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To those who remain hopeful. And for my parents, two stars who lit the way.
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We can be heroes just for one day.
—DAVID BOWIE
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DECEMBER 22, 1941

THEY HAD TO HURRY; THERE WASN’T MUCH TIME.

The heels of Sophie’s dress shoes sank into the soft, cold earth with each step, slowing her pace. She shouldn’t have worn them, but they were her best and she couldn’t bear to leave them behind.

“Do you suppose he’s all right?” Sophie said, puncturing the stillness.

Hanna pulled her too-small coat tighter across her belly. “He’ll meet us at the tree.”

“What if . . . ?”

“We have to keep going.”

Above the moonlit silhouettes of pines, a packet of stars bit holes into the skin of night. The forest was quiet except for the muted crunch of Sophie’s and Hanna’s shoes in fresh snow. The roads had been mostly clear. Only one Kübelwagen had made its inspection, searchlight scraping the fields left and right. Sophie and Hanna had dropped to their backs, lying as flat and still as possible behind a tall cropping of defiant weeds until the patrol rumbled away. By the time anyone in town realized what had happened, Sophie and Hanna would be long gone. They just had to make it to the tree first.

Hanna stopped and rubbed her side. Sophie patted her back.

“Just an ache,” Hanna said.

“Are we close?”

“I think so.”

It was hard to tell in the dark, and for a moment, the girls feared that the forest they knew so well had betrayed them. But soon enough, they found their way into the small clearing and there it was, the Bridegroom’s Oak.

The girls breathed in pine, spruce, and fir, holding the smell inside their lungs like a memory.

“We’ll see it again,” Sophie promised. She let out a small cry of joy and lifted a bedraggled branch from the forest floor. “Look! Our seidr wand.”

“It can’t be the same one. It’s just a branch.”

“Maybe we can cast one last spell?”

“We are not children anymore, Sophie.”

“No,” Sophie said quietly. “No one is a child anymore.”

An owl hooted twice and flapped its wings somewhere above them. Another sound followed, soft but even, like footsteps on dried leaves. Hanna put a finger to her lips. Sophie swallowed. They peered intently into the dark behind them. Moonlight illuminated the soft black eyes of a deer. It froze for a second, staring back at the girls, before scampering off deep into the cover of forest.

“I almost fainted!” Sophie said, letting out her breath.

“I almost did worse,” Hanna said with a small smile.

She moved toward the ladder at the oak’s side.

Sophie stopped her. “I’ll go.”

Hanna shook her head. “I’ll still be faster. You insisted on wearing those shoes.”

Sophie could dispute neither of these things. “Funny to think that this old oak really did bring true love.” The night was so clear it felt as if she could reach up and pluck a star from the sky.

At the ladder’s top, Hanna plunged her hand inside the tree’s slim knothole, feeling along its familiar crags and crevices. Sophie held her breath, silently counting the seconds. An owl hooted and lifted away with a sudden fluttering of feathers. Sophie glanced over her shoulder at the imposing dark.

“Please,” she whispered to the forest. “Please.”

“Sophie!”

The pale moonlight had made Hanna’s face a ghost of itself. In her hand was the envelope. Hanna scrambled down the ladder and tore open the seal. It was all there.

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” Sophie whispered into the silence.

“Come. There’s no time to waste.”

Somewhere behind them came the crack of a branch.

“The deer?” Sophie whispered.

Hanna shook her head. “Too heavy.”

Another crack. The longest night of the year was descending hard and fast. Hanna grabbed Sophie’s wrist and pulled her close. Something was coming.

The forest had betrayed them after all.




WEST BERLIN.
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SUMMER 1980

“JENNY, HURRY UP, DEAR. THE CAR IS WAITING.”

Jenny Campbell dutifully rolled her suitcase after her mother and younger sister, Alison, through Berlin’s Tegel Airport late on a Thursday afternoon in June. It was a new suitcase bought for this new life in West Berlin, where her father had taken a promotion. Over a dinner in May, her parents had explained that this was “an exciting opportunity for the family” full of “cultural experiences” that would “broaden everyone’s horizons.” While her friends back home in Dallas went to football games and junior prom, Jenny would be stuck at the American school in West Berlin trying to make friends of strangers. This summer was officially going to be the worst of her life, fer sure.

A gray-haired driver in a crisp suit met them just outside baggage claim. “Guten Tag, Frau Campbell. Welcome to Berlin,” he said with a bow, taking her mother’s suitcase in hand. Jenny’s camera, a Canon A-1, banged against her chest as she tried to keep up. The driver tucked their luggage into the trunk of a shining Mercedes, then angled the car into the neon thrum of West Berlin. Jenny stared sullenly out the back passenger window as the city paraded past. Yellow double-decker buses floated in clouds of exhaust. People crowded outdoor cafés to drink frothy beer. Sleek shopping centers rose beside centuries-old buildings. In Dallas, the buildings were new and made of mirrored glass that reflected endless highways. Here, history was everywhere you looked.

“This is the Kurfürstendamm. Good for shopping,” the driver announced.

Kurfürstendamm, Jenny repeated to herself silently, testing out the feel of the new word. The remains of a battered church caught her eye. She raised the Canon and clicked.

“Entschuldigen sie, sir, was ist das für ein Gebäude, bitte?” Jenny said to the back of the driver’s head.

His brows lifted in surprise as his eyes met hers in the rear-view mirror. “That is the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church. It was bombed during the war so we call it the ‘Hollow Tooth.’ ”

They took a series of turns and suddenly, an ominous ribbon of concrete topped by coils of barbed wire came into view.

“And that . . . well, that is the wall.”

Jenny pressed closer to the window to get a better look. On the eastern side, soldiers kept constant watch from the looming guard towers, rifles at the ready.

“Are the Communists going to shoot us?” Alison asked their mother.

“No, sweetheart. We’re Americans.”

“They do shoot people, though. Debbie’s mom told me.”

“Thank you for that, Barbara,” Jenny’s mother muttered under her breath. “Only people trying to escape East Berlin, sweetheart. But we’re in West Berlin. We’re safe. Jenny.”

Jenny looked over to see her mother shaking her head at Jenny’s bent arm resting against the window. Jenny put her hands in her lap like she’d been taught at Miss Fox’s Finishing School. Outside a U-Bahn station, a group of punks held court, smoking cigarettes and passing a bottle of beer around. Jenny stared, fascinated by their spiked hair, torn clothing, and leather jackets. They seemed impossibly cool and slightly dangerous. She itched to get a picture.

“Hooligans,” the driver hissed. “No good.”

“They certainly are strange looking,” Jenny’s mother said in that polite way that judged without announcing itself as judgment—well, isn’t that interesting.

“Where are we?” Jenny asked the driver.

“Kreuzberg,” he answered with distaste.

Jenny looked back at the punks. Kreuzberg, she repeated to herself.
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“There are only six apartments in the whole building and we have the top floor, which is the nicest,” Jenny’s mother said as they wound around the elegant marble staircase of their new home, the driver following with two of the suitcases.

A woman in an aproned uniform answered the door. Her dark blond hair was tucked into a severe bun revealing a square face. “Guten Abend, Frau Campbell. Did you have a good trip?”

“Yes, thank you, Helga. Oh, Otto, you can just leave the luggage there . . .” While their mother paid the driver, Jenny took in the old-world splendor of the apartment—tall windows, expensive rugs, a velvet sofa, and bookcases filled with leather-bound volumes. There was a stereo in a walnut cabinet and a color TV, which was a luxury, Jenny’s parents had told her. It felt much more formal but also more welcoming than their house in Dallas, which was an enormous, red brick faux Tudor with a pool in the backyard on a street of nearly identical houses in a neighborhood where most of the kids were sent to private schools and spent Christmas break skiing in Aspen.

Alison ran immediately to her room, shouting, “It’s got a canopy bed!”

Jenny’s room was narrow but sunny and there was a record player. She wondered what her friends back home would be doing now. Probably driving to the mall. Maybe hitting the Jack in the Box drive-through. She could practically taste the hot salty fries, feel the sugary burn of a Dr Pepper sucked through a straw. There would be parties all summer. New friendships would be cemented. And she wouldn’t be there. She would be forgotten. Erased. Jenny who?

She unpacked her clothes, placing her pastel Izod and Polo shirts in the armoire along with her shiny penny loafers and a gingham party dress her mother had insisted on even though Jenny hated wearing dresses and this one in particular. She hung up her one cherished piece of clothing: a jean jacket she’d begged her mother to buy for her birthday.

“It just seems so . . . tomboyish,” her mother had said, wrinkling her nose. “I think that sweater would be more becoming on your build.”

Not figure—build. Like she was a house under construction.

The refrigerator—Kühlschrank, Jenny had learned in her immersion course—was half the size of the one back home and filled with German brands she didn’t know. She pulled out a yogurt with a picture of a strawberry on the side: Joghurt mit Früchten.

“There you are! Settled in okay?” Jenny’s mom called. She had put on a fresh dress and lipstick.

“Mm-hmm,” Jenny said, searching for the silverware drawer.

“Guess what?” The last time Jenny’s mom had smiled at her like that it had preceded the announcement about moving to Germany. Her mother liked to paste a happy-face sticker on her bad news as if that might trick Jenny into accepting it as good.

“What. There. I guessed.”

“Very funny.” Her mother tapped her playfully on the arm. “Helga tells me there’s a family in the building on the second floor and they have a daughter exactly your age. And—she’s been studying English! Her name is . . . oh dear. Mary? Marsha? Something with an M. I hear she’s very cute. She plays tennis. Maybe she can teach you to play!”

“Hmm.”

“I just thought it might be nice for you to have a friend here.”

“I have friends. Back in Dallas.”

“Well, that’s not a very positive attitude, is it? Remember: Things turn out best . . .”

“. . . for those who make the best of how things turn out,” Jenny finished. It was her mother’s favorite phrase.

Jenny opened a random drawer and found a spoon. “Fine.”

“Wonderful! I’ll arrange it with her mother.” Then, with a nod at the yogurt and another of her practiced smiles: “Let’s not eat that so close to dinnertime, okay?”
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The girl’s name, as it turned out, was Martina. She wore a terrycloth short set, striped tube socks, and baby-blue eye shadow. She’d curled the sides of her feathered strawberry-blond hair into sausage rolls so big that Jenny was pretty sure she could hide a toilet paper tube in each one.

“Guten Tag,” Jenny said, standing outside their apartment carrying a fruitcake her mother insisted she bring.

“It’s better for me if we speak in English,” Martina responded. “Anyway, come in.”

Martina had no discernible sense of humor. She did, however, have a stash of Kinder chocolate bars, which she traded to Jenny on the promise of borrowing the latest issue of Seventeen magazine. They spent the afternoon in Martina’s room trying out different makeup looks while Martina asked Jenny if she’d ever met any famous Hollywood stars— “Shaun Cassidy? No? Wait. What about John Travolta?” The entire episode gave Jenny a sense of future doom. This was going to be her life now: watching Martina crimp her eyelashes with a metal curler she had heated against the stove to sear her lashes into standing at attention. It was boring and lonely. And just when Jenny was sure her misery had reached its crescendo, when she had begun to list the things in her mind that might get her parents to send her back home—a faked illness, a life of crime, smoking pot (none of which she could ever bring herself to do)—Martina suddenly beckoned Jenny to the window with an urgency bordering on espionage.

She put her finger to her lips and jerked her head toward the sidewalk below. “See her?”

Jenny searched the street for someone worthy of such scrutiny.

“Herrrr,” Martina whispered. She pointed to the older woman ambling up the walk, a bag of groceries in one hand and her key in the other. “That’s Frau Hermann. I think she might be a witch.”

“A witch?”

“Shhh! She might hear you.”

They periscoped their heads till they were eye level with the windowsill. The woman did not look like a witch to Jenny. She looked like a teacher. Or possibly someone’s youngish grandmother.

“Yes. Eine Hexe. A witch.”

“Eine Hexe,” Jenny repeated. “What makes you think that?”

Martina shrugged. “Things.”

“Like, what things?”

Martina blew out a gust of breath that ruﬄed the stiff coil of her meticulously curled bangs. “Okay. First: She has this nice apartment. They say she was married to a much older, much richer man. How was he so rich after the war?”

“Nazi?” Jenny whispered.

Martina pursed her lips and let the insinuation float. “Second: Her husband died very suddenly.”

“I thought you said he was much older?”

“So? There’s old. And there’s dead.”

There was a lot Jenny could say to that but Martina was on a roll.

“Third: She talks about magic.”

Now this was interesting.

“What kind of magic?” Jenny pressed.

“Old magic. Folk magic. Goddesses and sorceresses. She talks about the forest as an enchanted place.”

Jenny laughed. Martina did not. If her best friend, Richard, were here, he’d raise an eyebrow and do his German film noir voice: “I am going to kill you, Herr Blaumer. But first, I vill sing some-sing from Blue Angel, okay? You sit.”

Thinking about Richard brought a lump to Jenny’s throat. She pushed the memory aside. Besides, she was now intrigued by this Frau Hermann in her sensible brown skirt and pumps, cardigan sweater fastened loosely across her shoulders by a thin gold chain. Time had faded her hair into a washed-out, generic paleness, like a photocopy of another photocopy of a once-vibrant picture. Jenny hoped that Frau Hermann was a witch. At least it would liven up things.

“Whatever you do, don’t get into a conversation with her, or she might curse you!” Martina’s eyes widened; flecks of Maybelline dotted her upper eyelids. “You’ll be talking about the weather and then she’ll ask you up to her apartment for tea or pastry, and the next thing you know, she’ll have snipped a piece of your hair. And after that . . .” Martina shook her head.

Jenny peered over the sill. Down below, Frau Hermann stopped. Patted her pockets. She glanced up. The girls shot down and pressed themselves against the wall, and when they rose again, the older woman was gone.

“That was close,” Martina said on a heavy exhale. She turned to Jenny. “Hey. Do you think I could be on an American TV show?”
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Jenny’s father returned from a business trip in Frankfurt the next day in time for lunch. He still had his sporty Texas tan.

“Howdy, Campbells,” her father said, bursting into the apartment while Helga hurried to take his umbrella and briefcase and whisk them to their proper places. He gave Jenny’s mother a respectful peck on the cheek—not in public, John—before bear-hugging Alison and tousling her hair. “Hey there, Sunshine! You know any German yet?”

“Achtung!” Alison blurted. “Attention!”

He kissed her. “Of course that’s the first word you’d learn.”

“Achtung means danger,” Jenny corrected.

“Does not!”

“Does too.”

“Uh, I’m sorry—who took the German immersion class here?”

“Okay, okay, let’s not start World War Three,” their father said through a strained smile. He hugged Jenny a bit more tentatively. “Hi, Honey.”

He had a nickname for all of them. Alison was Sunshine. Their mom was Gorgeous. Jenny was Honey, a name sweet and generic and ill-informed. Over a meal of veal schnitzel and roasted potatoes swimming in butter, Jenny’s father held court as if it were one of his sales presentations, telling them about the company and how well it was run and all the things they would accomplish in Germany and the rest of Europe. “It’s up to us to rescue the rest of Germany from the commies,” he said, pouring his Coke into a glass of ice. “You have to ask for ice here, by the way. They don’t understand it at all. I almost forgot: Susan, we’re throwing a little party here on Saturday.”

“Oh, John. So soon?” Jenny’s mother said. She’d left half of her food on her plate, but Jenny could tell she was still hungry by the way she kept touching her fork.

“We need to make a good first impression. Besides, you can throw that together in your sleep, Gorgeous.” He smiled at his daughters. “How’s your dinner, girls?”

“Gut!” Alison barked with the German pronunciation.

Jenny could feel her mother’s eyes on her. Dutifully, she rested her fork and knife on the edge of the plate the way she’d been taught. “Very nice. But I’ve had enough,” she lied.

“Good girl! Discipline. I think Germany’s gonna be great for us. Fresh start,” her father said, digging into his schnitzel with a smile he dared anyone to contradict.

Later in her room, Jenny unwrapped one of the Kinder bars she’d bartered out of Martina. The chocolate was creamier than American chocolate and absolutely delicious. But immediately after eating it, she was racked with guilt. She was supposed to be on a diet—her sixth in the last four years. It was as if she’d been forced into a war with her body when she’d never even fired a shot. Jenny undressed and examined herself in the mirror. Her thighs and arms were thick and muscular, her shoulders broad. She was fast on the volleyball court and soft around her middle. At five-foot-eight, she weighed 170 pounds.

“That’s too much,” her doctor had said, as if she’d committed some crime. He’d given her a chart that showed a range from 125 to 145 pounds.

“I’d have to chop off my arms to weigh a hundred and twenty-five pounds,” Jenny had complained to Richard as they ate fries in the car on the way to orchestra practice.

“That’s literally the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard,” Richard had said. He was her best friend for a reason. “Those diet charts are evil. EEEEEVVIIIILLLLL!”

Jenny’s mom was fashionably slim. In Dallas, the other moms complimented her on her body all the time, as if she’d accomplished some Olympic feat. At every pool party, the moms traded diet secrets like spies in some secret deprivation war— “I just eat grapefruit for five days.” “Honey, Dexatrim is my little helper.”

Jenny pinched a thick roll of belly fat. Tomorrow. Tomorrow she’d eat cottage cheese and exercise and be the daughter everyone wanted her to be: a smaller version of herself.
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On her third day in Berlin, Jenny was determined to get out and see the city. She slipped her camera around her neck. In her jeans pocket was her address and phone number written on a scrap of paper along with some German coins for the pay phone if she got lost. Halfway down the marble staircase, she froze. Frau Hermann was at the bottom. She was carrying too many groceries and she walked with a limp that seemed to be causing her some pain. Jenny knew she should help. That was polite in any country. But in her head, she could hear Martina’s whispered warning: “Eine Hexe! ”

Frau Hermann glanced up at Jenny. “Guten Tag.”

“Guten Tag. Darf ich . . . Ihnen helfen, um, ma’am?” Jenny said, her manners winning out.

The older woman squinted up at Jenny, her eyes narrowing. Jenny felt cold and shaky. Witch, witch, witch! “Danke schön.”

Frau Hermann offered one of the bags and Jenny took it, retracing her steps up to the second landing and up another steep flight to the third floor, where Frau Hermann slipped her key into an ancient brass lock. “You’re the American girl, yes? Your family just moved in?”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jenny said. “I’m Jenny Campbell. It’s nice to meet you, Frau Hermann.”

Frau Hermann cocked her head at Jenny, her brow furrowed. “Ah, my reputation precedes me.”

Jenny’s mouth went dry. How could she have been so stupid?

“Martina. She thinks I am a witch.” Frau Hermann shook her head. “Come. Come in. I’ll make us tea.” ’

Frau Hermann went inside, leaving the door open, and Jenny followed, pausing only to tuck her ponytail inside her popped collar in case Frau Hermann tried to snip off a section.

“Here. Sit,” Frau Hermann said, gesturing to a kitchen table strewn with papers. “I’ll only be a moment.”

Jenny sat looking around at the apartment. Two floral armchairs with sagging cushions flanked a wooden end table flecked with dust. Gold-framed landscapes, pretty but impersonal, had been crowded together on a papered wall gone dingy with fireplace soot. On the kitchen table, a breakfast plate speckled with crumbs and a smear of dark jam knocked against a china teacup whose contents—coffee? Tea? Witches’ brew?—were half-gone and cloudy. An air of loneliness hung over the apartment except for the bookshelves. These were teeming with well-loved, dust-free books of every color and size. Jenny sneaked over to study the spines in the hopes there might be one on witchcraft she could tell Martina about later. There were some of the usual suspects—encyclopedias, dictionaries, Gray’s Anatomy, but one whole shelf was dedicated to fairy tales, another to mythology, and yet another had been crammed with psychology titles like A Psychiatric Study of Myths and Fairy Tales and The Uses of Enchantment: The Meaning and Importance of Fairy Tales. Off to the right hung a framed diploma in psychology from the Freie Universität Berlin.

“Have you ever tasted Pfannkuchen?” Frau Hermann called from the kitchen amid a rattling of teacups and plates.

“Nein, Frau Hermann,” Jenny said, quickly taking her seat again.

Frau Hermann entered stiﬄy carrying a tray with two steaming cups of tea and thick slabs of pastry on delicate white-china plates. “It’s a German specialty.”

It looked like a jelly doughnut and smelled of fresh yeast. Jenny bit into the soft, powdered-sugar-topped dough.

“You like it?”

“Yes, ma’am. It’s very good. Um, kostlich.”

“Your German is good,” Frau Hermann said, digging into her pastry with abandon.

“I’m taking classes.”

“Ah. Das ist gut.”

“Are you a doctor?” Jenny asked. “I saw your diploma.”

“A psychologist, yes. I work with patients suffering from trauma. The war, the wall . . . both have left deep scars.”

Jenny had never met a psychologist before, let alone someone who did such important work. “That’s very . . .” She searched for the right word. “Noble.”

Frau Hermann’s shoulders gave the tiniest shrug. “I try to help. What do you like to do, Jenny?”

“Oh. Um. I have a camera. I like to take pictures.”

“That is a good way of seeing, yes? Shows you things you might have missed at first glance.”

“I never thought of it that way,” Jenny said. “I also play violin.”

“You shall have to come and play for me next time.”

Next time. What had she been thinking? She’d have to find ways to sneak past Frau Hermann’s door from now on. They fell into halting small talk— “Have you always lived in Berlin?” “Nein, I came to Berlin after the war. Do you miss your friends back home?” “Yes. Very much.” “Change is hard, ja?”—and scraped at their pastry in the awkward silences that followed.

“You have a lot of fairy tales,” Jenny said, gesturing to the bookshelves.

“I use them in my work at the therapy center, Die Eichel. With my patients.”

“You do?”

“Yes. It helps them to put words to their trauma or guilt. To think of it as a story that exists outside of them. Like a fable.” Frau Hermann seemed to be studying Jenny. “How old are you, my dear?”

“Sixteen. Almost seventeen. Well, in October.”

“Seventeen.” Frau Hermann sipped her tea with a sudden faraway look. “That’s how old they were when they disappeared.”

Jenny stopped chewing as if the pastry were poisoned. “Who . . . disappeared?”

“Two girls from my village up north,” Frau Hermann explained. “I suppose your youth brought them to mind somehow.” She smiles. “Now they, it was said, were witches. Descendants of the ancient Norn. They had a very special friendship. One for the ages.”

Jenny swallowed the bite in her mouth. “Were they friends of yours?”

“No. We were not friends. But it was a large village and tales get told for generations, you see. It was a story I heard about the girls, almost like a fairy tale in itself.”

“What happened to them?”

Frau Hermann gave a half shrug. “They disappeared without a trace on the night of the winter solstice. This was during the war. All sorts of things happened in the forest during the war.” Frau Hermann teased at her pastry with her fork tines. “The story goes that the girls believed in the old forest magic and particularly the magic of the Bridegroom’s Oak, and because of their belief, the Bridegroom’s Oak protected them when they needed it.”

“The Bridegroom’s Oak?”

Frau Hermann’s eyes brightened. “Ahhh! You have never heard of the Bridegroom’s Oak? That is a fable unto itself ! It is a matchmaking tree in the Dodauer Forest up north. It is said that if you write to the Bridegroom’s Oak hoping for a match, someone will answer you. Many marriages have occurred this way. In fact . . .” Frau Hermann rose stiﬄy and returned a moment later holding a stamped envelope. “I have written my own letter, but . . . I haven’t worked up the nerve to send it.” Her girlish laugh was a surprise, as if a younger woman lived inside somewhere.

“I could mail it for you,” Jenny said impulsively. She was intrigued by the story of the lovers’ tree and the tale of the two lost girls. “I’m on my way out.”

Frau Hermann tapped the letter against the side of the table. She seemed to be assessing Jenny in some new way. Jenny hunched up her shoulders to keep her hair securely tucked in. “Well. Why not?” Frau Hermann extended the letter. The penmanship was elegant and formal. It fit her. Jenny tucked the letter into her bag.

“Didn’t anyone go looking for them?”

“You are curious about this story?”

“I just never knew anyone who disappeared before.”

Frau Hermann was looking at Jenny thoughtfully, the way a therapist might. “Come visit me again tomorrow and I will tell you more.”

Jenny felt a twinge in her belly. This was how it happened—you gave a lonely old woman half an opening and then you were committed to coming by and listening to her stories.

At the door, Frau Hermann thanked Jenny for mailing her letter. “They say the Bridegroom’s Oak is not really magic, but . . .” She tried for a smile that seemed like its own shrug. “I remain hopeful.”
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The bus delivered Jenny into the heart of Berlin. She made her way back toward the U-Bahn station at Friedrichstrasse where she had seen the punks the day she arrived. They were out again today, drinking beer, lighting cigarettes from the dying ends of other smokes, and listening to frenetic music blasting from a boom box. The only punks Jenny had ever seen were friends of Richard’s outside the art-house movie theater in Dallas. This was before she and Richard had stopped talking to each other. But Richard’s friends were tame compared with this, just a little eyeliner and hair gel. These were two boys in painted leather jackets, one slight, the other stout like a boxer, his hair shaved on the side with a long, tall strip running down his scalp from front to back, stiff as blades on a soldier’s helmet. They both stood talking to a girl with spiky hair dyed a wine red. Her wary, searching eyes were coated in heavy black liner. Jenny sneaked out her camera. Even with the zoom, she was too far away. She inched closer and snapped one shot. Then another. On the third, the boxer boy turned to her, spewing long strings of angry German. Jenny dropped her bag, spilling out its contents. Her hands trembled as she tried to fit the lens cap back on, the punks closing in, surrounding her. The boy was shouting something about “Überwachung” and “Stasi.” Jenny’s mind blanked, all of her German locked behind a steel gate.

“I . . . I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you mad . . .”

“You’re American.” It was the punk girl with the dark eye makeup.

“Y-yes. American.”

“She looks like a Popper,” the boxer sneered in English. “We are not your tourist photo!”

“Halt die Klappe, A-Blitz,” the girl said, and the boy backed off.

“What’s a Popper?” Jenny directed her question to the girl.

“Someone who looks like you. Very . . . conformist. Not interested in politics. Just want to shop and consume. Like that movie, um . . .” She snapped her fingers and cast her eyes upward, thinking. Under all of that black liner, the girl’s eyes were very big and very blue. “Night of the Living Dead! But in pastel shirts.”

Jenny laughed in spite of her anxiousness. Or maybe because of it. “Preppies! That’s what we call them in America.”

Them. As if she weren’t wearing a pink Izod shirt with the collar popped.

“Here. Let me help you.” The girl bent down and scooped up Frau Hermann’s letter. It was soiled now, and Jenny hoped it wouldn’t dim the woman’s chances with the tree.

The girl looked confused. “The Bridegroom’s Oak?”

“Oh, it’s not mine! It’s my neighbor’s. Apparently, there’s this tree that’s supposed to be like a matchmaking service, I guess? You write to it and if somebody likes your letter, they write back?” She didn’t know why she was babbling on like this. “Anyway. I promised my neighbor I would mail it for her. Since I was going out. And she . . . wasn’t.” God. Could she be any more embarrassing?

The girl nodded. “Oh. That’s . . . nice.” She handed the letter back. “I’m Lena.”

“Jennifer. Jenny.”

Lena cocked her head, scrutinizing Jenny. “Huh. You don’t seem like a Jenny.”

“Well. I am.”

“Mmm,” Lena said. She nibbled a ragged cuticle. “Where are you from in America?”

“Uh, Texas. Dallas.”

“Like the TV show?” Lena shot finger guns.

“Yeah. Like the TV show.”

“Mmm. Do you have any cigarettes?”

“Sorry. I don’t smoke.”

“Too bad.” A small sports car slowed as it passed. In the passenger seat, a boy rolled down the window and shouted something. Lena shouted back and flipped the bird but the car was already gone. She turned back to Jenny as if nothing had happened. “I’m in a band. Well, we just started. But we’re going to be getting gigs very soon.”

“Oh. Cool. I’m in orchestra. Or I was. Back home. I play violin.”

“Huh. It’s okay, I guess.”

Jenny snorted. “So glad you approve.”

Lena smirked appreciatively. “Okay. You have a little punk in you, maybe. That’s good.”

Lena’s acceptance made Jenny happy, though she didn’t know why.

One of the punks called out, “Hey, Lena! Stop flirting. Wir gehen Döner essen!”

Lena kept her eyes on Jenny while she flipped him the bird. “So. Have you seen much of Berlin?”

Jenny liked the way she said the name of the city, with the accent on the first syllable—BEARlin—and not the last, the way Americans would say it.

“No. We just moved here.”

Lena’s eyebrows shot up. One side of her mouth quirked into a half smile. “Ja? You should let me show you around. Be your tour guide!”

“I don’t have any money.”

Lena grunted. “Not for money. I’m not a capitalist pig.”

“I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“You can make it up to me by buying me cigarettes?” Lena grinned full-out. She had the widest smile Jenny had ever seen. It seemed to take up half of her face. “Come on. Let’s go to the kiosk and then, I show you the city.”

“Now? But we just met. I don’t even know you.” This girl was so pushy. Jenny was both intrigued and put off.

“This is how you’ll get to know me.” Lena looked up at Jenny through her eyelashes and pursed her lips playfully for a second. “Do you want to see the real Berlin like a true photographer or no?”

The real Berlin. For a moment, the phrase made Jenny think she could have a life that wasn’t arranged and controlled by her parents. She’d have stories to tell when she got back to Dallas. “Yes. I do. But not today. I have to go to German class.”

“Wo ist die Toilette?” Lena said with exaggerated formality. “Psssht. German class? Worthless. I’ll teach you the real German, too. Okay?”

“Lena! Lass uns gehen!!” the boxer punk pleaded.

“Warte eine minute!” Lena turned back to Jenny. “You have a pen, Dallas?”

This is absurd, Jenny thought. She and this girl had nothing in common, but maybe that was just what Jenny needed. From her bag, she took out a pen and a tiny notebook and handed them over.

“Turn around,” Lena instructed. “I need something to write on.”

Jenny bent forward. Lena leaned into her back to steady the piece of paper. Jenny’s skin tickled with the motion. When she’d finished, Lena curled Jenny’s fingers around the paper and her stomach did a strange, buzzy flip. “That’s where I live. Come tomorrow and I will start your Berlin education.”

“What time?”

Lena shrugged. “As long as it’s after noon, nobody cares. Next corner is ein Briefkasten, uh, what do you Americans call it? Postbox? For your letter. There must be some truth to that legend about the tree, Dallas. Today, it brought us together, ja?”

“My name isn’t Dallas.”

“It is now.” Lena grinned.

Jenny had only been tipsy once in her life, but the feeling she had now was like that sensation of floating warmth. “See you tomorrow, I guess.”

Lena grinned. “Unless there’s a revolution first!”
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