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Dedication

To Sister Sandra Smithson with love and appreciation.

To all the generations of children and to every child who has 
made that journey to find a new life and a safe home.
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Foreword

It is a fact that approximately 1400 unaccompanied children 
came to the United States during the years 1934 to 1941. 
These children from Germany, Austria, and Czechoslovakia 
were fleeing the Nazi regime. It is also a fact that many of these 
children became teachers, lawyers, doctors, engineers. One 
even became a rock star and another a Nobel Prize winner. 
What is little known is how these children reacted to being 
forced to leave their parents and family behind and to grow up 
in the United States, in many cases never to see one or both 
parents again. On the one hand, there was little that they could 
do to control their lives until they reached America’s shores On 
the other hand, once they had arrived here, they were pretty 
much on their own and that’s the basis for the fascinating tale 
spun by Rosemary Zibart in Forced Journey.

It is a challenging task, considering the range of ages and back-
grounds of these young boys and girls, to distill their stories 
into the saga of Werner Berlinger, but Ms. Zibart has done so 
with empathy and understanding. It is not only an interesting 
read but there were many times in the story when I felt that 
what happened to Werner was what had happened to me.

Henry Frankel
President
One Thousand Children
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W h a t  y o u  s t a n d i n g  t h e r e  g a w k i n g  f o r ? ”  A 
r o u g h - l o o k i n g  y o u n g  m a n  w i t h  d i r t y  b l o n d 

h a i r  s p o k e  t o  We r n e r.  T h e  b o y  h a d  p a u s e d  a 
m o m e n t  o n  t h e  e d g e  o f  t o w n  t o  g a z e  a t  a  s i g n 
w i t h  a n  a r r o w :  Ha m b u r g ,  6 4  k i l o m e t e r s .  T h e n 
h e’ d  b e c o m e  s t u c k  o n  t h e  s p o t .  S c a r e d .  A f ra i d  t o 
t a k e  t h e  f i r s t  s t e p  a n d  l e a v e  b e h i n d  e v e r y t h i n g 
h e  k n e w  a n d  c a r e d  a b o u t .

“ B e t t e r  g e t  m o v i n g ,  i f  y o u  w a n t  t o  g e t 
s o m e w h e r e  b e f o r e  d a r k , ”  t h e  f e l l o w  d e c l a r e d 
l o u d l y.  H i s  c l o t h e s  w e r e  a s  s h a b b y  a s  We r n e r ’ s , 
b u t  w a r m e r.  He  l o o k e d  s e v e ra l  y e a r s  o l d e r,  1 6  o r 
1 7  a t  l e a s t ,  a n d  m u c h  s t u rd i e r,  a  f a r m  w o r k e r, 
p e r h a p s .  He  s t a r t e d  w a l k i n g  w i t h  l o n g  s t r i d e s . 
We r n e r  f e l l  i n  b e s i d e  h i m ,  t r y i n g  t o  k e e p  u p . 

“ I  c a l l  m y s e l f  Gu n t h e r, ”  t h e  f e l l o w  s a i d ,  g l a d 
t o  h a v e  a  t ra v e l i n g  c o m p a n i o n .  “ Yo u  k n o w  w h y 
t h e r e’ s  s o  m a n y  p e o p l e  o n  t h e  r o a d ,  d o n’ t  y a ? ” 

We r n e r  g l a n c e d  a r o u n d  –  t h e  r o a d  w a s  f i l l e d 
w i t h  p e o p l e ,  m o s t l y  m e n ,  t ra v e l i n g  i n  b o t h 
d i r e c t i o n s . 

“ I t’ s  Wa r  a g a i n , ”  d e c l a r e d  Gu n t h e r.  “ T h a t’ s 
w h a t  i t  i s . ”  He  e x p l a i n e d  h o w  h e  h a d  h e a rd 
o n  t h e  ra d i o  t h a t  Ge r m a n y  h a d  m a r c h e d  i n t o 
Po l a n d  t h e  d a y  b e f o r e ,  S e p t e m b e r  1 ,  1 9 3 9 .  I t 
h a d  b e e n  a  b i g  s u c c e s s  f o r  t h e  Na z i s ,  h e  c l a i m e d . 
T h e y’ d  f l a t t e n e d  t h e  Po l i s h  m i l i t a r y. 

“ T h o s e  p o o r  Po l a c k s  d i d n’ t  h a v e  a  c h a n c e , ” 
s n o r t e d  t h e  y o u n g  m a n .  “ Ge r m a n  s o l d i e r s  a r e 
t h e  b e s t  i n  t h e  w o r l d ,  a i n’ t  t h e y ? ”  We r n e r  d i d n’ t 
r e s p o n d ,  b u t  t h e  g u y  d i d n’ t  s e e m  t o  c a r e .

“ I ’m  h e a d i n g  t o  Ha m b u r g  m y s e l f  t o  s i g n  u p 



2

FAR AND AWAY

a s  a  s o l d i e r, ”  Gu n t h e r  a n n o u n c e d  p r o u d l y.  “ My 
f a t h e r  d o n’ t  w a n t  m e  i n  t h e  a r m y.  An d  Mo t h e r, 
s h e  c r i e d  b u c k e t s .  B u t  i t’ s  m y  l i f e ,  a i n’ t  i t ?  An d 
I ’m  n o  s i s s y. ”  He  p u f f e d  o u t  h i s  c h e s t  a n d  s h o w e d 
o f f  h i s  b i g  a r m  m u s c l e s . 

He  d i d n’ t  a s k  t h e  b o y’ s  n a m e  a n d  We r n e r 
d i d n’ t  v o l u n t e e r  i t .  He  k n e w  t h a t  h e  n e e d e d  t o 
b e  c a r e f u l .  I f  Gu n t h e r  s u s p e c t e d  h e  w a s  J e w i s h , 
w h a t  m i g h t  h e  d o ?  S o m e b o d y  s o  g u n g - h o  f o r  t h e 
Ge r m a n  a r m y  c o u l d  b e  d a n g e r o u s .  Fa t h e r  h a d 
w a r n e d ,  “ S p e a k  t o  a s  f e w  p e o p l e  a s  p o s s i b l e . ” 
We r n e r  k n e w  h e  w a s  f a r  s a f e r  o n  h i s  o w n .  S o  h e 
w a s  g l a d  w h e n  Gu n t h e r  f o u n d  a  m o r e  t a l k a t i v e 
y o u n g  m a n  a n d  m o v e d  o n . 

S t i l l ,  Gu n t h e r  h a d  g o t t e n  We r n e r  m o v i n g  a n d 
h a d  s e t  a  f a s t  p a c e .  He  w a s  g ra t e f u l  f o r  t h a t .  He 
h a d  n e v e r  t ra v e l e d  s o  f a r  o n  h i s  o w n .  Ev e r y  s t e p 
c a r r i e d  h i m  f u r t h e r  f r o m  Fa t h e r  a n d  h i s  s i s t e r 
B e t t i n a .  H i s  h e a v y  b o o t s  w e r e  c o v e r e d  w i t h  m u d , 
w e i g h i n g  t h e m  d o w n  a n d  s c ra p i n g  h i s  s o c k l e s s 
f e e t  ra w.  B u t  h e  h a d  t o  t ra v e l  6 4  k i l o m e t e r s  i n 
j u s t  t h r e e  d a y s .  T h e n  g o  e v e n  f u r t h e r  –  a  s h i p , 
a n  o c e a n . …
 A t  l e a s t  We r n e r  h a d  a  g o a l  -  g e t  a  f o o t h o l d  i n 
Am e r i c a ;  a  p l a c e  t o  l i v e ,  a  h o m e .  T h e n  Fa t h e r  h a d 
p r o m i s e d  t h a t  h e  a n d  We r n e r ’ s  l i t t l e  s i s t e r  w o u l d 
f o l l o w.  T h i s  d i m l y  b u r n i n g  e m b e r  o f  h o p e  l i t  t h e 
b o y’ s  p a t h . …
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Chapter One

Werner, Werner Berlinger,” called Frau Schutz, matron of 
the orphanage.

“Uh oh,” Werner muttered to his friends. 
It was late August. Rain had fallen for three straight days. 

The grey skies and chill in the air meant winter was not far 
off. Their bones ached from being inside all day and doing 
nothing. The boys had lapped up some thin gruel for breakfast. 
Then they had started playing checkers, with Werner winning 
as usual.

He wondered why Frau Schutz was calling his name. Was 
it because the night before he had snuck into the kitchen? Had 
someone snitched on him? He glanced around at his buddies, 
Victor, Sammel, Lutz and Mandel. Not one of them, surely.

Punishment at that orphanage was no joke. Frau Schutz 
made the children stand in a dark closet for hours or miss 
dinner. Missing out on food was worse than standing in the 
dark. Though even when they ate, it wasn’t much. Some watery 
soup and a little stale crummy bread, the kind the baker throws 
out if he can’t sell it. 

Germany’s ruler, Adolf Hitler, had made his opinion 
clear. The more Jewish orphans (or sick or blind or aged or 
handicapped people) that starved to death, the better. So 
children in the orphanage were hungry all the time. Werner 
didn’t remember one day or one hour of one day when his 
stomach wasn’t growling. Often he got in trouble for stealing 
food – a piece of wormy cheese or fatty meat. Not worth 
stealing unless you’re starving. 

He strolled over to Frau Schutz, trying to seem bold but 
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expecting the worse. She surprised him. “Your father has 
written,” she said. “He instructs me to send you home.” 

Werner’s mouth dropped open. He stared at her like a little 
kid, not a scrawny twelve year old. Home? Home? He was 
finally going home?

He glanced down the hallway at his gang of friends. Most 
kids at the orphanage didn’t have a parent but he did. And he 
had wanted – dreamed – of this news for a whole year. 

“It is good your father wants you home, Werner,” Frau 
Schutz said. “You know the way, don’t you?” 

He nodded. She wasn’t a bad person, he thought, just 
worn out, like a coin that’s been passed around too long. She 
didn’t like to punish the boys for stealing food, but there wasn’t 
enough for everyone and no child could get extra.

Werner stumbled down the hall, barely glancing at his 
friends. Still, they followed as he entered the long narrow 
room where their cots stood in a row. He knelt and reached 
underneath for the small wooden box with his things. 
Hands trembling, he took out the contents – a pencil, a little 
notebook and a precious photograph of his mother. Her soft 
round face and gentle eyes smiled up at him as always. The 
picture was smudged from the many tears that had splashed on 
the fading print in the years since she had died. He carefully 
put the picture in his pocket, then dumped the other stuff and 
a few clothes into a worn knapsack

“Ya going some place?” asked Lutz Chaimen in a squeaky 
voice. Just a little guy, he wanted to go too. 

“Home,” Werner muttered, without looking up. He didn’t 
want to see the envy in the small boy’s eyes. 

A minute later, ready to leave, he gave Lutz a squeeze, 
feeling the sharp bones beneath his skin. Victor, Sammel and 
Mandel were closer to his age, so he just nodded to them, 
not sure what to say. The boys had shared so many moments 
haunted by hunger and loneliness, they were like brothers in a 
ghost family.



5

FORCED JOURNEY

“You’re not gonna finish the game?” Lutz trailed him down 
the dim hallway to the heavy front door. 

“Nah, not today.” Werner paused and reached deep into his 
pocket. Months ago, he had discovered a large green and black 
marble in the dirt at the corner of the playground. He hadn’t 
told a soul, fearing it would be stolen. Now he handed the 
marble to Lutz, glad to see a smile flash across the youngster’s 
face. 

A few minutes later, he was running down the road away 
from the orphanage. He didn’t glance back, but murmured a 
quick prayer. Please, God, please, help Lutz and the other boys 
get out too. 

Then he recalled how he had gotten to that dismal place.
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Chapter Two

It was a year ago and he was simply walking home. But they 
had spied him from across the street, a gang of troublemakers 

– the Hitler Jugend – teenage boys who tried to act as stupid 
and mean as adult Nazis. Often they had chased Werner down 
the street. Usually he outraced them, but not that day.

“Hey, big nose,” said a young tough, twice as a big as 
Werner. The sturdy blond boy twisted Werner’s arm while 
pushing a piece of chalk into his other hand. 

“Write on the sidewalk,” he commanded, “I am an ugly 
Jew-boy.” Werner’s hand shook so much the scrawl was barely 
readable. Still, the boys in brown uniforms howled with 
laughter. Werner slinked home, hot with shame. 

That night he wet the bed like a baby. It wasn’t the first 
time he had woken up with sheets damp and smelling of pee. 
His father said nothing in the morning. But while helping 
Werner change the bed, his face was grey, his shoulders 
hunched. 

An hour later, Werner’s eight-year-old sister, Bettina, 
pestered him about something. He started yelling, then 
grabbed Minnie, a beautiful doll with a painted porcelain 
head and reddish gold hair like his sister’s. He slammed the 
doll on the floor, hard. Bettina screamed until he stopped. But 
the damage was done. Minnie’s nose was chipped, her head 
cracked. 

Seeing what had happened, his father raised his hand to 
smack the boy, then stopped. “Why are you so mean to your 
sister? She’s done nothing to you!” While Bettina sobbed, 
Father tried to repair the crack. “See, sweetie, she looks all 
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right now,” he said, handing the doll back. Bettina nodded but 
Werner could see she was still frightened. What might he break 
the next time his anger spilled out?

Werner took his sister’s hand. “I won’t be horrid again. 
Promise.” She tried to smile.

For several days, his father barely spoke to him. He seemed 
deep in thought. Finally, he said, “I am going to take you to 
the orphanage, Werner. You will be safer there.”

Werner stared at him, shocked. Leave their home? Go to an 
orphanage? How was that possible?

“Not forever, my son,” Father added, “just for now, I 
promise.” 

When they reached the orphanage, his father told Frau 
Schutz, “Ever since their mother died, life has been growing 
harder and harder. I feel that I can no longer keep Werner safe. 
Maybe if he’s here with other boys, Jewish boys, and a kind 
woman...” His voice faded at he looked at Frau Shutz. 

While they talked, Werner’s head hung low. He stared at 
the dark, scratched, wooden floor. He had failed his father and 
hurt his sister. No wonder he was being sent away from home.

The woman had doughy skin, brightened with rouge and 
lipstick. “I understand.” She put an arm around the boy’s 
shoulders. “Don’t worry about your son. You do what you must 
do, that’s how it is nowadays.”

At last Werner was leaving that dreary stone building. 
Running, then walking, then running again, he barely felt the 
chilly rain. Two miles into town and then through the town’s 
streets, past the empty market square and the cathedral with 
its tall spire. He passed Jewish stores, now shut and boarded 
up, with big yellow stars painted crudely across the fronts. He 
didn’t even notice; his mind was on one thing only – home. 
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Chapter Three

Hit by a strong gust of wind, Werner clutched his thin 
sweater and shivered. His heart pumped with excitement. 

Home. Home. Home. He didn’t stop until he reached their 
small brown house with green shutters. He stared at the dark 
wooden door. Often, he had dreamed of running away and 
coming here on his own. But filled with shame and remorse, he 
had waited for his father to want him there. To ask him home. 

Indeed, the door swung open as soon as he knocked. 
“Werner,” Father murmured, hugging the boy warmly as soon 
as he stepped inside. 

Gazing around the parlor, Werner’s eyes feasted on stuff he 
knew well. A dumpy green sofa, the faded rose-covered carpet, 
dusty oil paintings, and a glass-fronted bookcase, overflowing 
with books. Everything seemed the same except…he spied an 
empty place on the floor where his mother’s shiny black piano 
once stood. 

“Werner!” Bettina ran up and hugged her brother, her face 
shining with delight. She held up her doll Minnie for him to 
kiss, and he gave the doll a big smack on its tiny pink porcelain 
lips. Bettina laughed aloud.

“You must be hungry,” said Father. “I’ll get you something 
to eat.” He disappeared into the kitchen. Werner’s heart swelled 
with pleasure. Finally he was back home again where he be-
longed. He would be good now, cause no trouble and make his 
father proud. Whatever evils the family might endure – and 
they were many – they could face them together as a family. 

For a long time, Father had tried to explain away the trou-
bles caused by the Nazis. “This is a difficult time for Germany. 
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People have no work; they’re hungry, desperate. They are blam-
ing the Jews as they always do when times are difficult.” 

That’s what he said when he was fired from his job as a 
math teacher at a boys school. That’s what he said when they 
were forbidden to shop in stores owned by Christians. Or 
ride on the tram or sit in public parks. But when Jews began 
being hauled out of their houses and beaten up on the streets, 
or when they disappeared altogether, Father stopped making 
excuses. Now he sat home all day in a dark room listening to 
Beethoven and Brahms and Mendelssohn, the German music 
he so loved. 

“Look what I have,” exclaimed Father, rushing back in the 
room. “Black bread and a pot of herring!”

“Wunderbar, Papa!” Werner grinned. The herring smelled 
delicious, good and fishy.

“Bettina, set the table, will you?” The girl quickly laid out 
some dishes and silverware.  Werner’s family had never had a 
lot of things, yet they enjoyed what they had. Friday nights 
were special – a lace cloth spread on the table, china dishes and 
a pair of silver candlesticks. Platters of meat and potatoes, rye 
bread, butter and some sort of delicious cake. 

“Ja, ja, very good.” Father rubbed his hands, inspecting the 
black bread and herring as if it was a banquet.

“It is a very good day,” Werner said. “A splendid day!” 
“Here’s a little treat,” Father smiled, going to the cabinet 

and pulling out a bottle of schnapps and two little glasses. He 
poured the clear schnapps into each glass and handed one to 
his son. “Drink up.”

Werner’s eyes widened. Father had never offered him al-
cohol before. Taking a sip, the sharp liquor burned his throat, 
though he tried not to wince. Father watched carefully, his 
smile slowly fading. “You are probably wondering why I asked 
you to come?”

The boy shook his head. “This is our home where I be-
long. I knew you would ask me back, soon as you could.” He 
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grinned as he held up the glass, ready for more. Bettina sidled 
up next to him like a kitten.

But his father’s face had turned serious, almost stern. He 
put the bottle down hard on the table. “No, Werner, you must 
listen. I’ve got something very important.” From a drawer he 
pulled out a thick envelope, opening it quickly. “For you, my 
son, only you.” 

He handed Werner a little booklet with a dark blue cover 
stamped with a Nazi swastika. Inside was a photo of a boy. 
The boy’s cheeks were round, and his hair was combed neatly. 
Werner could barely recognize himself. It was an old photo, 
taken several years ago, when he was no more than nine.

“This is your passport,” said Father. “You will never know 
what it took to get it.” His eyes darted, however, toward the 
empty space where Mother’s beautiful piano had stood. Was 
that the price of a passport? Werner wondered.

Father put the booklet back in the envelope and took out 
a large ticket. “Here’s the real prize.” He looked extremely 
pleased. 

“What is it?” Werner asked, uncertain why he was being 
given this stuff.  

“A ticket for the S.S. Hansa, leaving from Hamburg,” he 
said. “You are a passenger.”

“The Hansa? A ship?” Suddenly the boy’s face became hot, 
his palms sweaty. 

“It’s going to America in three days,” Father replied. “You’ll 
find it on Pier 37.”

“Me? Find a ship?” Werner exploded. “What are you 
saying? You mean for me to leave? Why, I’ve just come home!” 

Bettina’s head jerked up. Father pursed his lips, saying 
nothing. That was his answer.

“No, Father, I’m not going.” Werner quivered with rage. 
“You can’t make me go! You can’t!” 

His father stiffened, also angry. “You don’t want to go? 
You don’t know what you’re saying!” He grabbed the boy’s 
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thin shoulders and started to shake him. But Werner pushed 
him away roughly. In that instant, the two realized they were 
equally strong.

“You don’t want me here, do you?” Werner yelled. 
“You never wanted me here – that’s why you put me in the 
orphanage. And now – now you’re getting rid of me again!”

“No, Werner, that’s not true,” Father tried to explain, but 
the boy didn’t let him. The pain of that long, lonely year jostled 
his heart.

“You don’t care about me – you don’t! You never have!”
Father looked frantic. “Werner, please, you don’t under-

stand. You must go. It’s the best chance you have – to stay alive. 
That’s what counts now. All that counts. Please understand.” 
His voice was so choked by now, he could say no more. 

Werner stood staring at his father dumbly. He did 
understand. He’d seen it happen. The Nazi Gestapo pounding 
on a neighbor’s door, hauling off grandparents, parents, even 
young children. They’d disappear. No one knew where. To 
escape that fate, many Jewish families had already fled the 
country. Others were desperately trying to find a place to go.

Slowly, Werner reached for the envelope.
Lines of worry vanished from his father’s face. “War has 

begun,” he explained. “Soon no more ships will be traveling 
from Germany to America.” His voice was now low and steady. 
“That’s why you must leave right away.” 

“Why just me? What about you and Bettina?” Werner 
demanded. “Can’t we all go together?” 

Father glanced at Bettina, his face sadder than his son 
had ever seen. “I wish it were possible. Truly, I do.” He shook 
his head. “But I am too old and your sister is too young.” 
He gathered Bettina in his arms and pressed her to his chest, 
stroking her fine hair. “We will stay together. Here, where we’ve 
always lived. During the good times and now the bad times.”

Seeing the two of them so close hurt Werner yet again. 
They seemed like a complete family – without him. 
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Father read the look on Werner’s face and pleaded once 
again. “You go first, son. Get a foothold in this new country – 
a place for us to live, a safe home.” For a second his face glowed 
with hope. “Then we’ll follow, I promise. We’ll come too.”  

Would they really come? Werner wondered…
Yet his father wasn’t giving him a choice. Either he went 

alone or none of them did. His father couldn’t make him go, 
and yet he had to. Werner had to take the chance of going 
first, with the hope that Father and Bettina would follow. The 
other possibility – no one going – was like choosing a dead-end 
street. Nothing ahead, no way out.

Though Werner couldn’t say no to his father’s plea, he 
stalled. “How will I get to Hamburg? I’ve never been by myself. 
I don’t know the way.”  

“The ship sails Wednesday. That gives you three days. It’s 
too dangerous by train, so you’ll need to walk, using road 
signs.” He paused. “I know it is difficult, son. I wish I could go 
with you at least as far as Hamburg.” He glanced at Bettina, 
adding, “But being alone is better, because you can travel fast. 
And traveling fast is safer.”

Father was speaking quickly now; he knew what he had to 
say. “I have written to a relative of your mother’s named Esther. 
She will meet you on the pier when you arrive. She’s promised 
to take care of you until…” He hesitated a moment…“until we 
can come.” Then he went to the closet and pulled out a pair of 
boots, his own good hiking boots. “These are a bit too big, but 
better than what you’ve got.” 

He watched as Werner took off his shabby old shoes. 
Beneath them, his socks had more holes than yarn. 

Bettina giggled. “Look at your toes.”
Werner pulled off his socks and put on the boots. Though 

they didn’t fit, he was pleased. His father had once belonged to 
a hiking club with stout Germans from town. He’d worn these 
boots proudly every weekend as they tromped through nearby 
forests. The boots smelled of better days.
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Then his father fetched something else. “Here’s a wool 
loden-cloth jacket that belonged to your mother,” he said. “It’s 
been packed in a trunk for years, so it doesn’t have a yellow star 
sewn on it.” 

The two looked at one another. Both he and Werner knew 
the risk of not wearing a star.  The Nazi government required 
every Jew to wear a big yellow star on their clothes at all times. 
To be caught without one meant jail or worse. But wearing 
a star was also dangerous because it drew attention. Werner 
could be stopped by anyone and beaten up or even killed.

He put on the pale blue jacket, the color of the sky on a 
spring morning. The wool carried the faint scent of mothballs, 
yet its warmth surrounded him like his mother’s embrace. Oh, 
how he missed Mutti! She had died four years ago of a fever 
when he was eight and Bettina was only three. In a few days, 
she went from being a charming lively woman to being so 
weak that she couldn’t lift her head from the pillow. She barely 
recognized Werner and Bettina as the children pressed around 
the bed, weeping. In the last instant of her life, however, she 
grasped her son’s hand tightly. “Werner, mein Liebling, mach es 
gut, es wird alles gut werden.” Take care, everything will be all 
right. That’s what she thought. But then, Werner figured, she 
had died before things got really bad. 

He was glad that she wasn’t there for this terrible day. How 
could he have said goodbye to her, too? Putting on his mother’s 
coat, Werner slid his hands into the pockets. His fingers closed 
around a tight wad of money that he pulled out. 

Father shrugged. “A few Reichsmarks. All I could manage.” 
The big old clock in the hall began chiming. His father’s 

face suddenly looked grey and tired. “You must get going, 
Werner. You need a good start before nightfall.” He carefully 
put the envelope with the ticket and passport in the boy’s 
knapsack. “Use your head, Werner. Don’t speak to anyone 
unless you have to.”

Now there was no reason to delay, but Werner’s feet felt 
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rooted to the old carpet. He gazed at Bettina and Father, want-
ing to hold fast to everything he knew and loved. He had been 
home less than an hour and already he was leaving. With no 
idea when he might return, or when he might see them again. 

He started to say, “No, no I can’t.…”
But suddenly, Bettina rushed over and flung her thin arms 

around her brother. He grabbed hold of her and kissed the top 
of her head. Since the death of Mutti, Bettina had been the 
sweet, soft part of their lives. For a moment her delicate fingers 
clung to his shirt. Then Bettina let go and ran to the window. 

“Go, Werner, go quickly,” she called, turning her face to the 
cool glass pane like they were playing a game. 

Father led him to the door and pointed north. “Hamburg’s 
that way. You’ll find signs on the edge of town.” He gazed at his 
son hard for a moment as if sealing his face in the vault of his 
memory. He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I have one 
minute to give you a lifetime of advice, and… and I can think 
of nothing to say.” Then he squeezed his son’s shoulder ’til it 
hurt. “Only this, Werner…wherever you go, remember how 
much your mother and I loved one another. And loved you, 
our children.” 

“But you will come,” Werner insisted, his voice shaking. 
“You said you would.”

“Write to us, Werner, as soon as you arrive,” Father’s eyes 
grew bright. “Tell us all about this new country. Everything. 
We so look forward to getting your letters. Please write.”

A moment later, the door swung shut. Rain pelted Werner’s 
face, falling much harder than before. Father and Bettina were 
inside. He was outside. Through the window, he saw Bettina 
waving and waving. As if he were simply going to the market as 
he once did and would return soon with sweets in his pocket. 

Werner slowly turned and walked away, glancing back once 
or twice. His face and hair were quickly drenched by the rain. 
The air seemed much colder, too. He pulled his mother’s jacket 
close around him. Its warmth was all that remained of home.


