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In 1983, when The House of One Thousand Eyes takes place, 
Germany was divided into two countries: the Federal Republic 
of Germany, or West Germany, and the German Democratic 
Republic, also known as the GDR or East Germany. It was 
the time of the Cold War. After the Second World War, West 
Germany had become a capitalist democracy, allied with the 
United States and Western Europe (“the West”); East Germany 
was a socialist country aligned with the Soviet Union. The city 
of Berlin was in a unique situation. Although located within the 
GDR, the city, because of its symbolic importance as the nation’s 
capital, was also divided into eastern and western zones. West 
Berlin essentially became an island of capitalism in a socialist sea.

While East Germany’s formal name was the German 
Democratic
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one, and East Germans tried to leave the country by any means 
possible. Before 1961, the easiest exit route was within Berlin; 
from the eastern zone of the city, all you needed to do to enter the 
West was board a train.

In response, East German authorities built a wall around 
West Berlin, ostensibly to keep out the “destructive influences” of 
Western culture and values, but in fact to prevent East Germans 
from escaping to the West. In the early morning of August 13, 
1961, one hundred and sixty kilometers of barbed wire went up 
in a matter of hours. The Wall grew into an imposing concrete 
structure complete with watchtowers, dogs, armed guards, and 
lights so bright they could be seen from space. Families were 
divided, and people could no longer cross freely between the two 
zones of the city. East Germans were only permitted to travel to 
other communist countries.
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For Lena Altmann, every Sunday felt like the first day of summer 
vacation after a long, hard year of straight lines and wrong 
answers. Sunday was the day she made the trip across Berlin to 
visit her Uncle Erich in the neighborhood of Prenzlauer Berg. 

There were many significant Erichs in the Better Germany, 
but in Lena’s life her uncle was the most important one. He was 
a writer; he knew what it was like to make up places in his head 
and live in them as if they were real. For the rest of the week, 
Lena lived with his sister, Sausage Auntie—six days that felt like 
a year.

Be grateful for Sausage Auntie, Mausi. She gave you a home 
when you lost yours.

But today was Sunday, and Lena was strolling down an uneven 
sidewalk with her uncle, trying to control vanilla ice cream on a 
mid-September afternoon. If she could stay ahead of it, she could 
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keep the runnels of sweet cream from reaching her hands and 
making them sticky.

Every time Lena visited her uncle’s neighborhood, she felt 
as if she needed a passport. The roads were narrow and full of 
potholes. The buildings were smaller and older than the ones 
where she lived, and on the main street where they walked, the 
walls were only painted to the top of the first story.

“See?” Erich crouched down. “It looks fine from this angle. 
Volvo level. That’s what the dignitaries see from their car windows 
when they pass in their motorcades.” He was frowning.

“It’s not true,” Lena said. “They just ran out of paint.”
“On every building?”
“Your ice cream is melting,” she said, and he stuck out his 

tongue and licked the ice cream right off his hand.
Lena liked his neighborhood because there were trees, and 

there was something about trees that felt solid and dependable, 
and a bit wild.

“Have you thought of a name yet for your made-up world?” 
Erich asked her.

“Yes. The schrullig world.” Things that were schrullig were 
quirky, strange, outlandish.
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“Not even if you accompanied me?”
“Not even then.” Lena finally reached the cone. The leaks had 
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If only. 
They walked, they chatted, and, too quickly, the air grew 

cooler and it was time to return to Erich’s apartment. The after-
noon was coming to an end.
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On the table was a copy of Der Spiegel from last year, with a 
beautiful woman on the cover. Lena stroked the smooth paper 
as if it were a cat. Der Spiegel was a Western magazine. Anyone 
seen reading it would automatically be suspected of decadence or 
wrong opinions, and then they might get a card in the mail asking 
them to meet with the secret police for an instructive chat. The 
thrill of such disobedience took Lena by surprise. “Who is she? 
On the cover?”

“That’s Marilyn Monroe, an American actress.”
Lena opened the magazine, even though part of her worried 

that Auntie was watching somehow, waiting to take it away from 
her. She flipped through the pages until she found more pictures 
of the actress. “She’s very glamorous.” Such curly hair. Dresses 
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when they couldn’t get what they needed or something didn’t 
work the way it was supposed to—everyone except people like 
Auntie. Lena folded the edges of the picture and licked them. 
Then she tore, a little at a time.

A loud knock at the door startled her so badly she ripped the 
picture. Her hands trembled as she shut the magazine and hid it 
behind her back.

Erich called, “Who is it?” Lena had never heard him sound so 
cold.

“It’s Steffi, for God’s sake. Open up.”
Steffi was Erich’s neighbor from downstairs. Lena tried not to 

make a face, but she must have, because Erich said, “Don’t worry, 
she won’t stay.”

He rose to open the door, and Lena prepared herself for a storm 
of heels and gum-chewing and hands that moved like crazy caged 
birds. It took a moment before she realized Steffi hadn’t crashed 
into the room in her usual way. Instead, a low and urgent conver-
sation was taking place at the door.

“. . . not safe. They’re coming. I don’t know when.”
“I’m not afraid of them,” Erich said.
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have said. Steffi looked around until her eyes fixed on Lena and 
then, “Oh. You’re here.” 
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Working for the Stasi turned real conversations into chitchat 
about the weather or last year’s football results at the World Cup. 
People didn’t treat her the same way once they knew. They acted 
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“I’ve always wished they hadn’t died in an accident.”
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mouth in pretend horror at the bad word. He took her hands in 
his. “You’re always so cold. See? You couldn’t live here with me. 
We still heat the place with coal and there’s never enough.”

He stood up and looked out the window as if he were expecting 
someone. Then sat down. Then stood and drew the curtains. Then 
sat down. “Did someone tell you to say that? About the accident?”

“No. Why would anyone do that?” Oh. Her job. Not even 
her uncle trusted her. If only it would wash off. Even having a 
mechanic’s grease-stained fingers would be better than this. 
Everyone assumed she was a Spitzel—an informer. A spy.

The clock in the kitchen measured the moments between them 
that had somehow become awkward, and there were so few of 
them left before Lena had to go home for supper. She remembered 
the magazine behind her back. She pulled it out and finished 
extracting the photograph, and Erich repaired the rip with sticky 
tape that didn’t stick very well. 
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Footsteps crunched up the stairs. There was a knock and Steffi 
said, “It’s me again.”

Lena reached for her uncle and hugged him goodbye for 
another week, memorizing his arms and the smell of him—
tobacco, vanilla, ink. She held him so tightly she imagined 
breaking him in half and taking part of him home. And that was 
it—her daylong summer vacation was over. 

Uncle Erich didn’t break in half. But the way he waved from 
the window when she looked up from the street filled her with a 
strange and terrible feeling. As if she might never see him again.




