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e German Divide





The next time we see Saxony Jensie, it’ll be on 
Kurfürstendamm, and he’ll still have that stupid preppy 
haircut. And his BMW will be old and junky, but he won’t 
care. Neither will we. We’ll all be insanely happy and so 
incredibly proud of one another.
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Our bags are buried under a wild rosebush. Anyone ¦nds 
them and we’re screwed. I strapped the canteen to my 
body with Mom’s belt, the one with the gold buckle. It’s so 
heinous, she’ll never miss it.

Later on, at just the right moment, the plan is to take 
o� and start crawling, like we practiced in Young Pioneer 
drills.

It’s just that we can’t wind up in the beam of the 
searchlights, which roam for kilometers across the beach. 
°e spot we found is good, far away from the border 
watchtower.

°ere’s NVA—National People’s Army—presence all 
around us. Right behind us is a sign:

Restricted Area. No Trespassing.
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Grandpa told me to be on the lookout for patrols. 
°ey’ll walk past us; plus, there will be patrol cars driving 
around, headlights blazing. He also told me that the 
searchlights have to be turned o� every hour to cool. °at’s 
the moment we’ll use to run down to the Baltic Sea.

°ere’s a boulder by the water we can hide behind. 
We’ll get down there in no time. °e beach here isn’t as 
wide as the one in Warnemünde. Later, once we’re in the 
Baltic, we’ll just dive underwater whenever the search-
lights come near.

I put a note for Mom under the bedspread. I don’t 
want her to worry—which she will anyway. She’ll never 
suspect I’m in Kühlungsborn but will be waiting for me at 
the Neptune Indoor Pool. I almost gave myself away yes-
terday, because I shooshed her during the weather report. 
I’m not usually interested in it.

Over thirty kilometers to Fehmarn. °at’s really far 
to swim.

If the water current cooperates, we’ll make it there in 
twenty-¦ve hours. °ere’s an o�shore wind now. Hopefully 
it stays that way. Once it gets dark, we’ll start swimming, 
so we’ll already be a good distance from shore by daybreak 
when the boats start searching for refugees. If a patrol 
comes along, we’ll dive and breathe through our snorkels, 
which I lengthened with plastic hoses in the basement 
yesterday. When our neighbor Frau Lewandowski saw me 
messing around with them, she asked why. I told her I 
wanted to observe the carp in Lake Dobbertiner.
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Water temp’s around sixty-¦ve, so that’s good. It will 
be colder farther out. °is is going to be hard. It’s impos-
sible even to train enough. But we’ll make it. It’s ¦nally 
happening! I’m agitated and calm at the same time, focused 
on our plan.

Andreas looks pale. I’m glad he’s here—I couldn’t do it 
without him. He just gives me a smile.

He’s scared. I am too, but we’re not allowed to think 
about it.

Andreas is holding a copy of “°e Black Felucca.” It’s 
for Saxony Jensie, wrapped to be watertight. °e only issue 
of Mosaik missing from his collection, released in 
November of 1982. He can’t get it in the West, so we have 
to bring it for him. We promised.

Pirates on the cover, ¦shing boats, surging waves, ¦re 
beacons, and men in turbans. Andreas studies the image, 
which is blue as the twilight surrounding us. I’m sure he 
wants to page through it, but he can’t because of the 
shrink-wrap.

I put a note inside the comic book with my parents’ 
phone number. In case anything happens and someone 
¦nds it, they’ll know where to call.

What would Saxony Jensie say if he could see us here 
in the dunes, waiting, our eyes trained on the Baltic? All 
this excitement gives me a warm feeling in my belly! It’s 
nice. I’m glad we’re leaving. I feel light again for the ¦rst 
time in months, almost carefree. I close my eyes and 
breathe in deeply. °e air smells of salt water and algae. 
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I open my eyes again. Rose hips dangle from the bush, 
between me and the glassy water, and there’s beach grass 
growing a few meters o�.

Saxony Jensie would try to stop us because he’s a wuss. 
I smile. During math once, years ago, I sprinkled wild rose 
seeds into his collar and rubbed them around. He freaked 
out, scratching his skin so bad that Frau Bauermeister 
kicked him out of class.

Andreas unzips his wet suit and slides the issue of 
Mosaik in with his documents: ID card, birth certi¦cate, 
tenth-grade diploma. I stu�ed my packet of documenta-
tion in between my wet suit and my bathing suit. We’ll 
need to prove who we are in the West, after all.

Andreas must have felt me watching. He unzips and 
pulls out “°e Black Felucca.”

“You take it,” he says quietly. “You’re the better 
swimmer.”

°at’s true. °e thought terri¦es me, and I can’t lift 
my hand.

“Come on,” he insists.
Our ¦ngers touch as I take the comic. I swallow hard. 

I can’t look at him, and I squint at the water instead.
“We’re going to make it,” I say.
We have to keep telling ourselves that; it’s really 

important. It will be hard. But we have to believe. 
Otherwise we’ll never last.

We’ll start swimming at nine, as soon as the moon 
sets. You can hardly see it—it might as well still be new. 
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°e thin crescent is visible through the treetops. It gives 
o� very little light, but still, it’s better to wait till it’s gone 
down. Says Grandpa.

A gentle breeze from the southeast . . . perfect.
It was a nice day—hot, the air heavy. We got here early. 

We didn’t want to look suspicious by arriving at dusk. 
After swimming, we got soft serve on the boardwalk, sur-
rounded by vacationing FDGB organization members. I 
felt like a fraud. To everyone else it was a regular old day at 
the beach, but not to us. We stared out at the blue water, 
knowing what would happen tonight. At one point, 
though, I completely forgot about it as I ate my ice cream 
and watched a kid play with his beach ball, as I soaked in 
the sun and breathed in the smell of summer. For a 
moment, I was happy. °en I remembered again and got 
butter¶ies in my stomach, like when you ride a carousel.

We tried to get some sleep on the beach in the after-
noon, because we wouldn’t exactly get around to it tonight. 
It didn’t work, though—we were way too jumpy. I only 
dozed o� for a second, while Andreas poked around in the 
dunes beside me and couldn’t settle down.

At the restaurant later, we ordered pasta with tomato 
sauce as a solid fuel base. Athletes always eat pasta. We 
drank a lot too because we can’t take much water with us.

Andreas taps my arm.
Two lights, down on the beach. °ey’re coming!
I hunker down deeper under the bush, Andreas close 

beside me. I can tell he’s holding his breath, and I freeze 
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too, ducking my head, barely daring to peer where the 
men’s voices are approaching. °ey’re border guards who 
constantly comb the beach looking for anything suspi-
cious. If they have a dog, they’ll ¦nd us, and this whole 
thing will be over before it starts.

°e men talk quietly, and I can’t hear what they’re 
saying. An unsteady, ¶ickering light ¶its through the 
branches in our direction. °ey’re inspecting the brush 
along the beach with ¶ashlights. Andreas presses up against 
me. °e light beam dances before our eyes, nearly grazes us.

°en it goes out again. °e men don’t move. No dog, 
luckily.

I hear one of them clear his throat. Why aren’t they 
moving? My heart is beating so hard, I’m worried 
they might hear it. Like in the Edgar Allan Poe story.

°ere’s a glimmer of light, part of a face in the weak 
glow, then a second ¶are. Cigarettes. °e smell of smoke, 
but it’s faint. °e two patrol guards slowly continue down 
the beach.

“Oh man,” Andreas whispers next to me. “°at was close.”
°e wind is chilly, and I’m already cold. What’ll it be 

like in the water? We covered ourselves in Vaseline earlier 
and went through more than ten tubes. It was Ulrich’s tip, 
to slather on as much as possible. °e body loses heat four 
times faster in water than in open air. We have to swim 
fast, in order to keep warm. We must maintain the balance 
between heat production and heat loss, our physics teacher, 
Herr Kowalski, would say.
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I bought the Vaseline at the drugstore, never more 
than two at a time, so as not to attract attention. °e last 
time I went, though, the sales lady gave me such a weird 
look that I got scared. I didn’t go back again.

°e Vaseline will trap the heat in our bodies. You can’t 
layer much under a wet suit, because it’s so tight. I put on 
my swimsuit, a cropped shirt, and nylons. °ey’ve already 
got runs in them, so Mom won’t be mad that I took them 
from her dresser.

What would Ulrich say if he could see me now? I hope 
he didn’t rat on us.

°e empty Vaseline tubes are now buried with our 
bags and clothes. At some point, someone will ¦nd them 
and sound the alarm, but not tonight. And by this time 
tomorrow, we might already be on Fehmarn.

°e searchlights continue to move past us and bathe 
the shoreline in bright light. Everything goes dark in 
between passes, the moon now nowhere in sight.

Andreas rustles beside me. He’s checking one last time 
that everything is well stowed. He brought along a bag 
that he straps to his body. Four Block chocolate bars—
Saxony Jensie would de¦nitely be jealous. He’d be less 
interested in the little canister of painkillers, not to men-
tion the waterproof adhesive tape. And he wouldn’t have 
the faintest clue what the nylon string was for.

“Wrap the bag tighter around the chocolate and tape,” 
I say quietly. We can’t let any salt water get in, or every-
thing will be destroyed.
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“Yeah, of course,” Andreas murmurs as he zips up the 
bag. He touches the collar and black hood of his wet suit, 
under which his blond curls have disappeared. He puts on 
the weight belt. His goggles hang around his neck, and 
he holds his snorkel and ¶ippers in one hand. He looks 
creepy—dark and determined, like in a James Bond movie.

Except for my dark-blue swim cap, which I put on 
now, I don’t look much di�erent. My wet suit doesn’t have 
a hood, which is why I need the cap. It reduces water resis-
tance and protects against the cold. I borrowed the suit 
from Frank. He lent me his compass too, which I’ve tied to 
my left wrist.

“Make sure your ears are completely covered,” I say 
softly.

Andreas knows that, but it doesn’t hurt to say again. 
Getting water in your ears can have serious consequences. 
“And cover your forehead down to your goggles. It’s very 
sensitive to cold.”

I slip on a pair of black gloves, to make sure my hands 
are dark and unnoticeable while I’m swimming. °en I 
grab my snorkel and ¶ippers. We’ll wait till we’re in the 
water to put them on, over our socks. Ulrich says that 
socks help against cha¦ng. And that black gloves will pre-
vent my hands from being seen in the water.

°e glaring searchlight wanders across the beach, and 
we wait for them to ¦nally turn it o�.

“Let’s hope your grandpa was right,” Andreas whispers. 
With the swim cap on, I can barely hear what he’s saying.
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Grandpa helped me ¦nd this spot. He thought noth-
ing of it when I asked where he would launch an escape 
through the Baltic if he still could. Topics like that are 
totally normal to him. He loved the question and talked 
about ¦nding a sand beach that wasn’t too wide or too 
narrow, about thick brush along the coast, and about boul-
ders near the water. °en we all took the bus to 
Kühlungsborn and walked the beach, Grandpa wandering 
among vacationers, waving his cane about and yelling, 
“°is exact spot! And don’t even think about going out to 
the point farther west. It’s crawling with NVA!”

What would Grandpa say if he were here now? Would 
he encourage me? Would he have any other tips?

I watch the retreating light and in a ¶ash of memory 
see Grandpa tramping around down there on the beach 
with his cane. °at was less than six weeks ago.

Suddenly everything goes black, the spotlight extin-
guished. °e time has come. Now’s our chance.

“Grandpa was right,” I say quietly.
Andreas clears his throat. “How’d he know?”
From comrade Johnson, o·cer in the Coastal Border 

Brigade. Grandpa goes candlepin bowling with him once 
a month, where he gets Johnson drunk on Goldbrand cut 
brandy and pumps him for details on seaside border secu-
rity. In other words, we’ve got ¦rsthand information, pro-
vided that Grandpa didn’t get carried away and invent 
some of his own facts. Which he probably did since, 
unfortunately, he gets carried away with lots of things.
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“Hanna.” Andreas touches my forearm.
He wants to go.
I crouch in the sand, ready to lunge, Andreas right 

beside me.
“Remember not to crawl with your arms,” I say. “Gentle 

¶utter kick and breaststroke.”
We cannot attract attention to ourselves, which also 

means making as little noise as possible swimming near 
the border.

Hopefully Andreas manages okay with the extra buoy-
ancy. It’s his ¦rst time swimming in a wet suit; his West 
German relatives couldn’t smuggle it over the border till 
two weeks ago, along with the weight belt.

I got my weight belt from Ulrich.
A blackbird sings up in the trees. Its call pierces the 

darkness and accompanies the rustle of leaves. At times, 
the melody cracks and swells, then quiets again. °e bird 
will sing here again tomorrow.

I look at the water, see the velvety blackness of rippling 
waves, and hear the quiet surf.

“Now,” whispers Andreas.
I sprint through the sand in my socks. At the top of 

the dunes, I sink up to my ankles and almost fall. Andreas 
is right behind and accidentally bumps into me. He gets 
snagged on something too and has to push it o�. As I run, 
sand ¶ies into my eyes.

We ¦nally reach the boulder and hide behind it. We 
hold still, listening to the night, breathing heavily. I feel 
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the edge of a shell under my knee and smell seaweed. °e 
wind is stronger down here, and the sounds have changed 
too. A rushing sound surrounds us, although there are 
barely any waves.

I imagine I can still hear the blackbird singing.
My heart is pounding like crazy, although I haven’t 

swum an inch.
We could still turn back. We still haven’t been 

spotted.
“Let’s go.”
We wade through the water. It’s warmer than the air, 

which cooled down a lot after sunset. We walk slightly 
hunched. Despite the tension, I can’t help but laugh. If 
they shine a light out here, they’ll see us, whether we’re 
hunched or not. Luckily, everything stays dark.

When the water reaches my hips, I stop wading. 
Andreas stops too. I take o� my gloves, use my teeth to 
hold them, and pull on the ¶ippers. It’s not easy—I can’t 
get them on over my heels. It probably would’ve been bet-
ter to do this on land, but they would have made it harder 
to wade. I fall backward into the water to help me get at 
my feet. Cold water immediately rushes into my wet suit, 
¦lling the spaces between my clothes and the rubberized 
fabric. It’s really uncomfortable. But the water will soon 
warm up to body temperature and then serve as insulation.

I ¦nally manage to get the ¶ippers on and stand back 
up. Even through the rubber, I can feel how rippled the 
seabed is from the current.
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I put on my swim goggles and thread the end of the 
snorkel under the goggle strap, to hold it in place.

Andreas takes out the nylon string and hands it to me. 
I tie the string around his left wrist and pull the knot tight. 
°e other end goes around my right wrist. °is way, we 
won’t lose each other in the water and we can use the string 
to send signals.

I’m still holding the gloves with my teeth. °e wool 
makes my lips itch. I put them on, my hands trembling 
with excitement.

It’s almost time.
I position the snorkel mouthpiece between my teeth, 

and it presses into my gums, but that’s normal and the 
sensation will pass in a while—at least, it always did in 
training. °at said, the longest I ever swam with the snor-
kel was eight hours.

“I’m ready,” Andreas whispers.
I adjust the canteen. Mom’s belt holds it in place, tight 

against my belly. Hopefully it won’t get in the way too 
much while I’m swimming. I couldn’t wear it to practice, 
either at the pool or in the Baltic. If someone had seen me 
with it, I’d have been arrested on the spot.

I look back toward land.
In what will be the last time for a long time, I have 

solid ground beneath my feet.
I kick o� the seabed and start swimming. After a few 

meters, cold salt water ¦nds its way into my goggles. 
I swear under my breath. °ese things never hold a seal. 
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I have to ¦x them, and so I search for the ground below. I 
can just barely touch the sand with the tips of my ¶ippers, 
which gives me a little support.

“My bag is loose,” Andreas mutters. He has to sort 
himself out after these ¦rst few strokes too.

I pull o� the goggles and dump out the water, then 
press my ¦ngers against the lenses to force out the air and 
create a vacuum. It hurts my eyes a little, but at least it 
means no more salt water will get in. °at would do more 
damage.

I slowly move my legs, the ¶ippers tight on my feet, 
then increase my kick amplitude, but not too much so I 
don’t break through the surface of the water. °e canteen 
slows my movement a little, but it’s not too bad.

I can hear the gentle waves, overlaid by the sound of 
my breath. Since I’m using a snorkel, everything seems 
louder than usual.

I start swimming the breaststroke with my arms, which 
isn’t easy when you’re doing the crawl with your legs. I 
gradually ¦nd my pace and feel the water resistance with 
my hands. Because of its higher salt content, seawater is 
much denser than the pool water.

°e waterline keeps appearing right before my eyes. 
It’s the border between air and water. I dip under the line 
with every stroke, breathe out, let the water carry me for-
ward, then come back up to the surface.

Andreas’s ¶ippers slap the water. He notices and cor-
rects his form. We can’t make any loud noise out here.
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I breathe through the snorkel so I can keep my head 
underwater and don’t need to turn it. Every last move 
requires energy.

After only a few meters, I sense something I’ve known 
for a long time. Everything out here is completely di�er-
ent than in the pool. °ere’s no Ulrich, no one calling out 
instructions. We’re on our own.

All I hear is the gurgle of waves that break on my body. 
Bubbles rise from the dark depths.

We quietly swim into the Baltic Sea, headed north.

:
“Just how many records you trying to break?”

Ulrich winked at me from the side of the pool. He 
wore his orange tracksuit and red plastic slides.

I pried the goggles o� my head. “°at’s enough for 
today.”

“I bet. °ree hours. Did you count your laps?”
“A hundred seventy-nine.”
Ulrich screwed up his eyes. “One seventy-nine times 

¦fty meters equals 8,950 meters. Holy smokes! You. Out. 
Shower.”

I pulled myself out of the cold water. My neck and 
right shoulder hurt. It cracked weird when I moved them.

“Frank and I are going to play a round of rummy at 
Konsum-Klause. Care to join?”

°at was the local pub. I nodded and grabbed my 
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towel. As always, there was a strong draft in the hallway 
to the showers. I let the hot water stream over me for sev-
eral minutes, then dried o� quickly and got dressed. I hur-
ried out.

A few other athletes stood chatting outside the public 
pool building.

“See ya!” I shouted to them, then took a right and 
walked the short distance to the pub.

Ulrich and Frank sat at one of the tables, cards out 
already.

Ulrich turned toward the bar. “Coupla colas for the 
kiddos here, and a pils for me,” he called to the bartender. 
°en he started dealing, before I’d even sat down.

°e air was stu�y, thick with cigarette smoke. °ree 
men sat in one corner, probably playing skat, and there was 
a woman Mom’s age at the bar, drinking a large glass of 
beer. She had big teased hair and wore heavy makeup. She 
was checking Ulrich out, but he didn’t notice.

Playing faintly in the background was “°e Power of 
Love,” by Jennifer Rush.

“You didn’t dry your hair,” Ulrich chided me.
“But it’s warm in here.”
He shook his head. “You’ll all catch your death. °e same 

goes for you, Frank!” Frank hadn’t blow-dried his hair 
either and shrank down in his seat to hide behind his cards.

My hand looked good. King of clubs, jack of clubs, ten 
of clubs.

“How come you’re training so much anyway?” Frank 
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peered out from behind the cards. He was a little walleyed 
and gazed slightly past me.

“I dunno.”
“Isn’t it boring to just swim back and forth the whole 

time, for no reason?”
I needed the queen of clubs in order to show my cards. 

I discarded a seven of hearts.
“I just think about something else.”
°e bartender brought us our drinks. He wore an ASV 

jacket and didn’t say a word.
Ulrich winked at me over the top of his cards. “What 

about?”
Frank discarded. Queen of clubs. I lunged across the 

table, but Ulrich was faster and grinned wickedly as he 
took the card.

“About a poem,” I said distractedly. “Or a book.”
“Mm-hmm.” Frank scratched his head thoughtfully, 

tousling his ash-blond hair.
Ulrich rearranged his cards. “Probably better than 

thinking about can openers, huh?”
Frank looked awkwardly at the table. It was an uncom-

fortable topic for him because he’d been allowed to take 
the Abitur, unlike me.

I leaned back and lowered my voice ceremoniously, 
like the announcer at May Day demonstrations. “Each 
and every day, I achieve my quota. Should I remain this 
diligent, I may start an apprenticeship in industrial design. 
Perhaps two years from now.”
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Frank laid all of his cards on the table at once. “Gin!”
We stared at his hand.
Frank chugged his entire cola, got up, and went to the 

bathroom.
“Cheater!” Ulrich called after him. °e bartender set 

down another beer for the lady at the bar. Foam spilled 
over the edge of the glass.

Ulrich shu¹ed the cards again and didn’t look up. “You 
know, Hanna, you keep swimming like that, you really 
would make it to Gedser.”

I picked up each card as he tossed it to me, one by one. 
“It’d be worth a shot.”

Ulrich lifted his beer glass and took a sip. His eye 
twitched strangely. “And one shot is all you’d get,” he said 
quietly.

Frank came back from the bathroom and sat down. “I 
just thought of something. If you ever want to do long-
distance training in the Warnow River, instead of laps, you 
can use my wet suit. I’ll lend it to you.”

Ulrich paused in sorting the cards and looked at me.
“Yeah.” I glanced back and forth between them. “I’d 

love to swim up and down the Warnow sometime.”
“Up and down the Warnow,” Ulrich repeated.
“I’ll just bring it on Friday,” Frank decided, picking up 

his cards.
He won that round too. None of us felt like playing 

after that, and we left the pub.
It was pouring out. Frank bolted toward the bus that 
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had just rounded the corner. I was about to make a run for 
it too, but Ulrich grabbed my arm.

“Wait, I’ll drive you home.”
“Are you kidding? °at’s way out of your way!”
But he dragged me to his ancient Škoda, which was 

practically falling apart. I bumped my head as I got in, 
I was so exhausted from practice. It smelled of gasoline 
inside. 

We drove slowly through the rain. °e wipers chat-
tered across the windshield, and red rear lights shimmered 
through the wet glass.

Friedrich Engels Strasse was deserted and dark 
because, as usual, several streetlights had gone out. Ulrich 
stopped at our house and switched o� the engine. °e 
silence was almost spooky.

“How’s your dad doing?”
I looked at him in amazement. No one usually asked. 

“Good. He’s been reading his books himself lately.”
I reached for the door handle. Ulrich turned to me. 

“Cover yourself in Vaseline. Slather on as much as you can. 
Because of the cold. And wear socks inside your ¶ippers; 
otherwise you’ll tear up your feet.”

He sat forward and fumbled with the rearview mirror. 
“And take chocolate, for an energy boost.”

“Okay.” I opened the door and climbed out.
“Wait!” Ulrich leaned over the passenger seat. Cold 

rain pelted my back as I bent toward him.
“Wear black gloves.”
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I knew what he meant by that and nodded.
He studied me for a long time, which made me a little 

uncomfortable.
“Hanna, why?”
I didn’t know what to say. How could I explain it? 

°ere was just no way I could let Andreas swim by 
himself.

“Is it really that bad?”
I took a deep breath, looked him in the eyes, and nod-

ded. It was the best I could do.
Ulrich grabbed the handle and slammed the door shut. 

°e engine didn’t turn till the third try. °e Škoda rattled 
so loudly that our neighbor Frau Lewandowski pulled 
back the blinds and peered warily out the window.

And with that, I had a wet suit.
I had to let Andreas know. °e tips from Ulrich were 

huge for us too. I approached the front door, stopped again 
to watch Ulrich go.

I was suddenly scared he would inform on me. Not out 
of ill will but because he was worried.

:
Turns out a thought I just had was wrong—we do end up 
on solid ground again. I was swimming along and totally 
freaked out when my knees bumped into it. I instantly 
pictured an animal—the great white shark, which is obvi-
ously ridiculous. You start imagining some pretty crazy 



20

stu� when you’re swimming at night through black water 
and can’t see a thing.

“Did we somehow wind up back on the beach?” 
Andreas asks in the darkness.

“No, it’s just a sandbar.”
I turn onto my back, sit down, and look at the sky. It’s 

nice, letting go for a second, feeling the ground, although 
we haven’t been in the water long and don’t need the rest. 
I try to make out the horizon, but it’s still too dark. °e sea 
glistens in the starlight.

Andreas comes over, lies down beside me, and whis-
pers, “A sandbar halfway would be a lot more useful.”

I look at the sky, hear the splash of the waves. Strange 
situation. We’re venturing into the unknown, the way sail-
ors used to. No map, destination unknown, and with only 
the stars to help. Although we at least have a compass and 
a destination—the West. I’m not even scared right now. 
It’s all so clear. . . .

“Easy as ever to spot,” Andreas says precociously. “°e 
Big Dipper. See the two outer stars that form the bowl? 
Extend the line connecting them by ¦ve.”

Might as well be in geography class. I arrive at another 
very bright star.

“°e North Star,” Andreas says, pleased. “°at’s the 
direction we need to go in.”

I nod in the dark. “°en let’s go.”
One last time, I touch the seabed with my ¶ippers.
°is time it’s for real.
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We start swimming and get tangled in the string after 
just a few meters. We have to ¦nd the same pace. We start 
again, slower this time and more deliberate.

One stroke, then another. I’m careful to stay next to 
Andreas as I plunge underwater and swim through the 
eerie darkness. I have trouble keeping my balance—I don’t 
have any focal points, and I have to concentrate on pulling 
evenly with both my right arm and my left. Sometimes we 
collide, slam an elbow into each other’s ribs. Without the 
string, we’d lose each other at sea. If it stretches tight 
between us for too long, it means we’re drifting apart, or if 
it jerks a few times, then I know Andreas is pulling on it 
because he needs help.

I keep getting water in my snorkel. It’s annoying. I 
inhale and choke on it, the salt water burning my throat. 
I blow it out with bursts of air that waste energy. Using a 
snorkel in the pool is easier because the water is calmer.

Suddenly there’s light.
Andreas tugs on the string. I look around.
°e spotlight shines over the Baltic Sea again from the 

border watchtower in Kühlungsborn. °ey’re looking for 
refugees. For us.

°e light glides toward us. We’ve got to get the timing 
right, cannot get caught in the beam.

Now.
We dive and stay underwater for several seconds.
When we resurface, the beam is far away.
But it will return.




