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A PRIL 1985
was meeting the man of my life. Three weeks before,
my father had died from a sudden heart attack.
HE LAST THING ON MY MIND THAT DAY IN

“It will take your mind off things,” my friend Michael had
said on the phone the day before, inviting me to his birthday
party at his parents’ home on the outskirts of Munich. “A few
friends are coming over for coffee and cake in the afternoon. It
might be good for you to be among people.”
I arrived late because I had to go to the hospital to visit my
grandmother, who was recovering from surgery that had been
scheduled long before my father, her son, had died. Michael
greeted me in the hallway of the old villa with a kiss on each
cheek. I hesitated on the threshold between living room and terrace, surveying the scene of chatting guests. Two groups had
formed around a few marble café tables. The only empty chair
was next to a guy with thick, curly black hair wearing a pink polo
shirt. I sat down next to him.
My seat neighbor paid no attention to me. He sat sideways,
his back turned toward me, one arm propped on the back of his
chair, in conversation with two guys. I made small talk with Michael’s girlfriend across the table but halfway overheard my
neighbor’s group discussing Middle Eastern politics. I had started
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studying political science that winter and was interested in understanding more about the Lebanon War raging at the time, so
when I caught the term “Libanonkrieg,” I listened, seeking a way
to chime in.
“Establishing a security zone—I mean, staying in Lebanon—is
a bit over-the-top,” said one of them, addressing the guy next to me.
“Really?” he answered. “You think defending your own
country is over-the-top? When you have terrorists coming over
the border, wreaking havoc? What do you think the Germans
would do if there were constantly terrorists coming over the
French border to kill Germans? You think they would sit idly by
and ask the UN for help?”
“I don’t think you can compare that.”
“Why should the French–German border be any different
than the Israeli–Lebanese one?” the guy next to me countered.
“Well, you as a Jew just see it all diﬀerently,” said the other guy.
“Aha, and you as a German don’t?”
This was getting interesting.
“You guys are getting off topic,” I said, leaning in over my
neighbor’s back. “It’s not just two countries battling each other.
It’s partly Iran’s support of the Shiites in Lebanon that made the
situation so explosive.”
Three heads swiveled.
I relaxed into my chair, smiled, and said, “Hi, I’m Annette, a
friend of Michael’s from university.”
“I’m Harry,” my neighbor in the pink polo shirt said, extending a warm, solid hand, “a friend of Michael’s from high school.
And you are exactly right—it’s not just two countries battling
each other.”
Soon he was leaning back, shoulders squared, hands in his pants
pockets, in that cool posture of friendly anticipation that men like
to assume, and I was laughing with the group. One of the other
guys, another university friend of Michael’s, was majoring in political science; he made the intellectual arguments. Harry responded
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with facts and passion. He clearly knew a lot about Israel and its
surrounding countries. The third guy was another high school
friend who looked mainly puzzled but seemed to know Harry
better, because he had made that “you as a Jew” remark.

j

The day Harry and I (center) met in April 1985

j
Michael hovered about, handing out slices of Gugelhupf and
Apfelkuchen, pouring coffee and tea, all served in dainty china. It
was a dignified gathering, the right kind of civilized affair to distract me from the weight in my heart, the grief I still forgot now

and then—such as right after waking, when for a few seconds life
was blank and possibly okay, until I remembered that my dad was
dead.
But that afternoon at Michael’s, life flowed easily. For a few
hours, the heaviness lifted and I was just a girl hanging out.
When the cool evening air set in, we moved indoors. There was
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champagne, bubbling in flutes that we clanged together, toasting
Michael and his quarter century of life.
Later, as guests took their leave, Harry and Michael argued in
the hallway about who would drive me home.
Harry said, “You’ve had three glasses of champagne. You’re
too tipsy. I’ll drive her home.”
“But she lives way out. It’s not on your way, and I didn’t have
that much to drink. I’m fine. Really.”
“No, you’ve had something to drink, and I didn’t. I’ll take her
home.”
I stood by, amused, not caring one way or the other. In the
end, Harry won.
He drove a VW Golf. His brother’s car, he said, because his
own had exhaust problems, and he didn’t trust it to drive any distances. Did I mind if he smoked? I didn’t. My last boyfriend had
chain-smoked Camels without filters. Harry smoked Marlboros. He
opened the sunroof to suck out the smoke. I gave him directions,
and we rode through the silent suburbs and then down into the
black valley of the Isar River, over the bridge, and up on the other
side, along the swerving curves and through the dark, towering
trees, up to where the chemical factory puffed in Großhesselohe,
and on along the busier state route, which, if you continued on it,
would take you to the foot of the Alps.
It was comfortable in that car with the sunroof’s hum and the
orange glimmer of Harry’s cigarette traveling to and fro. Once in
a while, he held the cigarette up to the slit for the wind to nip off
the ash. He drove well, on the fast side, but safe. The car had
automatic transmission. No manly shifting of gears or howling of
the engine, just a smooth ride. He reclined as far as the seat would
go, his left foot propped up. His white socks in black moccasins
shone in the dark.
It was about a twenty-minute drive from Michael’s to my
parents’ house, and I talked most of the time. I told Harry that
my father had just died, that it was a huge shock to all of us, that
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my grandmother was in the hospital after hip-replacement surgery,
and that really, this was not the time for me to meet someone.
Why did I say that? He hadn’t made any overtures; he had only
insisted on driving me home, but in my experience guys who
took the trouble of driving you home wanted something.
He kept me talking with comments like “that must have been
difficult” and “how is she doing now?” I told him that Oma, with
her new hip, was now able to push her walker down the hall from
her hospital room to the staircase, battling the pain both from the
screws in her bones and from the loss of my father. I told him that
I had flown back from Los Angeles upon receiving the news of
my father’s death. He had collapsed at a dinner party. Two doctors had been at the table and immediately performed CPR, to no
avail. He had been fifty-one years old.
“You never expect to get that kind of call,” I said. “I mean,
you imagine it when you’re trying to be melodramatic, but you
don’t expect it to happen. I was actually annoyed when my friend
came and said I had to go back to the apartment where I was supposed to be staying because my mom had called and would call
again in ten minutes. I had been putting on my sneakers to go for
a walk on the beach in Santa Barbara, to watch the sun set over
the Pacific. And my mom calls! But then I realize, Wait a minute,
it’s six in the evening in California; that means it’s three in the morning

for her in Germany. My mother never calls me when I’m traveling, so
something must have happened. I started worrying. Those ten minutes
waiting for her call were the worst. But I didn’t even imagine it
would be my dad.”
My voice croaked, so I glanced out the side window. The
dark kept sweeping by. I felt tears well up. Harry was silent.
He snipped off ash into the airstream above us. Then he said,
“Why were you in America?”
I swallowed. “Oh, well, I’m American. I mean, halfAmerican. My dad is—was—German, but my mother is American,
and I was born there but grew up here. I’m majoring in American
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Studies, and it’s been almost seven years since I was in the States,
and I very much wanted to go again. I planned that trip for years,
saved for it. It was going to be this grand tour, six weeks.”
I smoothed out my skirt. “I would have been in New York
now. I’ve never been to New York. I mean, I was there as a little
kid, but I don’t remember that. Have you been?”
“Yep, several times,” he answered. He took a long last drag of
his cigarette, then ground it into the ashtray.
“That flight back from LA,” I said, “was so wobbly. I was
sitting there thinking how I would complain to my dad about the
turbulence, because that was the kind of thing I’d tell him. He
could look up at the sky and tell what type of plane was flying by.
But then it dawned on me that I’d never tell my dad anything
anymore.”
I paused and stared at the empty road ahead of us. Then I
said, “Death is such an odd thing. How can somebody just be
gone like this?”
“The last time you saw him, was it on good terms?” Harry
asked.
I took a deep breath. “Yes, thankfully. My parents were going
on a business trip, and I was having a party for St. Patrick’s Day,
and I was getting annoyed with them because they were taking so
long to leave. But I told myself not to mouth off, because I was
going on my trip the next day and I wouldn’t see them for six
weeks. So I held my tongue. Thank God I did, because it was the
last time I saw him. I still see his Mercedes disappearing down the
driveway.”
“You’re lucky, then. The last time I saw my grandfather, I
was mad at him about something stupid.”
“How old were you?”
“Sixteen.”
“Well, you couldn’t have known.”
“Yes, but still . . . This is your driveway?” he asked, as he
pulled into the gravel road I had indicated.
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“Yes, thanks so much. You can stop here.”
He walked me to the door. The house was quiet; my mother
and sister had already retired. We stood in the open door for a
while, talking. He was a bit taller than I, and he smelled good, a
faint woodsy scent.
He said, “I will call you in three weeks.”
“Three weeks?”
“That will give you some time. I can get your number from
Michael.”
“There’s no need for that,” I said. I disappeared into the
kitchen, tore a note from my mom’s paper cube, wrote down my
number, and handed it to him, feeling somewhat generous.
“Okay, in three weeks, then,” he said. “Good night.”
He wandered down the driveway. I did not expect to hear
from him again. How many men, after all, call when they say
they will?
I went up to my room. The white light of the street lamp
filtered through the blinds, drawing diagonal lines on the wall
above my bed. As I slipped out of my clothes, a thought flitted
through my mind: Ich kann doch keinen Juden heiraten. But surely I

cannot marry a Jew.
Why would I think this about someone I had just met, with
whom I’d had a pleasant conversation and an agreeable drive
home but not a heart-throbbing encounter? Was I, one month
shy of my twenty-second birthday, simply in the mode of examining every man I met as potential husband material? Was it just
that?
His being Jewish had not been a topic that afternoon, but it
had been evident from our discussion of Middle Eastern politics. I
didn’t know what being Jewish really meant, aside from the skeletons of the Holocaust and not believing in Jesus. I did, however,
know the story of my great-aunt Resi, who had been married to a
Jew before World War II. It was a memory not my own, a story
that was not mine, but one that nevertheless shaped my thoughts.
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R ESI MET HER HUSBAND , G UIDO ,
the same way I met Harry: over café tables and political discussions, soon after her father had died. She was about to
turn twenty-eight in September 1922, yet her brother Karl (my
grandfather), three years her senior, was still her main companion.
Brother and sister had spent the summer at the Baltic seaside
resort of Dierhagen. Both were schoolteachers, unmarried, and
lived with their widowed mother in an apartment on Tuchplatz
in Reichenberg, the German-speaking capital of northern Bohemia,
northeast of Prague.
On their way home from Dierhagen, Karl had to spend a few
days inspecting his school district’s summer camps on another
Baltic island. Resi announced she wasn’t coming along but would
return to Reichenberg via Berlin. Unbeknownst to him, she had
arranged to meet Guido in Berlin.
The evening Karl returned home, his mother met him by the
door, wide-eyed. Her hand trembled. Before he could ask what
the matter was, she said, “Karlo, Resi hat sich verlobt.” Resi got
engaged.

j
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My grandfather Karl and his sister Resi on vacation in Dierhagen on the Baltic Sea,
1921

j
He stared at her, not quite taking in what she had said.
“Wie bitte?” Pardon me?

“Last night, Guido Knina came and asked for her hand. Oh, I
did not know what to do, with you being gone! It was all arranged between them.”
In his memoirs, written much later in life, my grandfather
insists that he had had no idea. Resi had never mentioned anything about a growing attachment to Knina during their vacation.
Had he been blind? What did she want with Knina? He was much
too old for her. Early forties.

9

Annette Gendler

Karl knew she had met him when she tagged along to the
party get-togethers at the Café Post. He and Guido were fellow
members of the Social Democratic Party, both serving on the city
council. On Sunday mornings, party members met at the Café
Post. They would sit there in their three-piece suits and drink
coffee and smoke, read the papers and debate. Ever the sociable
type, Resi had chatted with Knina like she had with the other
guys. Was she acting in haste, afraid she’d end up an old maid?
Had she cast about for a suitable partner? Was there any real affection? He’d never detected any romance between them. Previously
she’d shared with him any soft feelings she’d had for someone, but
nothing serious ever seemed to materialize.
He put down his suitcase, took off his hat. His mother stood
by, wringing her hands. She was waiting for an answer.
“I didn’t know this,” he said, wiping his hand over his short
mustache.
This was a dumb thing to say because of course his mother
knew that. Resi had arranged it so he would not be home when
Knina came to ask for her hand. That was obvious.
He pressed his lips together, trying to contain his fury, but his
mother saw it.
She said, “She’s not here—gone out with him, I suppose.
Come, I saved some dinner for you. You must be tired.”
She bustled off into the kitchen. She was less tense now because he was home. He would deal with it. But how to deal with
this? His sister was a grown woman. She must know what she was
doing. He entered the Stube, their living and dining room, and sat
down at the table. His mother served him cold herring and potato
salad.
“Iss, mein Junge, iss.” Eat, my boy, eat.

He sat in silence, picking at his food. His mother busied herself
in the kitchen. Maybe Resi hadn’t shared this with him because it
was serious. Maybe she didn’t want to have to deal with his objec-

tions, his emotional upset. Maybe that was why she had gone
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home early and why she wasn’t home now. Was he sure he wasn’t
just a jealous brother? Hadn’t he been attuned to her wants and
needs as her protector, her gallant companion? How much of his
upset was due to the fact that now he clearly wasn’t her confidant
anymore, maybe never had been?
Why couldn’t she confide in him about this love? Or was it
even love? Could he really have been so oblivious to his sister’s
being in love? Or had the fact that Knina was a well-to-do local
businessman outweighed all other considerations? Was she looking
for a comfortable life where she did not have to work? Had she
even weighed the fact that Knina was Jewish? Or was she just her
typical headstrong self, plowing ahead with what she wanted to
do? He had always considered himself far from any antiSemitism—in fact, he considered himself a philosemite—but having
nothing against Jews was one thing, even being friends, while
marriage was quite another. Even though Jews had become established and well-respected members of the bourgeoisie in Reichenberg, anti-Semitism was still virulent. By marrying a Jew,
Resi would put herself at risk, and her children, should there be any.
Karl knew Knina to be a good man. He respected him as a
hardworking businessman and a good party member. But he
could see countless conflicts and issues arise as a result of Resi’s
and Knina’s different cultural and religious backgrounds. How
would Knina’s family react? Would they even welcome Resi? And
how would it be if they had children? Which family tradition
would the children grow up with? Would they ever know who
they were? Was this relationship, revealed so suddenly, strong
enough to withstand all this? And make his sister happy?
He was thinking in circles now. He could not voice his misgivings to Resi. He would be dubbed the jealous brother. Any
considerations he might bring up would only breed resentment.
Clearly, she had already made up her mind. He did not want a rift
with his only sister, but he couldn’t congratulate her, either. At
least not now.
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He brought his half-empty plate into the kitchen.
“You’re not hungry?” his mother asked.
“No, I don’t feel like eating.”
“Well, I can understand that. Coming home to such news.”

R
T HE FOLLOWING DAYS MUST HAVE BEEN FRAUGHT WITH
tension on the top floor of Tuchplatz 3, the air thick with the
weight of impending tragedy and professed happiness. In his
memoirs my grandfather writes that he spared his sister his objections, even though he couldn’t quiet the worries in his mind. He
kept thinking about how complicated it would be should Resi
have children with Guido.
Resi married Guido Knina the following week in a civil
ceremony at city hall in Reichenberg, one week after the families
found out. Presumably Guido’s family had been none the wiser than
Resi’s. Their marriage was a fait accompli. No time for ifs and buts.
It must have been a plain wedding, with both families looking on askance. Only the setting was ornate: the ceremonial hall,
with its wood-paneled walls; a nine-hundred-pound brass chandelier; and tall stained-glass windows from which the symbolized
figures of Science, Art, Industry, and Trade gazed down. Since
both bridegroom and brother-in-law were city councilmen, both
families were well known in Reichenberg. Perhaps the modest
affair was meant to keep the spotlight off the families’ uneasiness.
Intermarriage was not uncommon in those days, but it still
created awkwardness. Resi’s family largely ignored the Jewish
component that had come into her life, such as any notion that
she might go to synagogue with her in-laws or participate in
their holidays. Similarly, Guido’s family kept their distance, at
least initially, because Resi had not converted. That changed a
year later when Resi gave birth to a son, Ludwig, in the Sanatorium
Brey, a well-run hospital for minor ailments on the outskirts of
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town. In March 1925, her daughter, Herta, was born. The family’s happiness was complete: a boy and a girl. Everybody doted
on them, especially Guido’s mother. According to my grandfather,
Guido’s mother believed that healthy children were chubby children, and she stuffed Ludwig and Herta whenever she could. Resi
herself wanted to have kräftige Kinder, robust children, and so they
grew up to be pretty but plump, especially Herta, whose round
cheeks ruled her face. She would carry all that weight until I came
to know her in her fifties and sixties.
Guido continued to run his successful textile business on
Bahnhofstraße, selling fine fabrics and sewing notions to tailors
and haberdashers. Contrary to his leftist politics, he was conservative in business and kept a steady customer base in the merchants
of the surrounding rural communities. I still have a wad of fine
wool herringbone from his store. It has the stale smell of dust
now, having spent more than eighty years in closets and trunks.
“Das ist noch aus dem Geschäft”—this is still from the store—
my grandmother used to say when we fingered this fabric, which
she kept in the armoire in her bedroom. Resi must have given it
to her when it was one of the few gifts of value she could still
make. The herringbone is of superior quality, tightly woven and a
bit scratchy, perfect for the fine men’s suit it never became.
Guido had the distinction of being the first Jew ever elected
to Reichenberg’s city council, something my grandfather never
noted, perhaps because this was not relevant to him. As a member
of the established German and gentile majority, my grandfather
would not have seen Guido’s election as remarkable. But it was noteworthy enough to be mentioned in The Jews and Jewish Communities

of Bohemia in the Past and in the Present, edited by Hugo Gold and
published in 1934. It was also noted that Guido’s father had been
on the committee that constructed Reichenberg’s synagogue,
dedicated in 1889. Up the hill from the theater and the Café Post,
its onion-shaped spire took a prominent place in this picturesque
city of cloth makers in the midst of the Jizera Mountains.
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R
U NTIL HIS OWN MARRIAGE IN 1932, MY GRANDFATHER WAS
the bachelor in the family, and thus he had the time to play a
prominent role in the lives of his niece and nephew, Herta and
Ludwig. He became der Onkel, the Uncle. Herta had wonderful

memories of the Uncle and the stories he used to tell. When he
had wrapped up his work as principal of the girls’ middle school
and editor of the Freie Schulzeitung, the Free School Paper, he
would be up late at night in the apartment on Tuchplatz, dreaming up a story to tell Herta and Ludwig the following weekend.

He also grew cacti in the white light of the turret room overlooking Tuchplatz. One summer night after Herta and Ludwig
had already been tucked into bed, their doorbell rang. Shortly
thereafter, Resi came into their room and said, “Come on, you
two, get dressed again. The Uncle wants us to come over. He has
something special to show us.”
Herta and Ludwig got ready fast. Going out again after they
had already been sent to bed was exciting and most unusual.
The whole family hurried along the streets. The sun had just
set. Tuchplatz was busy with people and streetcars and open restaurants. They clattered up the stairs to the Uncle’s apartment,
Herta’s clogs booming through the stairwell.
“Well, there you are.” The Uncle was waiting by the door.
“Come in, come in. I have something special to show you.”
He led them, tiptoeing, almost as if afraid to disturb someone,
into the living room and on into the turret’s alcove.
“Look, the Queen of the Night is about to open its blossom.”
They bent over a cactus sitting on the windowsill. Its long,
flat leaves, their edges scalloped, flopped out of a ceramic pot.
One of those leaves had a blossom hanging off its side. It looked
as if the cactus were holding out a little cup of white fur. The
Uncle crouched down to be at eye level with the children and the
plant.
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“Do you know what’s so special about this?” he asked.
They shook their heads.
“The Queen of the Night opens its blossom only once, at
night. By midnight it is in full bloom, and by morning it is gone.
And it smells wonderful.”
Indeed, the Queen of the Night unfolded its white cup into a
blossom that reminded Herta of a daisy, only smaller and bushier.
Some of its petals hung down like a fringy skirt.
They all sat about in the Stube, nibbling on cookies and sipping tea. Every few minutes, someone checked on the Queen of
the Night. The Uncle had his camera out and moved it this way
and that on the tripod, the lens pointed toward the blossom.
“No one near it, please,” he admonished them. “I need a lot of
exposure; I don’t want to use a flash.”
Resi sniffed the air. “Hmm, I can already smell it.”
The kids insisted on staying until midnight even though they
were feeling drowsy. At midnight, the blossom was wide open
and an intensely haunting scent filled the room. Herta wasn’t sure
she liked it.
“Wonderful, this scent,” Resi kept saying. “Simply extraordinary.”
“I’m not so sure,” Guido said. “It’s a bit too intense, don’t you
think?”
The adults went back and forth about the scent, and Herta
and Ludwig ate more cookies. Eventually their parents hurried
them back home, but not before promising to return the next day
to check on the cactus. The following evening, Herta could
hardly believe that the white blossom had wilted and was hanging
off the cactus’s side, limp and brown.
This nocturnal excursion must have happened in 1930 or
1931, when Herta was old enough to remember; when my grandfather was still a bachelor and my grandmother wasn’t around yet
to steer him toward more practical pursuits; when he could afford
to indulge in the tending of cacti and in the giddy joy over a rare
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blossom. A time when he could make Resi and Guido, Ludwig
and Herta rush along the city streets on a warm summer night to
climb up to the turret room to watch a white blossom spread open
and release its bittersweet fragrance.
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