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A few years ago while researching, [ came across two remarkable stories in the archives of Yad Vashem.
The first was a heartbreaking account of the “Unknown Children”—a boxcar full of babies, ripped from
their families and headed for a concentration camp, too young to know their own names.

The second was a story of a German circus that had sheltered Jews during the war. The Circus Althoff
had taken in a young Jewish woman, Irene Danner, who herself hailed from another circus family. Sev-
eral parts of the story were fascinating to me. First, [ learned that the circus had sheltered not just Irene
Danner, but her sister, mother and father. Her father, Hans Danner, was in fact not Jewish and was a sol-
dier in the German army. When the German army sent him on leave and ordered him to divorce his Jew-
ish wife, he defied the order and instead joined his wife and children in hiding. [ also discovered that
Irene Danner had fallen in love with a clown who was part of the Circus Althoff, Peter Storm-Bento, and
that they had children together.

Another thing that intrigued me as [ researched was the rich history of Jewish circus dynasties that
spanned centuries, including the Lorch family from which Irene Danner’s mother had come. There were
other circus families, such as the Blumenfelds, which had ten or more siblings performing and/or run-
ning the circus. Sadly they were largely annihilated by the Germans.

Reading the remarkable histories of the Unknown Children and the circuses, | knew that they some-
how had to come together. And so I created the story of Noa, a young Dutch girl cast out after becoming
pregnant, who despite being alone and penniless nevertheless finds the courage to rescue one of the
babies from the train. I had her find an ally in Astrid, a Jewish aerialist whose heart was broken when
her husband did not make the same brave choice Hans Danner had ir v,real lif but instead disavowed
their marrlage:;i %

The Orphan s§Ta1e is not blography, and my story is not that of the »~i“'ab1e circus folk I research-
- ed, but rather fiction. I have taken great liberties with the nature of the Clr'Cv s acts and the ways in which
-~ they lived and performed during the war. But I was so inspired by the real people I'd :
~ the way in which Irene Danner and Peter Bento-Storm persisted in their love despite
by the Reich, the courage with which circus owner Adolf Althoff sheltered ]ews and
he Would hide them When the Germans came looklng LS ,;..i'(;;. e,

hen AdolfAlthoff recelved the honor of belng named nghteous Among the Natlons by Yad ‘
1995, he said, “We 1rcus people see no difference between races or rellglons ICOIlSlde % hls book .
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1) Noa and Astrid’s rivalry changes into a close friendship despite significant differences
in age and circumstances. How did this evolution happen? What do you think it was that
drew them together? Have you ever found yourself in such a close but unlikely friendship?

2) Even in WWII-torn Europe, the circus was still allowed to perform. Did this surprise
you? How did the setting impact your reading of the novel? What deeper meaning do you
think there is behind the circus burning down in the end?

3) Who did you initially think was the narrator in the opening chapter? How did the
opening chapter shape your reading experience?

4) With whom did you identify more closely, Astrid or Noa? Why? Wha‘t')were Noa’s and
Astrid’s greatest strengths and their greatest flaws? Were there choices you Wlsh Astrld
and/or Noa had made differently throughout the book? s '

5) Noa is disowned by her family and in turn has her child rip’rx)edfrom her arms. Astrid
leaves her family for a husband who abandons her. How do you think Astrid and Noa -
were each defined by their pasts? What role does the notion of famlly play throughout #

6) What do you thlnk drew Astrld and Peter together so powerfully7 Noa and Luc7 How 4
do these two relationships differ from one another? Do you think either of these IS
i relatlonshlps could have lasted a lifetime under different circumstances? . ‘,

: 7) What do you thlnk of Peter’s decision to contlnue with his mocklng act toward the =
Reich? How do you think the story would have differed if Peter had refrained from domg
the act” : : .

8) How did you feel about the end1ng7 Were you surprlsed" Satlsfled"

9) What will you remember the most about The Orphan s Tale7.
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IN YOUR AUTHOR’S NOTE, YOU MENTION BEING INSPIRED BY THE UNKNOWN CHILDREN, AS WELL
AS A GERMAN CIRCUS THAT SHELTERED JEWS DURING WWII. CAN YOU GO A LITTLE DEEPER INTO
THE PERSONAL REASONS BEHIND WHY YOU WANTED TO BRING THESE STORIES TO LIFE?

I found both the story about the Unknown Children and the rescuers’ circus in the archives of Yad Vashem.
They intrigued me in different ways. First, being a mom of three small children colors my view of all things.
When I read the story of the Unknown Children, babies ripped from their parents too young to know their
own names, I was heartbroken. I wanted to know, what was it like for those families? The notion was un-
bearable, yet I couldn’t look away.

The circus fascinated me in a different way. Although I have spent decades working on and researching
issues surrounding World War II and the Holocaust, [ had never before heard of a circus that had rescued
Jews. And when I started researching, I learned an equally interesting piece of information about Jewish
circus dynasties that had flourished for centuries before being extinguished by the Nazis. | knew that these
two stories would somehow come together.

TOLD FROM THE DUAL POINTS OF VIEW OF ASTRID AND NOA, THE ORPHAN’S TALE FOLLOWS THEIR
POIGNANT AND TIMELESS FRIENDSHIP. WAS THERE ONE PERSPECTIVE THAT WAS EASIER TO WRITE?
DO YOU HAVE A FAVORITE CHARACTER IN THE STORY?

Trying to choose between characters is like picking a favorite among my children—I can’t do it. I love them
equally but in different ways. Astrid is closer to my own age and she felt like the sister I never had. I was
also fascinated by the fact that her Nazi husband had divorced her after being ordered to do so by the Reich
(which was inspired by real events).

Noa is more like one of my own children and I just felt so sorry for her after everything she went through
at such a young age. I would describe it as almost protectiveness. But not too protective, because then you
take these characters you love and start doing awful things to them. And that's where the fun begins in the
twisted mind of a writer...

YOUR NOVELS TYPICALLY CENTER ON RELATIONSHIPS THAT UNFOLD DURING A SPECIFIC ERA IN
HISTORY—WAR-TORN EUROPE. WHAT ATTRACTS YOU TO THIS SETTING AND PERIOD?

My interest in World War Il dates back more than twenty years ago when I was sent to Krakow, Poland, as
a diplomat for the US State Department. I found myself working on issues from the war and became very
close to some of the Holocaust survivors. These experiences profoundly affected me and moved me to write.
I also beheve the time period is fertile ground for storytelling. My goal as an author is to take my reader
es of my protagonist and have her ask, “What would I have done?” The war, with its

stark choliii is perfect for doing just that.

THE NOVEL, DID YOU HAVE ASTRID AND NOA'S FRIENDSHIP MAPPED OUT? HOW
STORIES SURPRISE YOU AND EVOLVE ALONG THE WAY IF AT ALL?



WHEN YOU BEGAN THE NOVEL, DID YOU HAVE ASTRID AND NOA'S FRIENDSHIP MAPPED OUT? HOW
DID THEIR STORIES SURPRISE YOU AND EVOLVE ALONG THE WAY, IF AT ALL?

With The Orphan’s Tale as well as my earlier books, I know where I am starting and generally where the
book will end up, but it is usually the middle that surprises me. For example, in the beginning of the book,
Noa is dependent on Astrid, but there comes a point where that changes and Astrid looks to Noa for
strength. There may have also been a few things about the end of the book that surprised me, butI don’t
want to spoil them here!

WHAT WAS YOUR TOUGHEST CHALLENGE WRITING THE ORPHAN’S TALE? YOUR GREATEST
PLEASURE?

~ Irefer to The Orphan’s Tale as “the book that broke me.” I am only half joking. I would say there were two
Mhallenges. First, learning about the circus and aerial arts took a great deal of time. (I am biting my
, hoping I did it justice!)

Second, writing about the train full of Unknown Children was unbearable. I knew the scene (in fact, the
opening scene) needed to be written, since it was the very thing that inspired the book. At the same time,
I avoided it forever. Finally, I realized that to write it deeply enough, I was going to have to figuratively put
my own children on that train. It’s actually too painful to think about it beyond that.

CAN YOU DESCRIBE YOUR WRITING PROCESS? DO YOU WRITE SCENES CONSECUTIVELY OR JUMP
AROUND? DO YOU HAVE A SCHEDULE OR ROUTINE? A LUCKY CHARM?

I start with an image or scene in my mind. I turn on the computer and throw down whatever comes out, in
whatever order, for three or four months. (Someone once referred to this as vomiting on the page—sorry!)
Then when I have about 60,000 words or so, the document becomes unwieldy, and I start breaking it into
chapters and an outline. This is the very worst kind of writing process (the time it takes to edit is insane)
and recommend it to no one. But I don’t know how to do it any other way.

The other thing [ would say is that I like to write every day. I'm a short-burst writer, so if you give me forty-
five minutes, I can use that, but more than three hours and I'm spent. Last year, | gave myself a hundred
days of writing challenge to see if I could write for a hundred consecutive days. I did it, through bad
weather and illness and the like. At the end of the hundred days, it felt so good I just kept going. I finished
The Orphan’s Tale on the 299th day.
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ABOUT THE BOOK

extraordinary women and their harrowing stories of
sacrifice and survival

Sixteen-year-old Noa has been cast out in disgrace after becoming
pregnant by a Nazi soldier and being forced to give up her baby. She
lives above a small rail station, which she cleans in order to earn her
keep... When Noa discovers a boxcar containing dozens of Jewish in- ',
fants bound for a concentration camp, she is reminded of the child
that was taken from her. And in a moment that will change the course
of her life, she steals one of the babies and flees into the snowy night.

Noa finds refuge with a German circus, but she must learn the flying

trapeze act so she can blend in undetected, spurning the resentment

of the lead aerialist, Astrid. At first rivals, Noa and Astrid soon forge O RP HAN S

a powerful bond. But as the facade that protects them proves increas- T ABE

ingly tenuous, Noa and Astrid must decide whether their friendship

is enough to save one another— or if the secrets that burn between S R
them will destroy everything. S

......

“In prose thatis beautiful ethereal, and poignant

—BUSTLE

and Sara Gruen’s Water for Elephants will embrace this novel.’ .
. —LIBRARY JOURNAL



PRAISE FOR THE ORPHAN'S TALE...

A gripping story about the power of friendship to save and
redeem even the darkest of circumstances... This is a book not to be missed.”
—MELANIE BENJAMIN, NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF
THE SWANS OF FIFTH AVENUE AND THE AVIATOR'S WIFE
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