in Shanghai. Her papa said Goethe hated Jews, but her French education in China taught Romy nothing was so clear cut. She’d received an A-plus for an essay during her matriculation year, arguing Mephistopheles was a victim of circumstance. Now, perhaps, she’d make the case that Mephistopheles was a survivor.

Lately, when Romy drifted off to sleep, she heard voices calling out to her from the past. She’d smell gasoline and blood, feel glass cut her feet as she fought her way through a crowd clawing at her clothes.

Benjamin would step forward from the mist and crowds, face covered in blood, begging, “Please . . .” Her mother, her father, and Daniel stood behind her, arms linked, with their eyes closed, revealing nothing. There was also a Chinese family. Two parents, an older boy, and a girl. Over all this swirling noise, a baby was squalling.

Desperate.

The Chinese family refused to look at Romy. Disappointment radiated out through the mist, melting the figures until she awoke . . .

Romy had long ago made her own Faustian pact.

The trouble was that she was no longer the only person suffering the consequences.

* * *

Romy crept outside to the garden, through the oak Moon Gate Wilhelm had made for their fiftieth wedding anniversary, and felt her heart swell and hammer with love and guilt.

She was heading to her home clinic to fix some herbs for Alexandra. After a week back in Melbourne, the girl still had a dry cough, a mottled tongue, and dull eyes, and Romy wanted to make up a proper tincture for her. She stepped gingerly across square pavers set into soft grass and bent for the key hidden under a terra-cotta pot planted with jade. As she opened the door to her clinic, swirling dust specks and the faint trace of incense greeted her. She flicked on a light and swiped more dust off the frame surrounding her diploma for traditional Chinese medicine, then ran her foot over the few speckles of off-white paint that had escaped the drop sheet and stained the floor forever.

She could never bring herself to scrape them away. Her heart ached.

Wilhelm had built this studio for Romy to celebrate her graduation. Late one summer afternoon, when the painting was done, Nina and Wilhelm had sat in ripped shirts and pants, sipping champagne and toasting their good luck.

Sophia had been seven at the time, hair in neat pigtails, and eager to help. Wilhelm, always the soft touch, couldn’t deny her. An old shirt was found and pulled over her little green jumpsuit, and she was given instructions to paint the back of the door, despite Romy’s protestations.

“She’ll make a mess of it.”

“Then we’ll clean it up,” Wilhelm said gently, ruffling his daughter’s black hair.

Sophia had thrown her head back with glee and scuttled off to find the biggest brush, then dipped it in the pot and dribbled it in a long line back to the door, singing to herself, ignoring Romy shaking her head.

“You spoil that girl,” she’d said, voice softening.

“Ex-actly!” declared Wilhelm with a glint in his eye, and that was that.

Sophia had been buried more than thirty years ago, but the paint speckles reminded Romy of her giggles, which had filled the room. She cherished the spattered imperfections on the floorboards.

Romy braced herself against the worktable, overcome by loss and perhaps too much dust. She needed to open the window, let the fresh air blow these memories away before they suffocated her.

Romy would never forget the moment she had opened her front door with a smile—expecting to see Sophia, Joseph, and Alexandra arriving for lunch to celebrate Sophia’s forty-first birthday—and found instead a pair of freshly minted police officers in crisp uniforms shifting uncomfortably on the doormat.

“Mrs. Cohen? Is your husband here too? I’m afraid we have some bad news.”

The scent of the chocolate cake baking in the oven filled the hall as they stepped inside.

Romy’s knees buckled and the young policewoman—a slip of a girl, really—caught Romy by the shoulders in a surprisingly firm grip, while her hapless partner blanched and stared at his shoes as he tried to compose himself. They’d shuffled inside and deposited Romy in the blue chair by the bay window, while the young man went to find Wilhelm and make some weak tea with far too much sugar. Meanwhile, the young woman, who introduced herself as Constable Mary Fisher, held Romy’s hand as she explained that Sophia’s car had been knocked by a truck from behind into the path of an oncoming semitrailer. Sophia and Joseph were killed on impact, but their daughter was currently in surgery, doctors working to stem the bleeding from a nasty cut on her head.

Alexandra had been discharged from the hospital into the care of her grandparents the following week and had lived with them ever since.

Wilhelm and Romy had experienced so much loss in their lives, but nothing had prepared them for the loss of Sophia. Her husband had always held his faith close, even in the Shanghai ghetto. The rituals brought him comfort. Wilhelm spent hours praying with the rabbi after Sophia’s accident, always holding out his hand for Romy to join them. But how could she?

Romy sniffed the musty air and looked at her hanging bunches of dried mugwort tied with brown string
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