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Introduction

The stories in this autobiographical collection don’t make up a whole. Among the

fugitive pieces that constitute my memories, these are the ones that have risen to the top, with

many still fermenting below.

I was born in Hannover, Germany, in the 1970s. Pronounced Hannóver in German, a

writer once unkindly called the capital of Lower Saxony a city without any particular qualities,

by which he meant that it’s not hip like Berlin, chic and nonchalant like Hamburg, or expensive

like Munich. It has no face to outsiders. The upshot is that Hannover has no reputation to live

down or to live up to. For centuries the city has quietly produced cookies and fountain pens.

Every Christmas, Bahlsen gingerbread makes an appearance in American supermarkets, as the

ur-taste of Germany. Bahlsen is still headquartered just around the corner from where I grew up,

and Pelikan sits a few tram stops further down that same street.

While my hometown required me to discover it, to make it my own, the German nation

was an idea that I was born into. The idea included the specter of World War II, and the

Holocaust was forever present. From when I was quite young, I took these distant events very

personally, felt them inextricably tied to who I was as a German—even if, as far as I knew, my

own grandfathers had been simple laborers at the time and my parents mere infants. By the time I

was in my early twenties, I’d read dozens of books about World War II, studied antisemitism in

college, watched the film Shoah and the horrifying newsreels of the concentration camps. One

summer, when I was twenty, I volunteered with an international crew at Buchenwald, where we

excavated foundations that had been overgrown with vegetation. In the process, I finally met

Jews for the first time in my life.
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My intense sense of outrage and responsibility for the horrors committed by the Nazis

wasn't shared by my family of origin. Far from condoning Fascism, they simply didn’t

understand why I was so focused on it. This heightened a broader discomfort I already felt. As an

only child—all my cousins (and friends) had another sibling—I was left somewhere in the

middle between my mom and dad, couldn’t seem to get rooted under the umbrella of our family.

Here is a memory: in the fourth grade, I stitch a sampler that spells our last name,

Gebbeken. My parents hang it outside the apartment door. I don’t like the name. It doesn’t even

mean anything.

My immigration to the United States begins as a college exchange year. I’m twenty-two. I

feel comfortable here, a bit freer to explore who I want to be. And there’s something about the

language that feels physically right. When I switch from German to American English my voice

drops a register, from head voice to chest voice.

The irony of being an immigrant is that I’m now even more aware of Germany’s legacy

than those who still live there. I’m measured against stereotypes (punctuality, obedience,

Sauerkraut, good workmanship, the list goes on) whether I like it or not. As a result, I try hard

not to be on time, cross the street despite the light being red, and generally circumvent rules. I try

to be a little less direct with people. Still, some German traits stick like burrs. Others I’m

unwilling to shed. I don't like flags or any overt display of patriotism. When my daughter has to

recite the pledge of allegiance in school before she can even read, I bristle. It makes me uneasy

to see people rise when the national anthem is played. I feel like I know where it can lead, feel

the potential for danger, also in this country.

As I gradually work through the responsibilities and identifications I’ve taken on, I come

to understand my mother’s own war trauma as a young child. I grow more and more interested in
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her story, the possible roots of her depression in later years. In these attempts at rendering

episodes of my own and my mother’s life, I’ve noticed how memories request our ongoing

participation. Like dreams, the more we pay attention to them, the more we remember. Over

time, as memories shift, so does meaning. Our interpretations shape who we are, they can make

and unmake our very sense of self, of home.

Biologists say that a spiral, abundant throughout nature, is the most efficient symbol of

growth. A human life, much like a spiral, folds in on itself before it expands. Familiar and

familial events may replay, yet we’ve become different. Parenting seems to me one of those

spiral examples. As I’m looking at my mother’s life, I’m tracing the limitations of one generation

and how they play out in the next. We can’t help but repeat some of what has been handed down,

even if we put thousands of miles between those who birthed us and ourselves. Patterns

remain—and perhaps we aren’t meant to escape them fully. Hopefully, we widen the circle,

create just a little bit more room for our children to flourish.

In addition, we emigrants also have to come to terms with the lack of simplicity at the

center of our lives. The cultural gap that opens. My life will forever be split between before and

after, between German and English, between my family over there and my friends and daughter

over here. It isn’t simple. There are gains and losses.

In the summer of 2014, weeks after I bury my father, the German soccer team reaches the

World Cup final. They’re playing against Argentina. I watch the game with friends, Spanish

teachers who are rooting for the other team. Today, to my own surprise, I have put the colors of

the German flag on my cheeks. In a dramatic game, Germany wins in overtime.

I continue to root for the German team. They haven’t played nearly as well since.
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PART I
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Hannover I

I feel comfortable in English right from the start.

It’s the fifth grade. We’re all new to this school after just having transferred from

elementary school to the Orientierungsstufe, a form of middle school called orientation stage.

The Edenschule is just across the yard from our old one. English, a new subject, is taught by

Frau Lose. When Frau Lose walks into our classroom that first morning she doesn’t say, “Guten

Morgen” like other teachers. Instead she says “Good morning, class!” She follows it up with a

stream of words, then writes her name on the board. We look at each other, raising eyebrows,

suppressing giggles. The teacher motions for us to repeat after her, “Gud Moor-ning.” Our voices

stumble into a unison rendition. More words rain down on us. Frau Lose stands and smiles, dark,

wavy hair framing her face, while I sit stockstill, trying to understand what is expected of us. She

rummages through her handbag and pulls out a set of index cards. Cards in hand she begins to

slowly walk through the classroom, her brown eyes looking at each of us quizzically before she

stops in front of Thorsten, folds one of the index cards in half and places it in front of him.

“You’re going to be Peter,” she says. We all repeat out loud, “Pe-ter.” She’s standing to my right

now, and I can tell she’s looking at me. Goosebumps creep up my neck. “Susan”, she exclaims

and places my name card on the desk in front of me. I smile back at her. My friend Christiane is

transformed into Hatty a few minutes later, a name she hates, and sassy Claudia becomes Sheila.

It’s uncanny how the names all fit us.

We try to wrap our mouths around the strange sounds. Frau Lose teaches British

English—I never find out if she’s British or in fact German—her consonants are sharp, the

vowels round, centered and a bit nasally. “Squirrel,” we discover, is almost impossible to

pronounce and comes out as “squerl” no matter how hard we try, but then Eichhörnchen is just as
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unreasonable for non-German speakers. We have the cutest Eichörnchens in the local forest not

far from my home, they’re maroon and petite with a bushy tail and cackling chatter. On Sunday

walks with my parents I fill my pockets with hazelnuts and clack them together until one jumps

out of the bushes. A few times one even takes a nut straight out of my hands.

I like my new name. Susan strikes me as well-mannered, a good student, mature. I feel I

can fill that role, and this makes me happy. I feel as if I’m stepping into someone else's shoes and

to my surprise they fit. Words stick in my mind easily and I become an A student. Later, when

Frau Lose teaches us “What shall we do with the drunken sailor,” I belt out “put him in the long

boat ‘til he’s sober” before we all exuberantly join in the chorus “Hooray and up she rises!” and

clamor to sing it all over again. For now, I go home and get out the textbook even if there’s no

homework due. I turn the pages and read the words next to the pictures, “house,” “chair,” then

skip ahead to phrases, “This is Bill. He goes to school with his friend Tom. This is his family.” In

class, I’m as alert as a spaniel on the scent. Deutsch, Rechnen (arithmetic) and Sachunterricht

(“the study of things”) are alright, but this new language on the timetable—Englisch—is

something else.

My parents and I live in a corner apartment building in a bustling area of Hannover called

List. Its chocolate-colored facade is set off with sinuous decorations in white. Like most of the

other buildings here, it was built around the turn-of-the-century though the neighborhood is a bit

of a hodgepodge with the occasional modern concrete building filling in a row or making up

entire blocks. I’m getting used to seeing graffiti tags appear on the ground floor wall. At first, a

couple of men in work coats appeared and scrubbed them off, but now the scribbles just stay and

get covered with new ones.

There are three things I like about living in Hannover.
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Number One, it’s green. There’s a large forest in walking distance to my home, the

Eilenriede. My friends and I criss-cross it on foot, hang out at the playgrounds, meadows and

kiosk-cafes, or bike through to get to the zoo. Further from home, behind city hall, there’s the

Maschsee with its specks of boats, ducks and lush weeping willows on the far shore. I also like

the Georgengarten, which is wilder, less landscaped than the Royal Gardens. There’s no royalty

I’m aware of in Hannover, and I’ve looked for the palace in the palace garden many times. It’s all

a bit confounding. There’s a giant fountain, a sundial, myriad mazes of ornamental box hedges,

white statues, endless flowerbeds, even a dark grotto, but instead of a fancy building at the helm

of it all, there’s nothing but graveled, empty space. The historic museum tucked into a stone wall

in the Altstadt has a room full of gilded carriages. They impress me immensely.

And then there’s our allotment garden, which holds no such mysteries. We bike there

most weekends to barbecue, eat plum cake, play boccia, sometimes badminton. I feed the

goldfish, while my mom tans on a lounger and my father prunes his shrubs.

Number Two, the pedestrian mall that connects my neighborhood to the city center. Via

the mile-long Lister Meile my friends and I can walk all the way to the central shopping district,

past gelato parlors, florists, used book stores, a Woolworth’s, and that new glass cube in which a

lively man sells thick squares of pizza.

Number Three, der Rote Faden. A Red Thread winds through Hannover like the river

Leine.1 If you follow its snaking path on the pavement, you’re led to all the sights in the city. I

like to think of it as a sort of treasure map. More like a string of numbered advent calendar doors,

than a particular location you have to find. Though I’ve never walked the whole length of it—

I’m not a tourist—every time the faded red paint pops up beneath my feet I feel giddy. The

thread lends importance to my excursions. It anchors me to home.

1 Leine can be translated as leash, cord.
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I’m six years old. After the first day of school, our parents give us decorated Schultüten,

cone-shaped gift bags which are heavy and half as tall as we are. We hold them up proudly as we

stand on the school steps for a class picture, accidentally whacking each other in the head

because we’re all antsy to get home and open the bags filled with candy and school supplies. For

the next few days the neighbor’s boy, Sören, walks me to school. He’s in the grade above me,

and sometimes we play together at his apartment just across the landing from ours on the fourth

floor. He likes playing with matchbox cars, I prefer board games. I can never produce the loud

bbrrmmmhh sound effects. After that first week I’m fine walking on my own from 21 Ferdinand

Wallbrecht Street to school. I skip down the steps two at a time, past the stained-glass window on

the first floor, and take the turn through the large lobby tiled in dim gray out onto the street. I

pass the tiny grocer at the corner of our building where we never shop—it’s what we call a Tante

Emma Laden, an Aunt Emma shop which has assorted groceries—then walk down Kollenrodt

Street. After one block, at the intersection, I look left, then right and left again, as we’ve been

drilled, before crossing the zebra stripes. Then it’s across a cobblestoned side street and there I

am in front of the tall white school building of my elementary school, the Comeniusschule.

Its imposing facade has brown, fluted trim around the edges, tall windows over four

floors and two entrances from the schoolyard—originally separating boys and girls. I always use

the one on the right. My class is the 1b, and our room is up a wide staircase on the second floor.

Frau Baestlein, our teacher, has her desk on the far side of the room, the rest of us share tables

arranged in two E’s facing each other. There are curved wooden pockets beneath the tables which

hold our stiff canvas Ranzen, satchels, with just enough room for our knees. I sit on the side of

the E, toward the front, and later, around the time my friend Claudia beats up Karl-Peter, I make

a point to sit in the back. I’m not sure when Karl-Peter appears, I know he doesn't stay with us
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for more than a year, whereas the rest of the class stays together as the 1b, 2b, etc. for four years.

Whoever has an odd, hyphenated name like that!? Claudia jumps him in the space behind the

back desks, not far from the door. As she sits on his belly I stand close-by with others, thrilled at

her daring. He has probably taunted her which is silly because Claudia is tough but then she’s

also a little ahead of the rest of us, the first and only girl to wear miniskirts a couple of years

later. Twice Claudia and I have to stand in the corner because we can't stop whispering to each

other in class. I think Frau Baestlein and I are equally surprised when she asks me to get up with

Claudia and go to the corner since I’m usually a model student. Everyone looks at us, the room

falls quiet. As I walk over, unsure which way to face, shame mixes with a new reckless pride.

My best friend Christiane lives on the same block, just around the corner. I call her Chris

because it’s cooler and can say her phone number in my sleep: 68 39 76. Every time I have to

call to ask if she’s free, I sit at the edge of the chair in our dining room, twist the rotary phone’s

spiral cord in my hand and rehearse what I’m going to say if her mom picks up. I don’t like

speaking on the phone. Luckily, we usually make plans on our way home from school. “See you

at the Boni at half four!” we say. Boni is short for Bonifatius Square, the playground across the

street from elementary school where we practice our swings on the monkey bars and talk.

Sometimes we go to the rustic Wakitu which is set under trees at the edge of the Eilenriede. We

build little houses out of wood here. At school, girls can only take Textilarbeit, and it’s the boys

who have Shop. One of the goats they keep in an enclosure at the Wakitu knocks Chris over one

day. We go back to the Boni or stroll on the Lister Meile.

On the ground floor of my building is a kiosk which sells candy, beer and magazines. For

five Pfennig you can buy a Salino, a rhombus-shaped piece of black licorice, a Colaflasche, or a
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gummy frog. Marshmallow mice cost 10 Pfennig. Licorice is my all time favorite candy,

especially Salinos with their satisfying stiffer texture, while Chris prefers Brausetabletten that

bubble in your mouth, and wine gummies. I usually spend 50 Pfennigs at a time but a real

splurge of one Mark nets me a white paper bag filled with candy which lasts me two days, three

if I really scrimp. The salesman, a quiet, burly man who often wears a leather vest, retrieves the

candy with his hands from the many plastic containers that are set in the window. Right beneath

the counter where we pay is a metal grate in the ground. What nobody else knows is that it leads

right to the cellar of my building!

Every family at 21 Ferdi has both an attic and a basement room for storage. As you come

down the stairway opposite the small paved-in courtyard—later some of our neighbors paint a

mural of children there and people chip in to buy a ping-pong table—our cellar room is to the

left, toward the light that comes in from the bike storage, the Fahrradkeller. To the right is a

hallway only lit by the overhead bulb that goes out with a click after three minutes. The unit

directly below the kiosk is located on this side. No one seems to own it because the wooden door

is never locked, unlike others which are secured with padlocks. Once inside, I blindly make my

way forward toward the shaft which lets in a little light from the street above. I feel my way

along the piled up wooden boards, stored inside there for decades, and duck to get through a

narrow section until I reach the light shaft. Sometimes there are voices, and when I look up I can

see shoe bottoms standing outside the kiosk window. A bed of thick fluffy dust and debris has

accumulated in the well below the grate but if I’m lucky, a few green Groschen lie hidden

beneath it. Sometimes even a shiny silver piece of fifty Pfennig. Once I let my friend Chris in on

the secret, we become regular raiders of lost money.
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My favorite subject in elementary school is PE, or Sport, as it’s called. We sometimes

play games, like Völkerball, yet most of the time we do gymnastics, boys and girls alike. The

teacher has us set up several blue mats in a row so that we can practice combinations of

somersaults, backward rolls, handstands and wheels. The grippy mats are heavy and have white

fabric handles on the side. It takes two children per mat to carry them. I love dashing into the

Geräteraum, where the equipment is stored, and getting everything ready. Sometimes with the

teacher’s help we get out the Bock or Kasten, or, my favorite, the trampoline. The thrill of

running from a distance, jumping into the trampoline and being airborne is the best part of Sport

for me. We start with simple jumps keeping our legs straight and touching our hands together

overhead, then we move on to Grätsche, where our legs come forward in a v and we touch our

toes. The crowning glory, however, is the Salto, a flip in the air. It's a bit scary. Until I master it, I

sometimes have so much momentum I fall face-forward onto the squishy mat. I enjoy

gymnastics so much that I join a club, the TKH, Turnklub Hannover. We practice every Tuesday

and Thursday afternoon. It’s not competitive, though we participate in the city-wide Turnfest.

The meet takes place in the soccer stadium of Hannover 96 who still play in Germany’s

secondary league at the time. Announcements about where to assemble are made via bullhorns. I

don’t think my parents ever come and watch, and I doubt that bothers me.

My father has put up pine paneling in a few areas of our apartment. There’s a bar in the

dining room with several stools around which he has created a blonde wooden nook. At night, he

often sits there, looking out onto the street while listening to music or soccer matches on his

headphones. The only pet I ever own, a blue budgie, sits in its cage on one of the bar stools.

What I really want is a cat, or even better a dog, but my mom is afraid a cat will scratch up the

leather sofa and the dog will need walking, so the bird is a compromise. At night we put a tea
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towel over the cage so the budgie has it nice and dark. I can’t remember its name but we must

have determined it’s a male. The bird’s most memorable escapades involve getting tangled up in

the top of the lace curtains. My dad has to borrow a ladder and cut him out of the fabric which,

of course, displeases my mother. He’s thanked for his efforts by the bird sinking its beak into his

thumb but somehow he delivers it back to its cage. Sometimes my father whistles to the budgie.

He’s pretty good at whistling, at least compared to me. Sören and some other boys can even put

an index and middle finger in their mouth and let out a piercing one-note whistle but all I can

produce is a breathy sound. The bird replies to my dad in a fluty chirp, they go back and forth for

a bit, then the bird falls silent. Other times I hear it talking to itself, a gurgly drone with high

pitched accents, but when I get close to the cage to investigate it stops and sucks in its stomach. I

know this is its wary pose. I can never get over how different it looks with its feathers all fluffed

up and airy. Eventually the budgie develops an abscess on its anus and dies. In hindsight, we

should have given him a companion but I’m an only child myself so nobody thinks twice about

it. Other kids have birds they can pet, even do tricks with, while ours edges away as soon as we

approach. Not that Chris’ family is more successful at pet-raising. Her mother steps on the

goldfish one morning when opening the blinds—did it jump out of the bowl?—their miniature

turtles disappear down the rain pipe during a free range hour on the balcony, and one of their

budgies is killed when her brother slams the cage door shut during an argument. At which point

their mother gives away the remaining bird and says, “That’s it with pets.” I do enjoy filling the

little food compartment with grains from the bag and keeping our bird’s water clean. My mom

never tires of complaining about the feathers flying out of the cage.

Every summer we pick out a package trip from the Neckermann catalog and fly to one of

the Spanish islands for two weeks. We also drive to the coast of Italy, or visit Ulf and Birgit, our
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neighbors, who have bought a house in Tenerife. They know how to speak Spanish with an

impressively rolling r. My mom has a bit of an interest in languages herself. She has gone to

evening school for Spanish and I’ve seen her books around the apartment; they’re wine-red with

black lettering. I can sense the pride in her, even if she only goes for a semester or two.

Sometimes I ask her to hold the English vocab list and quiz me on words, but beyond that I never

consult my parents for homework help. I don’t think my friends do either.

In my building there’s also a Nähstube on the street level, a tiny tailor shop run by a thin,

older woman. One day my mother asks me to go inside and ask how much it costs to have a

zipper fixed. My mom is good at sewing but zippers are labor-intensive. I’m nervous and don’t

want to go inside. Buying rolls at the bakery down the street, surrounded by other customers, is

one thing. On my walk over I’ll do the math in my head of four regular rolls times 22 Pfennig

plus one full grain roll at 24 Pfennig, then skip back clutching my crisp white paper bag in one

hand and the change in the other. Once the rolls are on the breakfast table, I twist the opening of

the bag, blow it up and smack it hard, the way my dad showed me. Pow! But opening the door to

a tiny store we never set foot in feels very different from the bakery. Any time my mother needs

thread or buttons she goes to the Kaufhalle on the Lister Meile which has everything and is

cheaper too. Convenience never trumps frugality in my mother’s eyes.

When I’m fourteen, my mom goes away for six weeks to Lüneburg. In the small town of

Lüneburg there is what’s called a Heilanstalt, a sanatorium. The closest equivalent may be

“mental health rehab center'' yet the German word is vague and puts the emphasis on the word

“cure.” Now my dad leaves lunch for me to heat up, or I cook ravioli, scrambled eggs and

mashed potatoes by myself. On the weekends my mom calls. She speaks about what she has
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done in occupational therapy and seems eager for stories about my life, but I’m not sure what to

tell her. When my dad is on the phone with her, he mostly listens, occasionally offering a

“schön!”, nice, or just says “jo,” which is the German way of summing things up and moving on.

My mother also sends me a few letters, which I like.

After she comes home, things resume their normal course. In some ways she seems to

have a greater sense of agency and purpose as she does the housework or proposes Sunday

outings, yet at the same time she has never been a patient woman. Her favorite word for my

father remains “stur.” “You’re so stolid!” she accuses him, when she expects a reply and he either

takes too long or doesn’t realize her remark is intended as a question. It takes a lot for him to get

openly flustered, usually he says nothing, just continues with what he’s doing. I tend to agree

with my mother and don’t seek out my dad. With his even-tempered mood and regular routines

he fades into the woodwork. Much later do I become aware of the gifts of his character, but by

then I live far away.

The Eighties are full of smells.

The smoke of cigarette swirls through the living-room whenever my parents get together

with friends. Often it’s Ulf and Birgit from downstairs. I like talking to Ulf, who’s an architect,

and sometimes we all play Kniffel together. While I wait for my turn to roll the dice, I watch the

loose clouds drift up toward the ceiling. Birgit’s perfume fills my nose. It’s a cloying and musky

fragrance that makes my head feel heavy. Once Birgit comes into my room at night when I’m

about to fall asleep— it’s not clear to me why, perhaps she’s been sent to say good night?—and I

kick her. She reminds my mom and me from time to time. Around this time, the Tante Emma

shop downstairs becomes a health food store, something my family has never heard of. The new

name painted over the window in orange says Bittersüss, Bittersweet. It doesn’t encourage
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exploration. Every time the door opens as I’m walking by, an unfamiliar smell drifts outside;

something healthy, like an herb, or sesame.

Hannover’s train station always smells of beer and piss. People we call Penner (bums,

hobos, winos) are slumped against pillars, or the sides of ticket vending machines. We have

learned to ignore them. Still, I can’t shake the apprehension that one of them might ask me for

money, or, if they’re young people, that they’ll challenge me with a sassy remark. The

underground passage that leads from the Lister Meile, past the station, to the city center has

kiosks and small stores. From somewhere, the pungent smell of salmiak reminds me pleasantly

of licorice. A busker’s music drifts through the tunnel. Closer to the center, there are smells of

patchouli coming out of a hippie store, which gives way to roasted nuts from a stand right by the

steps leading up to the main shopping area. One of the things my girlfriends and I love to do is

buy tea in bulk. We expectantly sniff the large black tin containers the salesperson proffers. After

we make our choices, we watch them dig into the crunchy leaves, speckled with dried fruit or

herbs, and fill shiny bags. Once the package is folded over and tied, a label gets made out with

the tea’s name—usually a romantic compound word such as Winternacht or Himbeerparadies.

When Chris, Iris, or Vivien and I get together, we have “tea time.”

I have an enduring fascination with four city models that are displayed in the new

Rathaus, Hannover’s city hall. They are from 1689, 1939, 1945 and 1980 respectively and show

the development of the city over time. Hannover was just a collection of villages in the 1600’s

before the city began to take on the cohesive character I am used to. When the city fathers had

the models developed they were also intended as a showcase for how well and swiftly the city

was reconstructed after the war. British bombing raids had obliterated 80% of all the buildings in

the city, a transport hub where train lines from Berlin and points north and south connected, I’ve
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read. Every time I come here I stare at the model from 1945. It’s all in brown crumbles, like a

mud landscape in early spring, whereas the model depicting the present time is built in aqua and

white. Modern colors. Too modern for my liking, I prefer the beige style of the 1689 model. It’s

also jarring in comparison to the war-time model. But all that debris. Where has all the rubble

gone, I wonder. Where have they put those mountains of heaped ruins?
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My Favorite Teacher and the Royals

It’s the ninth grade. In the middle of history class, while Frau Kutscher is trying to elicit

from us possible connections between the cost of flour and the French Revolution, there’s a

knock on the door. Our heads swivel to the corner of the room where a woman appears now, a

little out of breath. I’ve never seen her before. She says something about the principal, so sorry

about the interruption. Across the room, I notice one of the boys flipping back his hair. A stream

of light from the window tilts across his body. Then I hear the woman saying my name. The

classroom fades and only the shiny desk in front of me exists, like a screen on which my mind is

trying, without success, to project the image that I am to come to the principal’s office. I look

over to the teacher, who looks back at me from a great distance and nods. I get up and follow the

woman into the deserted hallway. Upstairs in the principal’s office I see my former English

teacher, Herr Hickmann, just inside the door. On the far side of the room, two students from

another grade are standing at right angles from each other. They look as confused as I am. From

behind his desk, the principal begins to speak.

The school, he informs us, has been contacted on the occasion of the Prince and Princess

of England’s upcoming visit to Hannover. We—the students in the principal’s office—are invited

to be part of the greeting committee. It takes me a moment to understand which royalty he’s

talking about. Charles and Lady Diana? Herr Hickmann is now beaming at us. It was he, I

realize, who suggested our names. This is puzzling. He hasn’t been my teacher in a year.

Herr Hickmann wears his signature brown tweed jacket. The top of his head is as bald as

it was when he taught my class and shared with us the things he loved: Shakespeare, Fawlty

Towers, the economy and beauty of the English language. When something amused Herr
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Hickmann, an impish sort of grin would spread over his face from one corner of his mouth. He

showed us Monty Python clips in class and giggled at every one of them. A few times, after

exams, he read bits of my essays out loud to the class. We could tell he liked us. At first

unprompted, but soon very much enlisted by one student or another in an effort to kill time, he

told us stories about his house. He had recently moved into a new place in the country

(somewhere in the boonies, we surmised) which for a while didn't have a door. When he finally

did have a door there was a problem with it. Herr Hickmann patiently lived in some sort of

construction zone unimaginable to me, as someone who had always lived in fourth floor

walk-ups that came with all requisite fixtures and closures.

A snow-white card inside a large envelope arrives in the mail. In curlicue script the

Ministerpräsident of Lower Saxony is inviting me to the honor of welcoming their Highnesses.

“But why you exactly?” my mother asks. A few days later the selected students are excused from

school and instead stand along a tree-lined path in the Royal Garden Herrenhausen. We’re

huddled close together, shivering in our good outfits on this brisk spring morning. I’m wearing

my confirmation pants which have silver threads and my mother’s blazer. Prince Charles and

Lady Di are expected to make their way down the path, shaking hands with dignitaries and

school children from all over Hannover. People have started to line up along a white rope. The

girl from the principal's office say she's practiced her curtsy. I have no idea how to curtsy and

decide it's not necessary. What am I supposed to say to them again? “How are you?” No.

“Hello?” Too casual. “How do you do?” Suddenly I can’t remember a word of English.

They have arrived. The chatter around me grows quiet. I hold my right arm at my side,

ready to extend it should the time come. I really want it to be Diana. It’s 1987, and everybody is

in love with her. Once there’s a picture of her in a Prussian blue outfit shaking hands with an
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AIDS patient. Someone tells us they can’t possibly shake everyone’s hands today. As the couple

come down the path I sneak a look to the left—he’s ahead of her. One moment he’s talking to

someone three people over, and then Prince Charles is in front of me, takes my hand, and I smile.

Perhaps I mumble “How do you do,” and perhaps I don’t. I might even answer a question that’s

being asked. All I recall is Lady’s Di’s gentle smile as she walks by and the fact that my former

teacher had remembered me.
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Hannover II

At Easter and Christmas we get in the car and visit my grandparents. One year it’s my

father's side of the family, the next we go to my mom’s. My father drives our small, brown Opel,

and I look out the window at the passing landscape. We take the city highway past Herrenhausen

and then travel mostly on state routes that lead through small towns. I can tell every time we

approach a town because my father has to slow the car down from one hundred to fifty km/h.

Rectangular yellow signs, the same color as postal service cars and public mailboxes, announce

what town we’re about to enter. Bueckeburg, Nienstedt, Diepholz. Many of the houses have

small front yards enclosed by wooden fences with slats that crisscross to make an X. This type of

low fence is called a Jägerzaun, hunter’s fence. I have no idea why. I’ve never seen a hunter. The

fences are often green with moss and moisture. Who lives inside these homes? Sometimes there

are old people slowly riding bicycles in the street, or men on tiny mopeds, their open bomber

jackets flapping in the wind. The streets are clean under a sky filled with clouds. To me it all

looks gray, as gray and oppressive as a Sunday afternoon. When we drive past the bright yellow

rapeseed fields near Dassel, I perk up. The grass looks lush here. I see white and black cows

grazing and try to imagine what it would be like to have so much grass to eat.

When we visit my dad’s mother, Oma Hermine, we stay at my aunt Ulla’s house because

she has the most room. My grandfather’s death is the first one in the family. He dies when I’m

six years old. During that visit we stand around a lot, and the adults are much quieter than they

usually are. Their held-in dismay is palpable, like a wind which makes my belly feel cold.

Nobody dies for a long while after that. My dad’s much younger brother Siggi ends up in

intensive care after one too many drinking bouts. My mother, who gets the news on the phone,
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tells me that his liver is so yellow he nearly died. I don’t understand why alcohol would make his

liver yellow, it’s not like it’s rapeseed or potatoes or butter. But then I have also heard that

cigarettes can stain people’s fingers yellow. Why is everything turning yellow? My dad’s teeth

have a yellow tint from the gum line down the edges. Could that be from the beer he drinks, or

the Camels he smokes? Those have a yellow giraffe on the package. But then he also smokes

Marlboro. After a summer trip to Spain, we all show up tanned at my aunt’s house. She looks at

me and makes a comment about my “tendency toward a more yellow tone,” whereas other

family members get red or really dark like my dad. I’m afraid the yellow disease has nabbed me.

Uncle Siggi still lives with my Oma. He has a room upstairs with a single bed and small

desk. The blue and white fan regalia of his favorite soccer club, Schalke 04, covers the walls. A

handful of Smurfs look out from atop a shelf, posing there with their jaunty smirks. I want to

touch them but they don’t strike me as toys. I know Siggi doesn’t like people coming into his

room. My grandma’s room is not verboten but perhaps because it’s dim and the dark wooden

furniture fills the entire space it feels somewhat forbidding. Or maybe it’s the crucifix on the wall

beside the bed on which a twisted Jesus suffers. When my parents go on a short vacation without

me, I sleep here in the big bed with my Oma. She opens the armoire, the old key squeaking in the

lock, and pulls out an ironed pillowcase for me. Her hand smooths the pile of white linen. At

home, we don’t own anything that white.

Downstairs, in the green-tiled bathroom off the kitchen, my grandma sponge bathes me

while I sit in the tub. I wish there was a shower curtain to break up the sour-green tiles that

surround me like a bog. I feel a lot more comfortable in the dining room with its brown chaise

lounge on which I sit at meals, my face just hovering above the tablecloth, and the kitchen by the

sink, where my aunts stand side by side and do the dishes after holiday meals. I don’t help out at
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home but when we’re here I sometimes take one of the red-checked cotton towels off the radiator

and help them dry plates. They’re always joking around, nudging each other with their hips, so

that when their third sister walks in to deliver more dirty coffee cups, she says to us, “You look

like three chickens on a hen-roost.” Sometimes, after we have had homemade cake and sit

around in the dining room, one of the sisters starts laughing—I never quite know why, some

remark that has escaped me—and then they all start. The men look on and smile. My

grandmother is missing a tooth and covers her mouth, but when she gets going I see the darkness

between her bottom incisors. Tears stream down her face, and her hands, usually cradling her

elbows, reach up to touch the bun, which is similarly undone. “Oh neh,” she laughs, which

means, I later find out, that she’s peed herself.

Oma calls the narrow sofa we children sit on the “chaisahlong,” whereas the sofa in the

living room is called just a sofa. The foreign word seems out of place here where everything is

homely, but it befits the fact that Oma has something other than chairs hugging one side of the

dining table. There’s another odd thing about her house. The narrow set of stairs in the hallway

leads to three bedrooms and an unfinished, messy, always freezing attic on the same floor. The

attic is next to my grandma’s bedroom. It has in it an old baby carriage, boxes of glassware,

wooden boards, and bric-a-brac. I expect to see owls roosting on the exposed ceiling beams

above me. The house also has a front door which is really on the side, and a metal and glass

kitchen door, which is in the front. No one uses the prettier side door. Sometimes I turn the key

from the inside and open the door just to see what it’s like. I look out to the box hedge and the

small lane beyond and feel as if I’ve done something untoward.

Dark-green stairs lead from the hallway into the basement. I’m torn between wanting to

climb down there and feeling hesitant about descending into the unknown depths. I wait to
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accompany my Oma when she goes down to pick out a jar of canned plums for dessert. A musty

odor hits my nose. Fruit and veggies from the garden line several shelves atop strands of colored

kitchen paper. When I’m a few years older, I go further, turn the corner into the Waschküche

where laundry used to be mangled. To this day, few people in Germany own a dryer and instead

hang their laundry on square “spiders” in the yard or over plastic-coated clotheslines in

basements such as this one. I look for signs of bygone times but the white-washed walls are clean

and disappointing. All I find is a cloth bag of clothespins, an enamel oven, and an old iron. I

want something more personal—letters, clothing, growth marks on the wall. It’s as if I’m looking

for clues left by my ancestors. Crumbs on a trail that would explain things to me, for example,

why I feel so out of place in my family, or why I can’t seem to raise my hand at school anymore

because I’m fearful I’ll say the wrong thing.

My favorite time of each trip to see our family comes about five minutes into our drive

back. I lean forward in the space between my dad and my mom, and for a moment I feel closer to

them while we gossip a bit. My mom has to let off steam about who said what and how she was

overlooked. We share the relief of going back to Hannover and our familiar worlds—my father

to his garden, my mother to her sofa and the newspaper, and I to my room. On the seat next to

me I’ve laid out all the candy I’ve received. I feel rich and safe and taken care of. Once it gets

dark outside I lie down, my feet curled against the backrest, almost asleep. The lights of other

cars move across the ceiling of the car. I can sense my father’s expert movements at the steering

wheel and gearbox as we drive home.

At age eleven I ask for a stamp kit for Christmas and start collecting them. I keep the

stamps in two small albums. I don’t use the tweezers I’m given because I like the feel of the
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