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Preface

The Nuremberg Laws on
Citizenship and Race:

September 15,
1935

 


Article 4 (1) A Jew cannot be a citizen of the Reich.
He cannot exercise the right to vote; he cannot hold public office.
(2) Jewish officials will be retired as of December 31, 1935. In
the event that such officials served at the front in the World War
either for Germany or her allies, they shall receive as pension,
until they reach the age limit, the full salary last received, on
the basis of which their pension would have been computed. They
shall not, however, be promoted according to their seniority in
rank. When they reach the age limit, their pension will be computed
again, according to the salary last received on which their pension
was to be calculated. (3) These provisions do not concern the
affairs of religious organisations. (4) The conditions regarding
service of teachers in public Jewish schools remains unchanged
until the promulgation of new laws on the Jewish school system.

Article
5 (1) A Jew is an individual who is descended from at least
three grandparents who were, racially, full Jews… . (2) A Jew is
also an individual who is descended from two full-Jewish
grandparents if: (a) he was a member of the Jewish religious
community when this law was issued, or joined the community later;
(b) when the law was issued, he was married to a person who was a
Jew, or was subsequently married to a Jew; (c) he is the issue from
a marriage with a Jew, in the sense of Section I, which was
contracted after the coming into effect of the Law for the
Protection of German Blood and Honour of September 15, 1935; (d) he
is the issue of an extramarital relationship with a Jew, in the
sense of Section I, and was born out of wedlock after July 31,
1936.

Article
6 (1) Insofar as there are, in the laws of the Reich or in the
decrees of the National Socialist German Workers’ Party and its
affiliates, certain requirements for the purity of German blood
which extend beyond Article 5, the same remain untouched…

Article
7 The Fuehrer and Chancellor of the Reich is empowered
to release anyone from the provisions of these administrative
decrees.

 


Law for the Protection
of German Blood and German Honour

September 15,
1935

Thoroughly
convinced by the knowledge that the purity of German blood is
essential for the further existence of the German people and
animated by the inflexible will to safeguard the German nation for
the entire future, the Reichstag has resolved upon the following
law unanimously, which is promulgated herewith:

 


Section
1 1 Marriages between Jews and nationals of German or kindred
blood are forbidden. Marriages concluded in defiance of this law
are void, even if, for the purpose of evading this law, they are
concluded abroad. 2 Proceedings for annulment may be initiated only
by the Public Prosecutor.

Section
2 Relations outside marriage between Jews and nationals for
German or kindred blood are forbidden.

Section
3 Jews will not be permitted to employ female nationals of
German or kindred blood in their households.

Section
4 1 Jews are forbidden to hoist the Reich and national flag and
to present the colours of the Reich. 2 On the other hand they are
permitted to present the Jewish colours. The exercise of this
authority is protected by the State.

Section
5 1 A person who acts contrary to the prohibition of section 1
will be punished with hard labour. 2 A person who acts contrary to
the prohibition of section 2 will be punished with imprisonment or
with hard labour. 3 A person who acts contrary to the provisions of
section 3 or 4 will be punished with imprisonment up to a year and
with a fine or with one of these penalties.

Section
6 The Reich Minister of the Interior in agreement with the
Deputy of the Fuehrer will issue the legal and
administrative regulations which are required for the
implementation and supplementation of this law.

Section
7 The law will become effective on the day after the
promulgation, section 3 however only on January 1, 1936.

 


Nuremberg, the
15th day of September 1935 at the Reich Party Rally of Freedom.

The Fuehrer and
Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler

The Reich
Minister of the Interior Frick

The Reich
Minister of Justice Dr Goertner

 


 


Dedication

To all those
who suffered under Nazi tyranny…those who survived and those who
did not.

 


 


One

The crash of
shattering glass and the sound of shouting in the street below
startled Laura awake. More shouting and banging, a piercing scream
and then more breaking glass. Laura sat bolt upright in bed, her
eyes wide with fear as she listened in the darkness to the uproar
outside, the shouts, bangs and crashes getting nearer. People were
chanting something, Laura couldn’t make out what, but their voices,
combining into the throaty roar of a mob, were angry and
frightening.

It was dark
outside, though the faint light of a streetlamp gleamed through the
gap in the curtains, but there was another light too, a flickering
light, dancing and leaping, casting weird shadows on the ceiling.
What was happening down there? What was going on?

Laura stole out
of bed and crept to the window. Cautiously she lifted the corner of
the curtain and peeped out. She stared down into the street in
fascinated horror. A crowd was surging along the road, their
snarling faces lit by the streetlamps and the flaming torches some
of them carried. Many brandished stout walking sticks in the air,
others carried stones, bricks and iron bars. They were led by men
in uniform, guns held high, urging the crowd on. The windows of the
baker’s shop across the way were already smashed, and its door
hanging on a broken hinge. Even as she watched, Laura saw a man
throw another brick, this time at the windows of the apartment
above the shop. There was a cheer as the glass shattered, its
shards flying inwards.

“Jews out! Jews
out! Jews out!” She could hear what they were chanting now as the
voices grew louder, stronger, as more and more people joined the
crowd.

“Laura, what’s
happening?” Inge, her seven-year-old sister, asked sleepily from
the other bed.

“I don’t know,”
Laura said, shrinking back behind the curtain, but somehow unable
to turn away. “There’re people outside throwing stones and
shouting.”

There was
another sound too, the crackle of flames, and Laura realised with
growing horror that the dancing light she had seen through the
curtains was fire. There was smoke now, and the red and gold
tongues of flame appeared at the windows of the synagogue further
up the road. Even as Laura watched, horrified, the door burst open
and Rabbi Rosner came rushing out, shouting for the fire brigade.
He ran straight into the crowd that bayed with delight at his
terror, and brandishing their sticks and hurling stones, they
chased him back into the burning building.

“I don’t like
it!” Inge was wailing. “Where’s Mutti?”

At that moment
the bedroom door opened and Ruth Friedman, the girls’ mother, came
quickly into the room, her face white with fear.

“Laura! Come
away from the window!” she cried and, rushing over, dragged her
daughter away. “Out of here, quickly.” She scooped Inge off the bed
and clutching her in her arms, pushed Laura in front of her as she
hurried them into her own bedroom at the back of the house. Her
husband, Kurt, was already in the room with the twins, Peter and
Hans, aged just three; both were crying at having been awoken so
suddenly and their father was trying to hush them. Ruth turned the
key in the lock, and, placing Inge on the bed, went to the
twins.

“Papa, the
synagogue’s on fire.” Laura tugged at her father’s sleeve. “It’s
burning down, and Rabbi Rosner is inside.”

“Don’t worry,
darling,” her father put an arm round her. “He’ll have got out
safely.”

“No, Papa,”
Laura insisted, her eyes wide, “when he ran out some people chased
him back inside. They were hitting him!”

Before her
father could answer, there came a thundering on their own front
door, the splintering of wood and the sound of breaking glass as
the window in the shop below became the target for the bricks. Ruth
drew the twins closely into her arms, and Kurt gathered the now
screaming Inge against him, his other arm still firmly round
Laura.

“Ssh! Ssh!” he
hushed them. “It’ll be all right. Mutti and Papa are here! It’ll be
all right.”

But it wasn’t.
Within moments they heard heavy footsteps on the stairs, and then a
voice, which bellowed, “Come out, Jews! Come out, dirty Jews! Come
out of your holes!”

Before they
could do anything, there was a crash and the door flew open, the
lock hanging sideways where a jackboot had kicked it free. A tall
man in storm-trooper’s uniform, his cap – with its death’s head
badge – dark over his fair hair, stood on the threshold, a gun in
his hand, towering over the family who crouched together around the
bed. Behind him two others moved along the landing, kicking open
the bedroom doors, and shouting down to the mob below, “Jews up
here!”

“You, Jew,
you’re under arrest!” The first man advanced on Kurt, who pushed
his daughters behind him in an effort to shield them.

“Why? What
for?” It was Ruth who asked, her voice cracking with fear. “He’s
done nothing wrong.”

“He’s a Jew.
He’s under arrest!”

“But… .” Ruth
began to protest.

“Shut up,”
bellowed the man, “or I’ll arrest the lot of you!”

“Don’t worry,
Ruth,” Kurt said, trying to keep his voice steady. “I’ll go with
him. I’m sure there’s some mistake and I’ll be back in no time.”
For a moment their eyes met, hers wide and fearful. Kurt’s strong
face was calm and determined, but fear flickered behind his eyes
too, and, seeing it, Ruth began to shake.

“You look after
the children, I’ll be back soon. And if not,” there was the
slightest tremor in his voice, “go to Herbert.”

“Out!” The
storm trooper grasped him by the shoulder, and spinning him round,
shoved him roughly through the door. “Out! Out!” Immediately the
two men on the landing grabbed his arms, one punching him violently
in the stomach so that he doubled over, groaning with pain, before
they dragged him, still bent double, down the stairs.

The storm
trooper, still in the bedroom, glanced across at the trembling
woman surrounded by her four children. “You’ll stay up here if you
know what’s good for you,” he said coldly, and turning on his heel,
stamped his way back down the stairs.

For a moment
there was silence in the bedroom and then Inge began to wail again.
“Where’s Papa gone? I want Papa.”

Ruth suppressed
the cry that rose in her throat that she wanted him too, and tried
to soothe the terrified children.

“Don’t cry,”
she said, rocking Peter on her knee and holding Inge to her with
the other arm. “Don’t cry, Peter, there’s a good boy. Look, Hansi
isn’t crying. Laura, give Hansi a cuddle, he’s being very brave.
Come on now, you must be brave, all of you. That’s what Papa would
want. We must all be brave!”

She gathered
the four children close, rocking them comfortingly, and as they
huddled together on her bed, she listened to shattering glass and
splintering wood as the mob downstairs ransacked the shop, their
voices raised in shouts of glee. Then with the bang of a door and
shouts of laughter, the baying mob moved onward down the street.
The stillness they left behind was, if anything, more terrifying
than their animal howls. What was happening down there? Had the mob
moved on somewhere else? Was it safe to come out of the bedroom?
Ruth went quietly across the room, and, opening the door, peeped
out onto the landing. The apartment was empty; there was no sound
from downstairs.

“You’ll stay up
here if you know what’s good for you,” the trooper had said, but
Ruth could not. She had to go down, to find out what had
happened.

“Stay here,”
she said to the children and quietly crossed into the girls’
bedroom to look out into the street below. She lifted the corner of
the curtain as Laura had done and looked down. Their street was
almost empty now, the mob had moved on to the next. She could still
hear its animal roar, but more distant, the chanting indistinct.
She looked over towards the synagogue. There were still flames
behind the windows, but she could see the shadows of people running
around inside, trying to douse the fire before it really took hold
and burned the place to the ground. The smell of smoke was bitter
and acrid as it billowed out from the broken windows, wafting along
the street.

Ruth returned
to her bedroom door. “Stay here, Laura,” she said. “Look after the
little ones. I’ll be back in a minute.” Steeling herself to what
she might find below, Ruth crept downstairs. She was still afraid
the storm troopers might be there lying in wait for her, but as she
peered round the corner into the shop there was no one. Complete
chaos greeted her eyes, and for a long moment she stood, aghast at
what she saw. In the few minutes the mob had given its attention to
Friedmans’ Grocery, they had destroyed everything they could
find.

The till had
been broken open and lay upended on the counter, with what little
money there had been in it, gone. Broken jars and bottles littered
the floor, their contents mixed with the shards of glass from the
window. Sacks of flour, too heavy to carry, had been ripped open
and tipped out, tea and rice, coffee, jam and oil all added to the
glutinous mess that covered the floor. Ruth crossed to the cold
store and opened the door. Where there should have been cheese and
butter, eggs and milk, the shelves were empty. Trays of eggs had
been tossed to the floor, a milk churn upended. Two large cheeses,
wrapped in their linen cloths, had disappeared. For a moment she
stared at the mess in sick dismay. Then she smelled the smoke.

At first she
thought it must be coming from the burning synagogue along the
street, but then she realised that it was in the shop with her.
Looking round wildly she saw that smoke was seeping out from under
the door of the storeroom where they kept all the dry goods.
Running into the kitchen, Ruth grabbed a bucket from under the sink
and quickly filled it with water. Cautiously she edged the
storeroom door open, her bucket poised to douse the fire, but with
the draught from the outer door drawing them, the flames leapt
towards her. Her tossed bucket of water made no impression on the
fire and in that moment Ruth knew it was already too late to save
the shop and their home. Feeding on oil which had been liberally
emptied onto floor and shelves, it was a glorified chip-pan fire
and had too firm a hold to be controlled; water would only make
matters worse.

With a shriek
of terror, Ruth tried to slam the storeroom door shut, but the heat
from within was too great and flames had already laid claim to the
door. Ruth’s one thought now was to save her children from the
fire. As she fled back up the stairs she could hear the crackle of
the fire almost at her heels. There was a door at the top of the
stairs separating the apartment from the shop below and she slammed
this behind her, hoping to keep the fire at bay, but even with this
door safely closed the smoke was wreathing its way underneath,
wafting along the landing.

“Hurry,” she
cried as she flew into the bedroom where the children waited.
“Hurry! Hurry! There’s a fire, we must get out now. Laura, you
carry Hans, I’ll take Peter. Inge, stop crying, darling, and hold
tight to my skirt.”

Laura reached
out for Hans, gathering him into her arms and holding him against
her body. “Come on, Hansi, put your arms round my neck,” she said,
trying to ease the dead weight of his body as he snuggled against
her. Obediently he reached up and she felt his arms snake round her
neck, the hair on the top of his head soft under the curve of her
chin. She turned for the door, following her mother who had Peter
on her hip and was holding Inge’s hand firmly in her own. Ruth
strode along the landing to the door at the top of the stairs. The
smoke was thicker now, forcing its way under the door in thick
black coils, making them cough. Even before she eased the door
open, Ruth knew that they were too late. The fire had taken hold of
the stairs, crackling merrily as it ate up the tinder-dry wood of
the ancient staircase.

“Back! Go
back!” Ruth cried as she flung the door closed again and pushed
them back along the landing. For a moment she stood in the bedroom,
the bedroom she had shared with Kurt for almost fifteen years, the
room where all the children had been conceived and born, and which
now seemed likely to be their grave. Putting Peter back onto the
bed she ran into the front room and looked down into the street
again. A few people had ventured outside to stare in horror at the
trail of destruction the mob had left behind, the mob that even now
howled its rage on other Jewish homes, other Jewish businesses.
Leah Meyer was standing outside her husband’s baker’s shop, trying
to take in the damage that had been inflicted on it so suddenly and
so swiftly. Other shadows appeared by the synagogue, from which
smoke was still pouring in a thick dark cloud, though the combined
efforts of the neighbours seemed to have doused the flames, their
flickering light no longer dancing in the windows.

Nobody had
noticed that Friedmans’ Grocery was also on fire. Ruth threw up the
window and began calling for help. At first no one seemed to hear
her frantic cries, but at last Leah Meyer looked up and seeing Ruth
at the window raised her hand in salute.

“Help!” Ruth
screamed. “Help us! We’re trapped. The stairs are on fire! Help!
Oh, help us, please!”

Frau Meyer
seemed to be turning away again, but Ruth screamed at her, calling
her by name. “Leah! Leah! Get help! My children will be burned
alive!”

At last the
words seemed to register in the old lady’s brain and she ran
towards the synagogue and went inside. Within moments people came
rushing out. One woman ran to the shop door, but was driven back by
the flames that now completely engulfed the ground floor.

“Jump!” she
shouted. “You must jump! We can’t get in to rescue you.”

“I can’t!”
shrieked Ruth in panic. “The children can’t jump from this
high.”

“Get a sheet
and lower them down,” the woman shouted. “Quickly, tie them to a
sheet and let them down. We’ll catch them.”

Ruth nodded
and, dashing back to her bedroom, hustled the children into the
girls’ room. “Look after the twins,” she instructed the girls as
she grabbed the sheet from Laura’s bed. Tearing at it, she tried to
rip it in half, but the quality was too good, the hems too strong
to be torn. With a bellow of frustration, she ran into her bedroom
and grabbed the manicure set off her dressing table. The nail
scissors were small, but they cut enough to start the tear.

Smoke was
pouring along the landing now, and, choking, Ruth slammed the
bedroom door closed. She concentrated on ripping the sheet into two
strips to tie together for a makeshift rope. Dragging the bedstead
to the window, she made one end fast to the metal frame and dropped
the other out of the window. It was too short. There were still at
least six feet to drop to the ground. Grasping the quilt from the
bed, she tossed it out of the window. Willing hands below grabbed
it and held it taut, to make a makeshift landing place.

“You first,
Laura,” Ruth said. “Remember, grip the rope with your feet as well
as your hands so you don’t go too fast.” She gave her daughter a
hug. “Come on, darling, be brave, I need you down there to catch
the twins.”

The smoke was
pouring under the door now and the other children began to cough,
their eyes streaming as it coiled round them, hiding them from
their mother. Laura sat on the windowsill, and with a terrified
glance at her mother, slid down the rope, the taut linen ripping at
her hands, so that she screamed with pain and fear as she reached
the end and landed in a crumpled heap in the middle of the quilt.
The moment the rope was free, Ruth hauled it up and knotted it
tightly round Peter’s waist, then even as he screamed and clung to
her in terror she edged him off the sill and lowered him down to
the waiting arms reaching up from below.

The flames were
crackling outside the bedroom door now, and it was buckling under
the increasing heat. Frantically Ruth knotted the rope round Hans’s
waist and slipped him over the sill, lowering him to the safety of
the ground below. All this was done to the accompanying screams of
Inge, who lay on the floor, drumming her heels in fear and rage. As
Ruth hauled the rope up again, the door finally gave way and the
fire exploded into the room, the flames spreading and feeding on
the furnishings. With one backward glance, Ruth gathered up the
bellowing Inge in her arms and dragged her to the window. There was
no time to tie her safely into the rope of sheets, so with a
warning cry to those gathered below, she tipped the little girl out
of the window onto the quilt that was spread ready to catch her.
Even as the child landed and was gathered into waiting arms, Ruth
felt the heat on her back as her clothes began to smoke and
smoulder. With another warning cry, she jumped.

Laura watched
in horror as her mother fell from the bedroom window, arms flailing
as she tried to grasp the linen rope to slow her fall. Her fall was
broken by Rabbi Rosner as he reached up his arms to try and catch
her. They collapsed together in a heap on the ground, their arms
and legs entwined as if in some passionate embrace, the wind
knocked out of the old man as Ruth landed heavily on his chest.

Forgetting the
pain in her hands, Laura rushed over to her mother, crying out as
she saw her lying on the ground. “Mutti! Are you all right?
Mutti!”

Her mother lay
still, and Laura thought she was dead until she heard a faint moan
and saw her legs twitch. Ruth, winded by her fall, couldn’t answer
for a moment, and in truth she didn’t know the answer. Every inch
of her felt bruised, she could still feel the heat on her back, and
her ankle felt as if it had been pierced by a red-hot needle.
Underneath her Rabbi Rosner groaned, and Ruth tried to disentangle
herself so that he could get up. Frau Rosner hurried up, and,
pulling Laura out of the way, knelt beside her husband. The twins,
being looked after by Frau Meyer, began to whimper and Inge, who
had never ceased wailing, increased the volume of her crying to
maximum. The savage roar of the mob surged back through the
darkness as it circled round to continue its way along a parallel
street.

There was an
anguished cry. “They’re coming back. They’re coming back!”

The few people
gathered in the street melted away into the darkness, scurrying for
the illusory safety of their homes as they heard the monstrous
crowd baying for its prey.

“We must get
away from here,” Frau Rosner urged. “Come on, Samuel! You must get
up.” She pulled at Ruth’s arm to try and move her out of the way so
that the rabbi could get to his feet. “They’re coming back!” she
cried, terrified by the sound of the shouting. “We must get off the
street! Samuel!”

Ruth dragged
herself clear and Laura and Inge rushed to her side. “Mutti!” Laura
clutched at her hand: “Are you all right?”

This time Ruth
did manage to answer. “Yes, darlings, I’m all right. Just a bit
bruised. I think I may have sprained my ankle.”

“They’re coming
back!” Leah Meyer shouted, her voice cracking with fear. “We must
get off the street.” She took the twins firmly by the hand and
dragged them back towards her own home, above her husband’s
shop.

“We must call
the fire brigade,” cried Ruth as she looked up and saw the flames
devouring the curtains at the window of the bedroom, reaching out
to lick at the overhanging wooden eaves.

“They won’t
come!” snapped Frau Rosner as she pushed her still-wheezing husband
ahead of her. But she was wrong. Within a few minutes a fire engine
was racing down the street and the powerful hoses were trained on
what was left of the Friedmans’ home. Ruth had not had to call
them, they had come at the summons of another neighbour whose home
backed onto the Friedmans’; a neighbour who was not Jewish and so
didn’t deserve to have his house burned down.

The Friedman
family were taken in and given refuge by the Meyers. Although their
shop had been damaged and daubed with paint, the brick through the
first-floor window was the only damage to their living quarters
above. With infinite care, Frau Meyer, who had no children of her
own, bathed Laura’s rope burns in cold water and bandaged her hands
with clean strips of linen. She warmed some milk for the younger
children, and then took the twins into the tiny spare bedroom and
placed them top to toe under the quilt on its single bed, crooning
to them softly as they fell into exhausted sleep.

Ruth sat in an
armchair, her injured foot up on a footstool. It was so swollen
that when they had taken off her shoe she could hardly see her
toes. Leah had put on a cold compress.

“Tomorrow we
will try and get Dr Kohn to have a look,” she said.

“It’ll be much
better in the morning,” Ruth assured her, her face pale and pinched
with the pain that shot through her ankle if she so much as moved
it an inch. “I don’t need a doctor.”

“We’ll see in
the morning,” Leah insisted. “It may be broken.”

Laura, her
hands a little less painful now, looked anxiously across at her
mother. Inge had finally stopped crying and was curled beside her,
her fair hair hiding her face as she buried her head in Mutti’s
shoulder.

Laura saw Mutti
wince with pain as Inge shifted to get more comfortable, and she
said sharply, “Inge! Sit still, you’re hurting Mutti!”

Inge ignored
her, snuggling closer, and Mutti said, “It’s all right, darling.
I’m all right.” She smiled weakly across at Laura and added, “How
are your hands?”

Laura looked
down at the bandages and said, “Frau Meyer says she’ll get Dr Kohn
to look if he comes to see you.”

At last Inge
had drifted into an uneasy sleep against her mother’s shoulder. Leo
Meyer lifted her gently and placed her in the big double bed in his
own room.

“She’ll sleep
now, poor little thing,” he said. He added, as Laura went over to
sit by her mother, “Be careful now, Laura. Your mother is very
bruised. It is a miracle she wasn’t killed!”

“It’s a miracle
that we weren’t all killed,” Frau Meyer was saying as Laura
thought, it’s always Inge. She’s allowed to sit with Mutti.

“Now then,
Laura, time you got some sleep as well,” said the old lady. “You
can go in the bed next to Inge, all right?”

“I can’t
sleep,” Laura insisted, her voice trembling, on the verge of tears.
“How can I sleep? Where’s Papa?”

But sleep she
did. When Frau Meyer had tucked her into the bed beside the
sleeping Inge, Laura had buried her face in the pillow, and with
muffled sobs cried herself to sleep; she didn’t wake until several
hours later, needing the bathroom. Inge was no longer in the bed
beside her, just a damp patch across the sheet. Inge had also
needed the bathroom, but she hadn’t been able to wait. Laura
screwed up her nose at the sour smell of the damp sheet, and felt
scarlet with embarrassment that her sister should have done such a
thing in someone else’s bed.

A wet bed,
however, was the least of the household’s worries that morning. Leo
Meyer went out to find out what was happening and to try and
discover what had happened to Kurt Friedman, but no one knew. So
many of their friends’ homes had been damaged; other men had been
dragged off as Kurt had been. As he learned more of what had
happened to so many Jewish families that night, Leo could hardly
believe he had not been arrested too.

Ruth managed to
convince Leah that she didn’t need Dr Kohn to come to see her. She
had no money, and she hated to become even more indebted to the
Meyers. The old lady replaced the compress, and as they could both
see that the swelling had lessened a little, she said no more about
the doctor.

“I think you
should be keeping it up though,” she said.

“I’m sure
you’re right,” Ruth agreed, “but I can’t sit here and do nothing. I
have to go over to the shop and see what can be salvaged before
anyone else does.” Very gingerly she lowered her foot to the floor.
Leah understood. She found an old walking stick and helped Ruth get
to her feet.

“I’ll mind the
little ones,” she said. “You take Laura with you and go and have a
look.”

Using Laura’s
shoulder and Leah’s stick for support, Ruth emerged from the
bakery. Outside she paused, looking along Gerbergasse, the street
where she had lived all her married life. A narrow twisting street
that wound its way through a largely Jewish neighbourhood, and
dominated by the synagogue at one end, it had been the centre of
her community life; doors left open, children running in an out of
each other’s homes, neighbours gossiping on the pavement, a street
vibrant with life. Now, not a soul was abroad; Gerbergasse was
deserted. Several of the buildings showed superficial damage,
caused in the riot, but it was when Ruth turned her eyes to her
shop, her home, that despair flooded through her. Leaning heavily
on Laura and the stick, she hobbled across the road to contemplate
what was left of it. The shop window was a smoke-blackened gaping
hole and the remains of the charred front door hung from one hinge.
As Laura pushed against the hanging door, the single hinge creaked
ominously before the weight of the door was too much and it crashed
inwards, allowing Ruth and Laura to see what was left of the family
business. There was nothing. The shop had been completely
destroyed. An acrid pall still hung in the air. They gazed in
despair at the blackened shell. Only a few tins lay on the floor.
Gone were the counter and the shelves, gone the staircase leading
to the apartment above.

Ruth fought
back the tears that sprang to her eyes. Everything they had in the
world was gone, and she had to face it all alone. They had taken
Kurt, and now it was she who would have to find somewhere for
herself and the children to live. How were they going to survive?
What were they going to live on? They couldn’t stay with the Meyers
more than another couple of days, they had problems of their own.
Ruth felt a wave of panic rising within her, black fear filling her
head and threatening to engulf her. Everything they had possessed
had gone and she couldn’t even stand on her own feet.

“Mutti!”
Laura’s small voice brought her back and she realised that she had
been gripping her daughter’s arm so tightly that it hurt.

Forcing herself
to relax her grip she said, “Sorry, darling. Come on, let’s go.
There’s nothing for us here.”

“Shouldn’t we
get the box from the garden?” asked Laura. For a moment her mother
looked at her blankly and Laura said again, “You know, Papa’s box.
The one he buried?”

The deed box.
For a moment Ruth looked stunned. She had forgotten all about the
deed box. Kurt, no longer trusting the bank to deal fairly with its
Jewish customers, had put all their important documents into a
strong metal box and had buried it in the garden beneath one of the
paving slabs outside the back door. How could she have
forgotten?

“Good girl!
Come on!” With new purpose, Ruth hobbled through the burnt-out shop
and down the steps into the tiny yard below at the back. She
remembered which stone Kurt had raised, but it seemed as firmly
embedded as those around it.

“We need
something to lever up the stone slab,” she said, looking round to
see what they might use.

“I’ll look in
the shed,” Laura said, and crossed to the lean-to shed that stood
against the back wall. Inside she found the coal shovel and
returned to the yard. “This should do.” She put the blade of the
shovel under the edge of the paving stone and leaned hard on the
handle. She felt a little movement, but wasn’t strong enough to
lift the slab. For a moment or two she heaved in vain.

“I can’t shift
it, Mutti!” she said despairingly. “It’s too heavy! Shall I run and
get Herr Meyer?”

“No.” Her
mother’s reply was sharp. “No, this is private family business.
Here, hold this stick and let me have a go.” Ruth handed the
walking stick to Laura, and balancing awkwardly on one leg tried to
lever the stone. “Here, Laura, put your weight on it too.”

Time and again
they leaned on the shovel, and gradually they felt the stone
loosening.

“We’re getting
there,” Ruth said breathlessly. “At least Papa didn’t cement it
back down. One more go!”

This time the
stone shifted enough to allow the edge of the shovel to slide right
in underneath it.

“Now we need
something to wedge it open,” puffed Ruth, and then gave a little
cry as she stepped back onto her sprained ankle, and sat down hard
on the ground.

“Mutti! Are you
all right?” cried Laura.

The stab of
pain had taken her breath away, but she managed to say, “Yes,
Laura, I’m fine. See what you can find to hold the stone up, so we
can get at the box.”

Laura went back
into the shed and came out moments later carrying a brick. “There
are more of these in there,” she said. “We can put them under the
edge of the stone.”

At last it was
done. The heavy paving stone was resting on bricks and Laura was
able to reach in underneath and pull out the strongbox her father
had hidden there.

“Well done,”
said her mother. “Let’s put the stone back, and then we’ll go.” It
was a struggle to put the slab back in place, but Ruth was
determined that there should be as little evidence of the hiding
place as possible. Who knew when they might need it again? Once the
stone was flat, she instructed Laura to push the loose dust back
round it, pressing it down into the cracks, so that at a casual
glance anyway there was nothing to see. Laura put the shovel and
the bricks back into the shed. They, too, might serve again another
day. She helped Ruth to her feet, handed her the stick and then
picked up the box.

“We don’t want
anyone to see this,” Ruth said. “I’ll go to the front door, and if
there’s no one about, you carry it quickly to the Meyers’.”

“What about
you?” asked Laura anxiously.

“I can’t move
fast enough,” Ruth replied. “You take the box to safety, I can
manage on my own. Try not to let anyone see what you’ve got. Hide
it under the bed for now.”

“Not even Frau
Meyer?”

“Better not,”
answered her mother. “If she does, never mind, but better if she
doesn’t. Come on.” Ruth was anxious to get their valuable box to
safety. She couldn’t remember all it contained, but, apart from the
clothes they stood up in, it was all they had left in the world,
and she wanted to take no risks. “Wait, while I have a look
outside.” She edged past the broken front door and looked along the
narrow street. There were a few people still moving in and out of
the synagogue, but no one seemed to be coming in their
direction.

“Go! Fast!”
Ruth stood back to let her daughter slip out of the door and dart
across the road to the comparative safety of the Meyers’ home. Once
she saw that Laura was safely inside, Ruth set out to hobble the
thirty yards or so to join her. As she negotiated the uneven
cobbles of the street, two boys wearing the uniform of the Hitler
Youth came round the corner, carrying a bucket of red paint.

“Here’s one,”
cried the first. “Give me the brush!” He snatched a large
paintbrush from his companion and dipping it in the bucket daubed
two words in red paint on the remains of the Friedmans’ shop
window. Jüden Raus! Jews Out!

Unable to stop
herself, Ruth turned round, as he laughed and began chanting “Jews
out! Jews out!”

His friend took
up the chant, and then seeing Ruth standing unsteadily in the
middle of the street, he pointed a finger. “Poor old Jew!” he
jeered. “Poor old Jew! She’s got a bad leg.”

Before she
realised what he was going to do, the boy came up behind Ruth and
kicked her savagely in the back of the leg, so that her knees
buckled and she fell to the ground with a cry.

“Jew! Jew!
Dirty Jew!” chorused the boys, as they pranced round her. The one
with the paintbrush still in his hand slashed it across her face,
the red paint running into her eyes, and as she reached up to dash
it away, the other gave her a brutal kick, his boot ramming into
her side. Ruth curled up in the road, sobbing as he aimed one last
kick at her head before they marched on down the street chanting,
“Jews out! Heil Hitler! Jews out!” and daubing other shop windows
as they went.

Ruth pulled
herself up onto her hands and knees, and began to crawl the last
few yards to the Meyers’ shop door. It, too, had received the
red-paint treatment, but the youths were too keen to daub as many
doors as possible to bother breaking in again. As she reached it,
the door opened and Laura erupted into the street.

“Mutti! Mutti!
Are you all right? Oh Mutti!” Laura was sobbing as she tried to
help her mother to her feet. Leah Meyer came out behind her and
together they eased Ruth into the shop and onto a chair. “Frau
Meyer wouldn’t let me come to you!”

“She was quite
right,” wheezed Ruth, still winded from the kicks. “Worse if you’d
come out.”

This time Leah
insisted on calling Dr Kohn. “We’ll pay him,” she said, guessing at
Ruth’s dilemma. “You can pay us back in happier times.”

Feeling so
completely battered, Ruth could only accept their generosity. She
hoped there was some money in the deed box.

Dr Kohn came as
dusk was falling, gratefully accepting the coffee Leah Meyer
offered him. After examining Ruth, he said he thought that there
was no permanent damage done, just very heavy bruising. He treated
the bruises with ointment, gently rubbing it in while Ruth winced
at every touch.

“You were
lucky,” he said. “They could have ruptured a kidney with kicks like
that! Try and get some rest.” With a smile, he shook his head at
the proffered money. “Not after last night,” he said.

“What will you
do, Ruth?” asked Leah, when only she, her husband and Ruth were
left in the living room. “Where will you go?”

“Of course you
can stay here for as long as you want,” Leo had said, but Ruth had
caught the glance that flashed between husband and wife and knew,
though the offer had had to be made, it was not possible for her to
accept. For one thing there was no room for them all. Already the
Meyers had given up their bed, and she was propped up on the only
other piece of furniture on which one might lie down.

Ruth was pale
with exhaustion and fear, her eyes huge and dark in her stark white
face. Her ankle throbbed, she ached all over and her brain felt
like cotton wool.

What am I going
to do, she thought wearily? We can’t stay here and we can’t go
home…we’ve no home to go to.

“It’s very kind
of you both,” she said, “but I shall take the children to Kurt’s
brother. I know he’ll take us in and…and,” her voice broke, “that’s
where Kurt will come to find us.”

“We’ll think
about it in the morning,” Leah said kindly. “What you need now is a
good night’s rest. I’ve got some aspirin. You take two of those and
try and get some sleep.”

Ruth took the
proffered aspirin gratefully, but insisted on sleeping with the
girls so that the Meyers could at least have the sofa to sleep on
that night. “We can easily fit into that big bed,” she said, “and
you need your sleep too.”

When at last
she was settled beside the girls, Ruth thought about the deed box
she and Laura had rescued that afternoon. It was hidden under the
bed, but she couldn’t examine its contents because the box was
securely padlocked, and she had no key. Kurt had the key hidden
somewhere, but that somewhere was in the ruins of the shop and Ruth
had no idea where. It had never occurred to Kurt that he would not
be there when the box was needed.

There’s no
alternative, Ruth decided. Tomorrow I’ll have to borrow some sort
of tool from Leo and break the lock. Then we’ll go to Herbert.

With the
decision taken, Ruth tried to get some sleep, but her brain would
not rest. Endlessly it re-played the riot, the storm troopers, the
raid on the shop, the fire, and as a soundtrack to it all the
baying of the mob, terrifying in its savagery, thundered in her
head. Did that sound really only emanate from human throats? Her
physical aches were as nothing compared with her mental torment.
Her only concern was to keep her children safe, and with Kurt
arrested, it was now up to her.

Leo had
reported back that the riots had been localised. “Just in our part
of Kirnheim,” he’d said, “but they were carefully
orchestrated…storm troopers whipping up the mob, encouraging the
Hitler Youth to take part. Small riots, but breaking out
everywhere!”

“Didn’t seem
like a small riot to me!” remarked his wife.

It didn’t seem
like a small riot to Ruth, either. It seemed to her that all
Germany had gone mad; that persecution of Jews had become a
national pastime. Going to Herbert seemed to be the only chance of
safety. Herbert and Kurt were not close as brothers. Kurt had been
happy to take over and run the family business, whereas Herbert had
set out to better himself and worked as a clerk for a large legal
practice in Munich. Ruth didn’t know him well, but surely Herbert
would stand by his brother’s family in their time of need, it was
just a question of getting to him.

Eventually,
lulled by the regular breathing of her daughters, Ruth dozed off
and slept fitfully until the fingers of dawn pierced the curtains
and woke her once again to the stark reality of what had happened
to them all.

 


 


Two

As Frau Meyer
sat the children down for some breakfast, Ruth presented Leo with
the box.

“All our
important papers are in here,” she told him. “Kurt has the key.
Please can you break it open for me?”

Leo inspected
the padlock and then went to his toolbox and produced a chisel and
a hammer.

“I’ll have to
break the hasp,” he said. “I’ve nothing strong enough to deal with
the actual padlock. Hold the box steady.”

With Ruth
holding the box firmly in her hands, Leo placed the end of the
chisel and levered it against the hasp. With a resounding snap the
hasp broke away from the box, allowing the lid to come free.

“There you
are,” he said cheerfully, and turned away to replace the tools,
leaving Ruth to open the box and inspect its contents
unobserved.

Settling the
box on her knees, Ruth lifted the lid. Inside were several
documents; the family’s birth certificates, her and Kurt’s marriage
certificate, the deeds to the shop, which the family had owned for
more than thirty years. There was Kurt’s passport and her own,
which she had used when she had taken the girls to Vienna for her
nephew Paul’s bar mitzvah, and a small bundle of money, held
together with an elastic band. In a small box was a gold brooch, a
present from her mother, and in another was a pair of pearl
earrings that Kurt’s mother had given her on their wedding day.
Ruth stared down, dry-eyed, at the contents of the box, all that
was left of their family fortune. She didn’t weep, she was already
beyond tears.

“You’ve got to
be strong,” she told herself, “so that we’re all safe when Kurt
comes back.”

Kurt not coming
back could not be contemplated, and in the meantime there was
Herbert.

She told the
Meyers of her decision as soon as the children had been fed.

“You mustn’t
feel you have to go,” Leo said. “What are neighbours for if not to
help in time of trouble?”

“You have
helped, more than I could have dreamed of asking, but now it is
time for us to move on,” replied Ruth. “I must take the children to
their uncle. He will look after us until Kurt is released, and Kurt
will know where to find us.”

“Well, if you
are quite sure… .” In spite of herself, Leah could not hide the
note of relief that crept into her voice. Taking in a woman and
four children had stretched her home to breaking point, not to
mention the danger to which it exposed her and Leo. The Nazis were
out looking for Jews, and if you were a Jew it was best to keep
your head down and pray that they passed by without noticing you.
She knew it, her husband knew it and Ruth knew it.

Ruth reached
out and grasped her hands. “Quite sure,” she said, “we’ve burdened
you enough.”

“No burden,”
smiled Leo, but Ruth could see the relief in his eyes as well, and
knew that her decision was the right one.

“How will you
get there?” Leah, ever the practical one, asked.

“We’ll take the
train into the city and then the bus. It shouldn’t be
difficult.”

“Have you
money?” asked Leah.

Ruth had
counted the notes in the elastic band, and had been relieved at how
much Kurt had hidden. She smiled at her neighbour and said, “Yes,
enough to get us there, anyway, and to pay back what I owe you,
dear Leah.”

The morning
after the fire, Leah had looked at the children in their
nightclothes and disappeared to the market. When she returned, each
child had one set of clothes to wear, a pair of shoes and an extra
set of underwear. Ruth had only the clothes she stood up in, but at
least she had not been in bed when the riot started. The old lady
had asked Ruth for nothing, but Ruth was relieved that she could
now reimburse her for her outlay.

“You’ve been so
kind to us,” Ruth said, “but we can’t stay with you any
longer.”

“How will you
contact your brother-in-law?” asked Leo.

“I won’t,” Ruth
replied. “He has a telephone of course, but I think it is better
that we arrive at his house, unannounced. Then he must take us in,
for Kurt’s sake.”

“Do you think
that he won’t?” asked Leah, surprised.

“To be honest,
Leah, I really don’t know. We were never close; perhaps if I
telephoned he would think of some reason why we should not come,
but,” she shrugged philosophically, “if we are all standing on his
doorstep with nowhere else to go, I doubt if he would actually turn
his brother’s family away.”

“Surely that is
not the only money you have?” asked Leo. “Did your husband not have
a bank account?”

“We did, but
when things began to get difficult for us, he was afraid the bank
might not pay us our money if we asked for it. He withdrew it
all.”

“And that’s
what was in your strongbox?” Leo Meyer was incredulous.

“Some of it,”
admitted Ruth, not keen to let even the Meyers know just how much
she had found in the box. “The rest he put in different places… .”
Her voice trailed away as she remembered the extra cash that had
been hidden in the apartment and was now almost certainly ashes.
She smiled bravely at her neighbour. “Please don’t worry, Leo,” she
said. “You’ve both been kindness itself. I can manage on what I’ve
got until I get to Herbert.”

They insisted
that she stay to rest her ankle and recover from her bruises for
one more day, and Ruth allowed herself to be persuaded. She wasn’t
looking forward to taking the four children into the city. As they
left the following morning Ruth felt a rush of affection for the
Meyers, and it was with tears in her eyes that she bid them
goodbye.

“There are some
tins on the floor in the shop,” she said. “Please take them. I
can’t carry them, they’re too heavy. I don’t know what’s in them,
the labels have all burned off, but if they’re still all right,
please have them. A sort of thank you…for everything.”

The journey
from Kirnheim wasn’t easy, but with Laura holding the hand of each
twin and Inge clinging on to her mother, they took the train into
Munich and then negotiated the two buses needed to reach Herbert’s
suburb.

“You must be
very good on the train,” she warned the children. “We may have to
sit in special seats. If anyone speaks to you, just smile, but
don’t answer. Even if they are unkind,” she reiterated to the two
girls, “don’t answer.”

There had been
some comments as they clambered aboard, but they were able to sit
altogether in the corner of a carriage. The children, overawed by
the strange journey, had behaved well, and the little family had
been left alone. When they finally alighted in the district where
Herbert lived, they were all tired. Laura carried Peter, Ruth
carried Hans, and Inge walked between them, gripping her mother’s
skirt firmly in her hand. Ten minutes later they were outside the
building where Herbert had his apartment. Inside the porch, at the
bottom of a stone staircase they were faced with a column of
doorbells, each with a name beside it. Drawing a long breath, Ruth
pressed the one marked Friedman. At first there was no response,
then from above them a woman’s voice came echoing down the
stairwell.

“Yes, who is
it?”

Ruth looked up
the stairs to see a face peering down at them. “It’s Ruth
Friedman,” she called. “I’ve come to see Herr Herbert
Friedman.”

“What do you
want?”

“I want to see
Herr Friedman,” replied Ruth, wondering who the woman was.

“He isn’t
here.” The face disappeared and Ruth heard a door close.

Ruth rang the
bell again, but there was no further response.

“Come on,” she
said to the waiting children. “We’ll go up.” Trailed by the
children, she set off up the stone stairs, pausing at each landing
to read the names beside the front doors. On the third of the four
floors there were three apartments. Hartmann, Gruber and Friedman.
She pressed the Friedman bell. Nothing happened. Inge began to pull
urgently at her skirt.

“I need the
bathroom, Mutti,” she whispered.

“Hold on,
darling,” Ruth replied. “Won’t be long.” She placed her finger on
the bell again and held it there. She could hear its insistent ring
inside the apartment, but she did not remove her finger. Inge was
dancing up and down beside her now, clutching at herself, and Ruth
knew that the child wouldn’t be able to hold on much longer. She
put her mouth to the door and called, “If you don’t want a pool of
urine on your doorstep, I suggest you open the door and let us in.”
She continued her pressure on the bell, and at last the door opened
a fraction and an elderly woman looked out at them, her face
twisted with rage.

“Go away!” she
bellowed. “Herr Friedman isn’t here.”

“Then we will
wait until he is,” snapped Ruth. “In the meantime, my daughter
needs the bathroom.”

“You can’t come
in.”

Ruth was
placatory. “Madam, I am Herr Friedman’s sister-in-law. These are
his nephews and nieces. We have come with messages from his
brother. Please let us in.”

The woman
looked at the little family standing on the landing, the mother
leaning heavily on a stick, one of the children hopping up and
down, clutching at her knickers, and with a sigh, she stood aside,
saying as she did so, “First door on the left.”

With a muttered
thank-you, Ruth hurried Inge into the bathroom, leaving Laura to
bring the twins inside. The woman closed the door behind them with
a snap and then led the way down a short passage to the room at the
end. Moments later Ruth joined them with a much-relieved Inge and
returned to the bathroom with the twins.

Laura looked
round her as she waited for her turn. The room was not large, but
comfortably furnished, with a wide window that looked out over the
street to a public garden beyond.

Uncle Herbert’s
got a nice view, she thought, as she looked at the joyful colours
of the late summer flowers in the garden below. Tall trees gave
welcome shade to a corner where several nursemaids sat gossiping,
their charges blissfully asleep in their perambulators, and older
children played on the grass, their laughter drifting up to the
open windows above.

Laura watched
them enviously. How long was it since she had been to the park to
play with her school friends? School friends. She had few of those
now. Since Herr Hitler had become Chancellor, everything had
changed. Her friends, or those Laura had thought were her friends,
were no longer allowed to play with her. At school she and the
other Jewish children had been made to sit at the back of the
classroom. It was as if they had become invisible. Their teacher
Fräulein Lederman, whom Laura had loved, had left and been replaced
by another, Fräulein Karhausen. Fräulein Karhausen ignored them,
leaving them in the back row to learn what they could without any
further explanations. They were no longer allowed to play with the
other children in the yard in break times, they had to eat their
lunch in the classroom, listening to their erstwhile playmates
running and shouting in the fresh air outside. Gradually the other
children had changed from being the friends she had known much of
her life into unkind strangers, at first simply avoiding or
ignoring her and then actively hostile, calling after her in the
street, “Dirty Jew!” Even Wanda, who had been her best friend ever
since they had started school together.

Her mother had
tried to explain that “things” had changed. Laws had changed.
People were afraid to speak to Jews, afraid for their own families
if they were seen to do so.

“They must put
their families first,” Ruth had said when she had found Laura in
tears one afternoon. “Wanda’s parents are afraid that someone will
report them to the authorities if they are seen to be friendly with
us.”

“But she didn’t
have to shout ‘Dirty Jew’ at me,” cried Laura, and her mother could
only agree.

Now it was the
summer holidays, and there was no school. Laura played with the
other Jewish children, but she missed her other friends. Until
“things” had changed Laura had been almost unaware of her
Jewishness. Her family went to synagogue on a Saturday morning.
Wanda’s family went to church on a Sunday. It hadn’t mattered
before. Laura watched the children playing in the gardens below and
wondered if any of them were Jews.

“I’m sorry to
intrude on you like this,” she heard her mother say as she came
back into the room, “but I do have to see Herr Friedman.”

The old woman
who had let them in was standing in the room as if to see that they
didn’t steal anything.

“I told you, he
isn’t here,” she said flatly.

“But he’ll be
back,” Ruth said with a cheerfulness she didn’t feel. “We’ll wait.”
She looked across at the dour face of the older woman and said
again, “I’m Ruth Friedman, Herr Friedman’s sister-in-law.” She held
out a hand, but the woman ignored it, so she let it fall to her
side and said, “And you are Frau—?”

The question
hung in the air before, at last, the woman replied. “I’m Frau
Schultz…I’m Herr Friedman’s housekeeper.”

“His
housekeeper?” Ruth couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice. “We
didn’t know…I mean…I see.”

“I come in most
days,” Frau Schultz said. “I’ll be going home when I’ve finished
preparing his supper.” She moved to the door. “He won’t be home
till this evening. You going to wait that long?”

“Yes,” replied
Ruth firmly, relieved that the woman was not a live-in servant.
While the children had been using the bathroom, she had gained some
idea of the size of the apartment, and although there were several
doors opening off the main passage, it was a very small apartment
to house an extra five people. “I’ve brought some food with me,
I’ll prepare it for the children when you’ve finished in the
kitchen.”

“I don’t know
as I can leave you in the place on your own,” Frau Schultz said
sourly. “How do I know that you’re who you say you are?”

Ruth had had
enough of the woman’s obstruction. “You don’t,” she agreed crisply,
“so perhaps you’d better stay until Herr Friedman comes home.” As
she spoke she noticed the telephone standing on a small table in
the passage. “You could always phone Herr Friedman at his office.
Do you have the number? I’ll ring myself if you like.”

Still
stony-faced, Frau Schultz opened the little drawer in the telephone
table and pulling out a piece of paper, she thrust it at Ruth.
“Help yourself,” she sniffed, and, turning away, opened one of the
doors and disappeared into the kitchen.

Ruth turned
back to the children who, except for Laura, who was still standing
by the window, were seated in a neat row on a sofa.

“I’m just going
to ring Uncle Herbert,” she said. “You sit still like good
children, and then we’ll have something to eat. Laura, just keep an
eye on the twins while I’m on the phone.”

Ruth picked up
the phone and gave the operator the number on the piece of
paper.

“Durst,
Hartmann and Weber. Good afternoon, how may I help you?”

“I’d like to
speak to Herr Herbert Friedman, please.”

“Herr Friedman.
Whom shall I say is calling?”

“Ruth
Friedman.”

“Hold the line,
please.”

There was a
long pause and then a man’s voice. “Herbert Friedman. May I help
you?”

“Herbert? It’s
Ruth.”

“Frau
Friedman.” His voice was neutral; clearly Herbert was not going to
acknowledge her on the telephone. Ruth decided she must be
direct.

“I am at your
apartment, with the children. Frau Schultz doesn’t want me to wait
for you.”

There was a
moment’s silence at the other end and then Herbert said, “That is
quite in order, Frau Friedman. Thank you for calling. Good
afternoon.” The line went dead.

Herbert arrived
an hour later, his face red with the exertion of running up the
stairs. He came into the apartment, and, shedding his hat and coat
in the little hallway, walked into the sitting room to greet his
sister-in-law.

“Ruth!” He
extended a hand and placed a token peck on her cheek. He looked at
the children ranged along his sofa, but immediately turned his
attention back to their mother. “Where’s Kurt?”

Ruth, who had
risen at his entrance, sank back into the armchair where she had
been sitting. “Taken by the storm troopers.” Briefly she told him
what had happened.

“Kurt told me
to come to you,” she said at length, “so here we are. This is where
he will look for us.”

“But my dear
Ruth, you can’t stay here!”

“Where else can
we go? Everything we had has gone, Herbert, I’ve almost no money
and four children to look after. They have the clothes they stand
up in, as do I. They’re your brother’s children, would you put them
on the street?”

“Who knows you
are here? Who else have you told about me?”

Ruth was
puzzled. “What do you mean, who else knows about you? I haven’t
told anyone about you. Kurt will know where to find us when he is
released.”

“Thank God for
that,” breathed Herbert. He looked again at the little family
camped in his living room. “Well, you’ll have to stay for tonight,
obviously, but tomorrow we must find you somewhere else to
live.”

“We only need
one room, Herbert, and you have one to spare.”

Herbert’s face
turned a darker shade of red. “You have searched my apartment? How
dare you, madam!”

“Of course I
haven’t searched your apartment,” snapped Ruth. “I have,
however, opened the doors and glanced into the rooms. You have two
bedrooms. I assume you only sleep in one.” With an effort she
softened her tone, it wouldn’t help to antagonise her
brother-in-law. “I agree it’s not ideal, Herbert. If we were able
to find somewhere else we would, but I have no money to pay any
rent. If we stay here, I will ensure that the children don’t
disturb you when you are at home. I will also keep house for you,
if you wish.”

“I have Frau
Schultz,” Herbert said, grasping at a straw.

“Indeed you
have,” agreed Ruth. “I saw what she’d left for your supper. I have
made you stew with dumplings. It is hot and waiting in the oven
now.”

 


 



Three

Ruth made the
children as comfortable as she could in Herbert’s second bedroom.
It was not large, but it had a double bed in it, and by moving this
against the wall, she was able to make space for some pillows on
the floor beside it. The twins and Inge she tucked into the big
bed, and Laura she settled on the pillows.

“Where will you
sleep, Mutti?” asked Laura anxiously.

“I’ll be on the
sofa in the sitting room,” replied her mother, “just across the
passage. If you need me in the night, you only have to call.”

Once the
children were settled, Ruth returned to the living room. Herbert
was sitting at the table, the remains of his meal in front of
him.

“They seem
well-behaved children,” he remarked. “Have they gone to sleep?”

“They will very
shortly,” answered Ruth. “They’ve had a long day, and a very
frightening few days before it. They can feel safe here.” She sat
down at the table opposite him. “I’m sorry we had to come, Herbert.
I know it’s inconvenient to you, but we had nowhere else to go. The
dear people who took us in had no room for us either, and they had
their own problems.”

“Don’t we all!”
said Herbert testily. “You shouldn’t have rung me at the office,
Ruth.”

Ruth was
startled at his sudden vehemence. “I’m sorry, Herbert, I didn’t
know what else to do. Frau Schultz refused to let us stay, and I
preferred not to stand in the street with the children until you
came home.”

Herbert
shuddered. “No, that would have been worse. One can’t afford to
have attention drawn to one these days.”

“Has there been
trouble here, too?” asked Ruth.

“My dear Ruth,
there has been trouble everywhere. Even those of us who are fully
assimilated are being watched. I am lucky to keep my place at the
office. It’s only because the senior partner is Jewish that I have
not been replaced. That is why I cannot afford to draw attention to
myself by receiving private phone calls in office hours.”

“I see. Well,
I’m sorry, Herbert. I won’t phone again. I am sure Kurt will be
home soon, and then we can move away and try and start again.”

Ruth was sure
of no such thing, but she knew Herbert had to get used to the idea
of housing his brother’s family indefinitely. He was a bachelor,
set in his ways and she could quite understand how he shuddered at
such an invasion. He had her sympathy, but it was not going to stop
her doing what was best for her children.

“In the
meantime,” she continued, “I can look after you as well. When does
Frau Schultz come? I don’t want to get in her way.”

“She won’t come
again until Friday,” Herbert replied. He got up from the table and
picking up his newspaper, carried it to his chair. It was a firm
indication that the conversation was over, and that he expected
Ruth to clear away the meal.

The rest of the
evening was passed in silence. Once the dishes were done, Ruth went
into the bathroom and washed the children’s clothes. Tomorrow she
would have to set about finding them some more. At last Herbert bid
her goodnight and she was able to settle herself down on the sofa,
trying to get comfortable with the pillow and the blanket he had
found for her. Despite feeling exhausted by the events of the day,
and with her shoulder and her ankle both aching abominably, it was
a long time before she slept.

When Herbert
had left for work the next day, Ruth set about the housekeeping.
Frau Schultz had clearly been doing the minimum she could get away
with, and the state of the kitchen left a lot to be desired. First,
however, she had to occupy the children. Herbert had found them
each a notepad, the sort he used in his office, and provided a
pencil for each from his desk, so Ruth sat them round the table in
the living room with some schoolwork. Laura and Inge each had a
page of sums to do. The twins joined the dots she had drawn on the
page to form letters.

When the front
door opened and Frau Schultz made her appearance, every one of them
was fully occupied.

“Good morning,
Frau Schultz,” said Ruth, surprise in her voice. “I didn’t think
you came to Herr Friedman today.”

The old woman
ignored the remark and pushed her way into the kitchen, demanding,
“What do you think you are doing in my kitchen?”

“Cleaning it,”
replied Ruth succinctly. “It’s dirty.”

“Herr Friedman
doesn’t complain.”

“I’m sure he
doesn’t,” agreed Ruth, “but it doesn’t alter the fact that it needs
a good clean.”

“In which case,
I’ll leave you to clean it,” replied Frau Schultz. “You can tell
Herr Friedman I’m not working for him while the place is a Jewish
orphanage. If he wants me back, he can come and find me. And you
can tell him he owes me a week’s wages, which I’ll come and collect
on Saturday.” With that, she turned abruptly and left the
apartment, slamming the front door behind her.

Ruth sighed.
Now Herbert had lost his housekeeper, not that she deserved that
name if the grime round the gas stove and the state of the floor
were anything to go by; but Ruth could only hope that she could be
persuaded back when she and the children had moved out.

There was
little food in the larder, and just one plate of cold meat in the
tiny refrigerator that stood in a corner of the kitchen. Certainly
not enough to feed them all, so when the kitchen was clean, Ruth
gathered up the children, and with a little of her carefully
hoarded money in her purse set out to buy a few basic groceries.
The children’s clothes would have to wait a little longer.

It was a
glorious summer’s day, and as they emerged from the apartment
building Ruth felt the sun on her face, and for the first time in
days her spirits lifted. They were in an area where no one knew
them; for a while they would have the luxury of not being branded
Jews. Gathering the children round her, she made her way down the
street to the shops she had seen when they arrived. There was no
kosher butcher of course, but she soon found a grocer’s where she
could buy bread and cheese, some eggs, potatoes, flour and butter.
She had left the children outside the shop in charge of Laura.

She found
herself in a shop very like her own, though it was clearly not
Jewish, with a flitch of bacon hanging up behind the counter. Ruth
averted her eyes, and gave her attention to the shopkeeper, a
large, comfortable-looking woman with grey hair scraped back into a
bun. Her eyes, a faded blue, peered at her customer from a wealth
of wrinkles, and she smiled.

“Good morning,”
she said, “isn’t it a beautiful one?”

“Good morning,”
Ruth replied, returning the smile. “It is indeed.”

“What I can I
get you?”

Ruth went
through her list, and the woman placed the packages on the counter.
As Ruth counted the money from her purse, the woman said casually,
“I haven’t seen you round here before. Have you just moved in to
the area?”

“No.” Ruth was
immediately on her guard. “No, we are just visiting family. Only
here for a few days, I’m afraid. Thank you.” She picked up her
purchases and put them into the shopping bag she’d found in
Herbert’s kitchen. “I think I’ll take the children to the gardens
on our way home.”

The woman
glanced out of the window to where the children were waiting
patiently on the pavement. “They’ll enjoy that,” she said. “Lovely
looking children, especially the little girl…such pretty blond
hair.”

“Indeed. Thank
you.” Ruth forced a smile and left the shop. As she did so she made
way for another customer to enter, and saw with some dismay that it
was Frau Schultz. The woman glared at her, pushed roughly past her
into the shop, and said to the shopkeeper, “Well, Frau Schneider, I
see you met the Jewish orphanage.”

The door swung
closed on her malice, and Ruth hurried the children away, urging
them along the road, back towards the apartment.

“Mutti, you
said we could play in the gardens on our way home,” Inge said,
looking longingly across the road at the open iron gates that gave
onto the park.

“Not just now,”
Ruth replied. “We have to go home and eat some lunch first, and the
twins need their nap afterwards. Then perhaps we’ll go.”

“That’s not
fair,” Inge wailed. “You said we could go.” She dragged her
feet as her mother hurried her along the pavement. “You
promised, Mutti, I want to play on the swings.”

“I didn’t
promise,” snapped Ruth. “I said we might go, and we still might,
but not if you make a fuss now. Come along, it’s time for
lunch.”

The little
group trailed back up the stairs to Herbert’s flat. Once inside,
Ruth locked the door and put the bolt across. She didn’t want Frau
Schultz to think she could walk in whenever she chose. Laura
returned to her station by the window. She too was disappointed
that they weren’t going to spend some time in the gardens. She had
been looking forward to the freedom of playing in the sunshine. She
didn’t know why her mother had changed her mind, but she knew that
moaning like Inge wouldn’t make her change it back again, so she
sat down with the boys and played pat-a-cake with them while her
mother put some food on the table.Ruth had been dismayed as she
heard Frau Schultz’s comment. Their anonymity had been lost; they
were now marked as Jews in this area as well. Her instinct had been
to get the children back to the safety of Herbert’s flat as soon as
possible, but now as she gave them their lunch she looked at their
pale faces and anger stirred again. Why shouldn’t her children play
in the gardens, run among the trees, slide down the slide? Why
should she hide them in this dreary apartment on a glorious
summer’s day, when other children were outside with sun on their
faces?

“When the boys
have had a nap, we’ll go to the park,” she said as she cleared the
plates away. “You should rest, too, Inge. Lie on the bed for half
an hour, and then we’ll go out.”

§

Frau Schultz
and Frau Schneider watched through the shop window as Ruth gathered
up her children and led them back along the street.

“What did you
mean…Jewish orphanage?” asked Frau Schneider as the little family
disappeared from view.

“Turned up on
Herr Friedman’s doorstep yesterday afternoon, didn’t they!” replied
Frau Schultz. “Demanding to come in. Said she was his
sister-in-law. Said she had nowhere else to go.”

Frau
Schneider’s eyes were wide. “Did you let them in?”

“Had to, didn’t
I? She rang him at his office, and he said they could stay. Had to,
didn’t want a rabble like that standing on his doorstep, did
he?”

“You wouldn’t
know they were Jews,” Frau Schneider remarked. “The little girl,
anyway, lovely fair hair and blue eyes.”

“Yes, that’s
what’s so awful,” agreed Frau Schultz. “You could be fooled into
thinking they were true Germans!”

“But you work
for Herr Friedman,” pointed out her friend, “and he’s a Jew.”

“Not anymore I
don’t,” snapped Frau Schultz. “Went in this morning to see if I
could be of help, and found that woman cleaning my kitchen. Told me
it was dirty! Dirty! That’s the word I’d use for them. Dirty Jews.
I told her, I said if that’s what she thought she could tell Herr
Friedman that I wasn’t working there anymore and I’d collect my
money on Saturday.”

“But I suppose
Herr Friedman isn’t a proper Jew,” Frau Schneider said
thoughtfully. “I mean, he doesn’t go to the synagogue on Saturdays
or anything. If you hadn’t said, I wouldn’t have known he was a Jew
either.”

“A Jew is a Jew
is a Jew,” said Frau Schultz judiciously. “I’ll be more choosy who
I work for in the future, I can tell you.”

“You might not
be able to find another job that easy,” pointed out her friend.

Frau Schultz
knew that there was a lot of truth in that, and it was not
comforting. “That’s what I mean,” she snarled. “Them Jews are
keeping good honest Germans out of work. Taking all the jobs.”

“Will they be
staying with him long?” wondered Frau Schneider, ignoring this
tirade. “There can’t be much room for them all in that
apartment.”

“More room than
we’ve got,” Frau Schultz snapped. “I live in one room and share a
bathroom. You have only two rooms above your shop for you and Herr
Schneider. What does a single man need with all the space he
has?”

“Well, he
hasn’t much space now,” Frau Schneider laughed. “Poor man can’t
know what’s hit him with those four kids descending on him! Now,”
she smiled, “what can I get you today?”

Frau Schultz
made her purchases and then walked back to the tiny room she rented
above the tobacconist shop in the next street. As she passed the
gardens she glanced in, but there was no sign of the Jewish
children playing there. She smiled grimly. That woman must have
read the notice that had been placed there only last week. Jüden
Verboten! No Jews Allowed! More and more, Jews were being made
to understand their place. Herr Hitler was right, they were at the
root of all Germany’s problems. Get rid of the Jews and there would
be plenty of jobs, plenty of houses, plenty of money for ordinary
Germans like herself. The German people could reclaim their own
country and make it strong again. Widows, like herself, wouldn’t
have to struggle to make a living.

When she had
first gone to work for Herr Friedman, Eva Schultz had not known
that he was a Jew. He was a man who kept himself to himself; a
quiet man who went nowhere but his office and hardly knew his
neighbours. She was well pleased with the work, it was in no way
arduous. She went in three days a week, to clean, to do the laundry
and to prepare Herr Friedman’s evening meals. One meal she would
leave in the oven for that night, and another, cold, on a plate in
his refrigerator for the next day. Frau Schultz envied him that
refrigerator. Fancy a man on his own having such a luxury. However,
he paid well, and left money for her to do the shopping. That was a
bonus. It was easy enough to buy some extra slices of meat, a few
more eggs, another small piece of cheese, charging it up to him. He
had little idea of the price of food and simply left her some money
for the housekeeping each week. She was careful to leave him the
change each week, amounts that varied slightly, so that he didn’t
ask any awkward questions. Then she had discovered that he was
Jewish. Snooping among his papers one day, she read a letter he’d
received from his brother about the family going to Vienna for a
bar mitzvah. Bar mitzvah! Herr Friedman was a Jew! She was working
for a Jew. After that she stole from him more regularly and without
compunction. She didn’t like the idea of working for a Jew, but it
was worth putting in the minimal amount of time she gave to
cleaning his apartment, to enable her to help herself to the extras
to which she felt she was entitled. The arrival of his
sister-in-law with her hordes had now put paid to that. It was
clear that woman had already realised what she was up to, and no
doubt she would tell Herr Friedman when he got home this
evening…and her job really would be gone. Another example of Jews
taking the bread from the mouths of a good, honest German.

Back in her
room, Eva dumped her shopping onto the table. She filled the kettle
from the single, cold-water tap over the basin in the corner and
set it to boil on the gas ring that stood beside it. Kicking off
her shoes, she flopped into the one easy chair that stood in front
of the gas fire. Behind her was an alcove, curtained to conceal her
bed. She looked round her, taking in again the dreariness of her
accommodation. She had lived here for five years now, ever since
her husband, Ernst, had been killed in an accident on the building
site where he had worked as a labourer. The chain of a hoist,
lifting a pallet of bricks to the first-floor scaffolding, had
snapped and the bricks had fallen on Ernst, killing him instantly.
An accident, a dreadful accident, the building firm had said. Very
sad…their condolences to the grieving widow. Ernst had had no
pension, they had had no savings, and despite the whip-round
organised by his mates, Eva Shultz had found herself almost
destitute. She had to move out of the small apartment they rented,
and had found this dismal room only through the good offices of one
of Ernst’s workmates, whose sister was married to the tobacconist
in the shop below. The whip-round had provided her with the first
month’s rent and then she had had to find some work to support
herself, and find it quickly. It was a card in the tobacconist’s
window that caught her eye. Housekeeper wanted for quiet, single
gentleman. Eva applied, got the job and began working for
Herbert Friedman.

As she drank
the weak coffee she had made, Eva thought now about the family who
had arrived so unexpectedly. Clearly they were in some sort of
trouble, or they wouldn’t have descended on Herbert so suddenly.
Where was the husband, she wondered, the one who was Herbert’s
brother? Little had been said during the phone conversation she had
overheard, but it was clear that they had nowhere else to go. The
idea that they, too, had been turned out of their home gave Eva a
certain satisfaction, and it was that and the conversation she’d
had with Frau Schneider in the shop that had given her the
glimmerings of an idea. As she sipped her coffee, she wondered if
it might work, and then shivered at her own temerity. She would
ponder it, she decided, look into how it could be done. The seed
was sown, and as she got to her feet to put away her meagre
provisions, the last she would buy with Herbert Friedman’s money,
she thought about his refrigerator, and smiled.

§

Ruth was as
good as her word, and when the twins awoke from their nap, she took
the children down the stairs and across the road to the gardens
opposite. The wrought-iron gates stood wide and welcoming, but the
newly painted sign mounted on a pole just inside made her
pause.

No Jews
allowed!

Of the
children, only Laura could read the words, and she glanced
anxiously at her mother. Ruth gave her a reassuring smile, marched
determinedly through the gate and took the path that led to the
children’s playground. This was surrounded by a low fence, with
another, more succinct sign on its gate. No Jews. Ignoring it, Ruth
pushed open the gate and let the children run in. Inge headed
straight for the slide, and the twins ran happily across to the
sandpit where two small girls were digging a sand castle. Laura
followed the boys, while Ruth called to Inge to hold tight as she
climbed the steps to the top of the slide.

A nursemaid,
with a pram beside her, was sitting on a bench, uninterestedly
watching the little girls in the sandpit. She hardly noticed the
twin boys and their elder sister who joined them. The boys had
nothing to dig with except their hands, but they set to work piling
sand into a heap for their castle, laughing and chatting to each
other as they did so. Her charges watched for a moment, pausing in
their own efforts.

“Would you like
to help?” Laura asked the little girls. “Hansi and Peter would love
you to help them.”

The elder of
the two girls, aged about six, nodded shyly, and they both edged
nearer to the twins.

“What’s your
name?” Laura asked the older sister.

“Angela,”
replied the girl. “Come on, Erna, come and help.”

The five
children played together. The boys digging energetically with their
hands, the girls filling their bucket, and Laura upending it
carefully to make turrets for the castle.

Inge had moved
from the slide to the swings, and Ruth, seeing that Laura was
looking after the twins, went across and pushed Inge, so that she
squealed with delight as she sailed up into the air. All the
children were laughing and shouting with pleasure as they played
together in the sunshine. The nursemaid was now dozing on her bench
in the heat of the afternoon sun, and the baby lay waving its arms,
batting the rattles that were strung across the pram. Having had
her fill of swinging, Inge jumped off and ran across to the sandpit
to see what the others were doing. Ruth followed her and together
they admired the splendid castle that now stood in the middle, a
turret on each corner and a feather as a flag.

“No Jews
allowed!”

The harsh voice
behind them made her jump and Ruth spun round to see a uniformed
park keeper, accompanied by Frau Schultz.

“I beg your
pardon?” Ruth replied.

“No Jews
allowed. Can’t you read?”

“The notice is
on both gates,” Frau Schultz put in sweetly. “I’d have thought
you’d have seen it,” adding with venom, “or are you blind…as
well?”

The nursemaid
started up from the bench, one hand grasping the pram as if it
might escape her, the other beckoning frantically to the two little
girls in the sandpit.

“Angela, Erna,
come away at once!” As the surprised girls moved towards her, she
grabbed Erna by the hand, and called Angela again. “Come away,
Angela. Come away from those dirty children. Whatever would your
mother say?”

She pulled the
children away, and, pushing the pram, hurried off down the path. As
she went, Ruth heard the younger girl pipe, “Nanny, what’s a Jew?”
If she gave one, the nursemaid’s answer was lost as she sped her
charges away.

“Out!” The park
keeper was pointing at the gate. “Out of here, out of the gardens,
and don’t come back or I’ll call the law.”

“Come along,
children,” Ruth said quietly. “We must go home now.” She took the
twins by the hand, and, edging the girls in front of her, made her
way to the gate.

“Trouble is,”
she heard the park keeper saying, “you wouldn’t know they was Jews,
would you? Not from the look of them.”

“That’s why you
have to be so vigilant,” replied Frau Schultz. “But don’t worry,
Herr Maus, I won’t report you…this time.”

“Vile woman,”
murmured Ruth under her breath. “Vile and evil woman!”

“What did you
say, Mutti?” asked Inge.

“Vile and evil
woman! Vile and evil woman!” chanted the twins, delighted with the
words.

Ruth jerked
them to a halt, so roughly that they cried out. “Be quiet!” she
admonished. “Be quiet and don’t speak again until we get home, or
I’ll take a wooden spoon to you!”

As they crossed
the road to the apartment block, Ruth risked a glance back over her
shoulder. The park keeper had moved away, but Frau Schultz still
stood by the sandpit, watching them leave. She was too far away to
see the expression on her face, but the set of her head and
shoulders shouted “triumph” as loudly as if she had actually called
after them.

She must have
heard me say that I’d take the children there, thought Ruth, as she
hurried them up the stairs to Herbert’s apartment. She must have
been watching, so that she could report us.

Herbert
listened in horror to the events of the day when Ruth related them
to him that evening.

“How could you
have been so stupid?” he raged at her. “How could you have drawn
such attention to yourselves? Can’t you read, you stupid woman?
Didn’t you see the sign that says ‘No Jews’?”

“I saw it,”
Ruth replied, trying to keep her own anger in check. “I saw it, but
who was to know round here that we are Jews?”

“Frau Schultz!”
Herbert almost shrieked. “As you discovered.”

“Well, we won’t
go again,” sighed Ruth.

“You’d better
not!” Herbert snapped. “You’ll be watched now,” he went on
bitterly. “You’ll be watched, I’ll be watched, we’ll all be watched
from now on. You should have gone to your mother, that’s where you
should have gone. You should have gone to your mother, not come
here with your brood.”

“I came here,
because Kurt…your brother, Kurt…told me to,” hissed Ruth. “It is
here he will come looking for us. Here he will come looking for his
brood. They’re your brother’s children, Herbert. Your nieces and
nephews. They’re family. I am his wife. We’re family.”

“Yes, yes,”
Herbert replied testily, “but family is no protection these
days.”

“You mean we’ve
put you in danger, Herbert, by coming here. Is that what you
mean?”

“No, no.”
Herbert waved a placatory hand. “But all Jews are in some sort of
danger these days, especially…” he paused, trying to choose the
right words, “…especially practising Jews. They are noted. I
haven’t been to the synagogue for years. I no longer follow the
dietary requirements. I am not a Jew in any real sense. I’m German
through and through, the fact that I had Jewish parents is beyond
my control.”

“Beyond your
control,” agreed Ruth, “but true none the less. As far as the
authorities are concerned you’re a Jew. The new laws apply to you
as they do to the rest of us.”

Ruth could see
Herbert was about to argue, and she was too tired. “Never mind,”
she sighed, “let’s not argue now. Come to the table, I’ve made
dinner for you.”

Herbert was
happy enough to do as he was bid. The food, though plain, was a
great improvement on what Frau Schultz had been in the habit of
leaving him, and he found himself looking forward to the meal that
would be waiting for him when he got home.

 


Laura’s
Diary

24th July
1937

We have come to
stay with Uncle Herbert in Munich. He wasn’t very pleased to see us
and I don’t like it here. We are all sleeping in one room, except
for Mutti and she’s got to sleep on the sofa in the living room. I
wish we could go home again, but I know we can’t. I wish Papa was
here. Uncle Herbert is his brother, but he’s not like him. Papa is
always kind, but Uncle Herbert is always cross. He has a cross
voice and a cross face and it’s nice when he goes to his
office.

 


Laura paused,
chewing her pencil thoughtfully, and then wrote,

 


25th July
1937

We can’t go
out like we did at home, there is nowhere to play. Mutti took us to
the park. Hansi and Peter played in the sandpit. I helped them. We
made a castle with two girls. A man came and told us to leave. He
said Jews weren’t allowed to play in the park. The nasty lady who
was here when we got here was with him. She was smiling, but she
was horrible.

 


Laura stopped
writing and looked at what she had written in the notebook Mutti
had found for her. Mutti had suggested she write a story. Laura had
always loved writing stories and had done so as long as she could
remember. At school the teachers used to encourage her, especially
Fräulein Lederman, but that was until everything changed, when
Fräulein Lederman had to leave and Fräulein Karhausen took her
place. From then on Laura was left out. Oh, not from the actual
classroom, just from the activities that went on inside it. She and
two other Jewish children, Olga and Elfriede, were made to sit at
the back…where they were ignored. Fräulein Karhausen never asked
them to provide answers in class, even when nobody else could; she
never looked at the work they produced, never corrected it, no
stars were given, indeed their names weren’t even on the star
chart. But Laura had continued writing. She began to keep a diary,
which she wrote every evening when she had finished her homework,
homework that was required but never looked at. Papa had given her
a beautiful notebook in which to write her diary, but that, like
everything else she owned, had been destroyed in the fire. All her
thoughts and ideas had vanished in the smoke that billowed from the
window into the night sky.

Ruth had not
suggested that Laura start her diary again, she thought it would be
unhealthy to keep a record of the dreadful things that had
happened. They were best forgotten as soon as possible, so that the
slithering skein of life could be grasped once more, and some sort
of normality could be re-established.

“Why don’t you
write a story?” she suggested. “One you could read to the twins.
They always love your stories.” It was true, Hansi and Peter did
always love her stories, begging her for new ones, but today there
were no stories in her head, only the events of the last few days,
churning and bubbling like an over-boiling saucepan. The men coming
to the apartment. Papa being arrested. The fire. Staying with the
Meyers. Finding the box. Suddenly their lives had been turned
upside down, and Laura felt that if she didn’t write it all down,
set it in some sort of order in her mind, it would overwhelm her
and she would sink under its weight. Mutti needed her help. She,
Laura, was almost eleven, after all. She must be strong and help
Mutti, especially with the twins. They had always been her beloved
brothers. She loved Inge, of course she did, but Peter and
Hansi…she would be strong for them. They were too young to
understand what was happening.

“When’s Papa
coming?” Hansi had suddenly asked as he was being got ready for
bed.

“Will he be
here soon?” Peter had chimed in, finishing as he so often did his
twin’s thought.

“Soon,” his
mother had soothed, but Laura knew that she had lied. She didn’t
know when and was only trying to comfort the little boys.

I should start
this diary from the night of the fire, Laura thought now, and
crossing out what she had written, began again.

 


19th July
1937

They took Papa
away and we haven’t seen him since…

 


On the first
Friday evening after their arrival at Herbert’s, Ruth had set the
table for the Sabbath evening meal, carefully ironing the only
white linen tablecloth she could find, before washing and laying
out the silver and china she had discovered packed away in the
sideboard. She polished two rather tarnished candlesticks, which
still had the remnants of candles stuck into them, and set them in
the middle of the table. Murmuring the familiar prayers, she lit
them, and waited for Herbert to come home. As the children waited
for him, seated round the table, they too seemed to be soothed by
the familiar ritual of Friday evening. The meal would start when
the man of the house, normally Kurt, but in this case Herbert, came
home, but this evening Herbert did not come home. Kurt would have
been to the synagogue, but Ruth knew that was the last place
Herbert would be. She knew there was a synagogue not that far away,
for she had discussed it with her brother-in-law. But when she had
suggested she might take the children there on Saturday morning he
had been adamant.

“It would be
madness to go,” Herbert had stated. “I forbid you to go! Do you
want to draw even more attention to your children? I forbid you to
go.”

No, wherever
Herbert was, he would not be at the synagogue this evening.
Eventually she said the prayers herself and served the meal.

When the
children were safely in bed Ruth sat in the living room, the table
uncleared, and waited. At last she heard Herbert’s key in the lock,
and as she turned to greet him saw the shock at what he saw before
him register on his face.

“What’s all
this mess?” he demanded, looking at the remains of the meal on the
table.

“It’s your
supper, Herbert,” she replied quietly. “It’s the Sabbath.”

“Well, I don’t
want it!” he snapped. “You can clear it away.” When she hesitated
he rounded on her. “You may not work on the Sabbath in your own
home, Ruth,” he growled, “but you do in mine. I have no intention
of sitting looking at this stuff. Put it in the kitchen. I don’t
want it. I’ve eaten.”

“If you’d said
you were going out, I wouldn’t have cooked dinner for you.” Ruth
forced herself to speak mildly, though she could feel the anger
welling up inside her.

“Oh? So now I
have to account to you for my movements, do I?”

“Of course
not,” Ruth replied, “but it seems a pity to waste food when we have
so little of it.”

Herbert
suddenly seemed to sag, and dropping into his chair said, “Just put
it in the kitchen, Ruth, you can leave the washing-up until
tomorrow evening if you must.”

Accepting this
compromise, Ruth got up. After all, with the changed state of
things, there was no way she could do no work on the Sabbath. She
cleared the table, stacking the dishes neatly beside the kitchen
sink, which was where Frau Schultz saw them the next morning when
she called to demand her money.

“And she had
the audacity to call my kitchen dirty,” she said to Frau
Schneider, as she recounted her visit. “Dirty crockery and cutlery,
in heaps by the sink. Nasty Jewish food. Beginning to smell in this
heat, I can tell you.” She sniffed as if the smell was still in her
nostrils. “No German would live in a pigsty like that.”

“No, indeed.”
Frau Schneider nodded judiciously, even as she thought of the
squalid state of her own kitchen upstairs where no one had washed a
plate for days. “Just the Jews.”

Over the next
few days Ruth slipped into a routine of cooking and cleaning for
Herbert, for Frau Schultz, true to her word, and much to Ruth’s
relief, did not reappear. Ruth spent time with her children, making
them do some lessons every day, before taking them out for some
fresh air in the afternoon. Not to the gardens, though. She dared
not venture there again. She knew she had been stupid to ignore the
notice and take the children there in the first place. She had put
them at risk, and she was determined not to do so again.

Nor did she
return to Frau Schneider’s shop, but walked the children further
afield, to shops where they were not known, buying her groceries in
different places, so that they were not recognised as “locals”.
Herbert had given her some money, and so she managed to buy them
all another set of clothes, pinafores and blouses for the girls,
shorts and shirts for the twins. There was no money for shoes. Once
she thought she saw Frau Schultz walking along the street behind
them, but when she looked back a second time there was no sign of
the woman, and she decided she must have been mistaken. Surely not
even Frau Schultz would bother to trail them round the area to warn
the shopkeepers that they were dealing with Jews. Surely not.

 


 


Four

The days turned
to weeks, and still there was no news of Kurt. In many ways Ruth
wished they had found some way to remain in Gerbergasse, where at
least they would be surrounded by people they knew. There might be
news of the men who had been taken the night of the riot; such news
would spread swiftly through the neighbourhood. There might be news
of Kurt.

Ruth had written to
Frau Meyer to thank her for her kindness and to tell her that they
had reached Herbert’s in safety She’d asked if anything had been
heard of those arrested. The letter she received in reply did
nothing to raise her spirits.

 


Dear Frau
Friedman,

 


Thank you for
your letter. I am glad you and the children are safe with your
brother-in-law. You are certainly safer than you would be here.
Terror stalks our streets now, and we walk in fear of our
lives.

Herr Rosen came back
the other day. He’s been held in some sort of camp. A place called
Dachau. He says that all the men from here are being held there.
The conditions there are very bad. He has been let out because he
has agreed to leave Germany with his family and never return. He
came to collect them, but they have had to leave everything behind.
Everything except what they could put into one suitcase, and that
was searched by the Gestapo to make sure they weren’t taking
anything of value. They went three days ago, and already another
family have moved into their apartment.

So far nothing
has been done with your shop. Leo boarded up the door, but it
remains a burnt-out shell.

If your
husband comes here I will tell him where you are, but I shall not
write to you again, and ask you not to write to me. Who can tell if
the post is safe?

God bless you
all,

L

 


There was no
return address on the letter, nothing other than the single initial
to identify the writer, but its content struck fear into Ruth’s
heart. She had done the right thing moving the children out of the
area; she could only pray that Kurt would soon be let out of this
Dachau place, wherever it was, and be able to come for them. If it
meant leaving Germany, Ruth wouldn’t mind. What was left for people
like them here, after all? Encouraged by the government and
orchestrated by the Gestapo, the persecution was getting worse,
more frequent, the ways of degrading and humiliating Jews becoming
more inventive, more brutal.

This isn’t how
I want my children to live, Ruth thought as she read and re-read
the letter. Better we leave now. But where, with no money, no
possessions? America? England? Palestine? How can we go? What
should we live on?

She would show
the letter to Herbert when he got home that evening and see what he
thought about it. Probably he would say that Leah Meyer was being
alarmist. He still thought that Jews who kept their heads down were
in no real danger. He had become less concerned about her and the
children being in his home recently, now that she was so careful to
do nothing more to draw attention to them. He even played with the
children sometimes, in the evening when he came in. He genuinely
had difficulty in telling the twins apart, and often called them by
the wrong name, which sent them off into paroxysms of laughter, and
once he discovered that he could make them laugh, he found that he
enjoyed doing so. One day he had come home with a present for each
of them; soft toy rabbits dressed in striped trousers for the
twins, some crayons for Inge and a book for Laura. The delight on
the children’s faces as they opened the parcels was mirrored in his
own, and Ruth could see he was becoming genuinely fond of them.

This evening,
however, he came home late, well after the children were in bed,
and at once Ruth could see that something was wrong. He seemed to
have aged ten years since the morning. He looked pale, his skin,
the colour of parchment, seemed more tightly drawn over his
cheekbones. His shoulders sagged and his whole body seemed to have
shrunk. Only his eyes gleamed, and they gleamed not with life, but
with fear, continually darting in all directions as if he expected
an attack.

“Herbert? Are
you all right? What’s happened?”

For answer he
simply shook his head and sank down into his armchair, burying his
head in his hands.

“Herbert?” Ruth
waited, but it was some time before her brother-in-law looked up at
her, his eyes wide with fear and disbelief.

“Herr Durst,”
he said. “Herr Durst has left.”

Ruth knew that
Herbert thought the light of day shone out of Herr Jacob Durst, the
senior partner. She had often had to listen to Herbert extolling
the abilities, the intellect, the steadfast character of Herr
Durst, the mainstay of the firm.

“Left? Left the
office?”

“They’ve thrown
him out!”

“Thrown him
out? Who’s thrown him out?”

“The other
partners.”

“The other
partners? Why? Why would they do that?”

“The firm was
losing clients,” replied Herbert wearily. “Nobody wants a Jewish
lawyer anymore. Just having his name on the letterheads has made
the clients look elsewhere.”

“So, what’s
going to happen?” asked Ruth.

“It’s already
happened,” Herbert said. “They had a meeting today…without him, and
after it they called him in and told him to leave…there and then.
To leave everything in his desk and his files…everything. When he
went back to the office for his coat, his desktop was clear…there
was nothing on it, except the photograph of his wife and daughters
stuffed into a brown paper bag.”

“And he just
accepted this? It was his firm; you told me he founded the firm.”
Ruth was incredulous. “And he let them simply throw him out?”

Herbert let out
a shuddering sigh. “What else could he do? Wait to be manhandled
out of the building? They were already changing the locks on the
doors as I followed him out.”

“You followed
him out?” repeated Ruth.

Herbert gave a
mirthless laugh. “You don’t think they’d keep me on once he’d gone,
do you? I was at my desk as he passed my door, and within two
minutes Herr Hartmann was in the room, saying, ‘Out, Friedman! We
don’t want your sort here either!’ I sat there staring at him,
because I didn’t know then what had happened to Herr Durst.

“I must have
looked very stupid, because he crossed over to the desk and put his
face right down next to mine and spoke very slowly and distinctly
as if I was an idiot. ‘Get out of this office, Friedman, and don’t
come back.’”

“What did
you say?”

“I didn’t know
what to say. He simply turned away saying, as he walked out of the
door, ‘Collect your wage packet from Fräulein Weiss. You’re lucky
to get it.’ I was still too shocked to move, I just stared at him
and then he said, ‘And if you’re still here in five minutes’ time,
you won’t be paid!’”

“Did you get
it?” Ruth asked anxiously. “Did they pay you what they owed?” Her
own money had dwindled to almost nothing, and would have run out
long ago if Herbert hadn’t given her housekeeping money…the money
he no longer paid Frau Schultz.

“Yes, they’ve
paid me to the end of the week. It’s not much.”

“But if you
left so early, where have you been since?” wondered Ruth.

“When I’d
collected my money from Fräulein Weiss, I went after Herr Durst. He
was outside in the street, looking up at the office building as if
he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. We were hardly out of the
door before we saw someone not only changing the locks on the front
door, but replacing the brass plate beside it.”

“The brass
plate?”

“With the name
of the firm. As from today the firm has a new name. Hartmann and
Weber.” Herbert shook his head sadly. “This must all have been
planned for some time,” he went on. “How else would they have had
the new nameplate ready? When I came out, Herr Durst looked across
at me and said, ‘You too, Friedman? I’m sorry about that. No Jews
allowed.’ ‘What will you do now, sir?’ I asked him.”

“What did he
say?”

“He said,
‘Perhaps set up on my own again, and deal only with Jewish clients.
Let’s face it,’ he said, ‘there are plenty of Jews who need my help
just now.’ ‘Will you have work for me?’ I asked him. ‘I need a job
too.’ He said, ‘Come and have a drink and we’ll talk about
it.’”

“So that’s
where you’ve been.” Ruth sounded relieved.

“We went to a
bar where Herr Durst is known, and they did serve us, but it was
clear they overcharged us. When I said as much to Herr Durst, he
said that it had been so for some time now, but that it meant he
could still buy a drink there if he wanted to.”

“So, did he
give you a job?”

“No. He gave me
advice.” Herbert fell silent.

“What?”
demanded Ruth at last. “What did he say?”

“He said I
should get out while I could.”

“Get out?”
echoed Ruth. “Get out of where?”

“Germany. He
said I was single and that it would be easy for me to leave now,
but he thought things were going to get much worse. That the time
would come when it would be too late. Jews wouldn’t be allowed to
leave.”

“And is he
going to get out?” enquired Ruth.

“No,” answered
Herbert, “but he has a family, it’s not so easy for him simply to
up sticks and go.”

“Exactly! He
has family! You’d think he would be trying to get them out as soon
as he can.”

“He said he’d
thought of it,” Herbert said, “but he’s not sure it’s necessary for
a family like his.”

“A family like
his?” Ruth spoke with the utmost scorn. “Does he really think he’s
too well connected to be in any danger? Does he think the Nazis pay
any attention to that? He’s a Jew. All Jews are at risk.” Ruth
pulled Leah Meyer’s letter out of her pocket and handed it to
Herbert. “Read that,” she said. “Jews are being rounded up and sent
to this dreadful camp, well the men are anyway, and they are only
being allowed out if they agree to leave Germany for good. Kurt is
in this camp…at least I assume he is, as he was arrested the same
night as Martin Rosen. God knows if he will be offered the same
chance to leave, but in the meantime things are getting worse, you
know they are. Look what she says here, ‘terror stalks the
streets’, she means the Gestapo.”

“I know it, you
know it. But there’s nothing we can do about it except keep out of
the way.”

“That’s not
going to work forever,” Ruth said. “Only today when I was out with
the children we heard them marching towards us. There was nowhere
to hide, and as they came towards us those dreadful boots they wear
crashing on the road, they sounded like an enemy army. They took no
notice of us this time, but I was terrified for the children.”

“You shouldn’t
be taking them out,” Herbert said.

“I have to.
They can’t stay prisoners in here all day and every day. Oh
Herbert, I wish I knew what to do!”

Herbert nodded
wearily. “So do I,” he said.

Ruth hardly
slept that night, churning everything over in her mind, considering
and discarding ideas as to what they might do. Herbert losing his
job meant that his income had dried up, which meant that hers had
too. What were they going to live on? How was she going to feed
four hungry children, not to mention herself and Herbert? It wasn’t
just money for food that she had to find. The winter was coming,
they would need warm clothes. She could try and get work herself,
but there were so few jobs, and almost none that might be given to
a Jew. Ruth didn’t mind hard work, would welcome it if it meant
that her children were warm and fed, but she knew there would be
little on offer.

And even if I
can get work, she wondered, who’ll look after the children? It’ll
have to be Laura; though she’s only ten, she’ll have to look after
them if I do manage to find something.

Herbert might
be more lucky, she thought. He, unlike her with her dark hair and
eyes, her slightly hooked nose and wide mouth, was not so obviously
Jewish. He might find himself a job of some sort, even if not the
kind of work he was used to. He won’t be able to be choosy about
what he does, she thought. He’ll have to take anything that’s
offered.

At last she
drifted off into fitful sleep, from which she woke in the morning,
un-refreshed, her eyes as heavy as her heart.

Herbert left at
his usual time next morning, as if he were going to the office.
Ruth was pleased he did, it prevented any awkward questions from
Laura, who was quite old enough and bright enough to notice a
change in routine. At the end of the week he gave Ruth her usual
housekeeping money, but though he had been looking for work every
day, he told her, “There’s no work for anyone. I did call on Herr
Durst again, but he was not at home.”

“Not at home,
or not at home to you?” asked Ruth.

Herbert
shrugged. “It’s all one when it comes down to it,” he said. “He’s
not going to be able to give me any work, even if he gets something
set up for himself. He has two sons. They will keep anything like
that in the family. It’s everyone for himself these days.”

Ruth could only
agree with him. There had been unrest all over the country, though
not, thank goodness, in their immediate locality. All Jews were
constantly looking over their shoulders now. Frau Meyer’s words
lived in her mind: “terror stalks our streets”. Ruth, like almost
all Jews, had become more and more aware of the tramp of jackboots,
and the casual cruelty of the Hitler Youth who haunted the Jewish
districts, hunting in gangs. She seldom took the children far these
days, just a short walk each day to give them some exercise and
fresh air. They were virtually prisoners in the apartment, and
although she tried to keep up a pretence of normality, they were
changing from the cheerful, rosy-cheeked children she had brought
from Gerbergasse, to restive, fractious children, pale-faced and
hollow-eyed.

It was over a
week later that Herbert finally dropped his bombshell.

“I’m going to
Argentina,” he told Ruth when the children were safely in bed and
they were alone in the living room. They were sitting across the
dining table from each other, the remains of a frugal meal between
them.

Ruth stared at
him, aghast. “You’re what?”

“I’m going to
Argentina,” he repeated, “I’ve booked my passage on a ship. I leave
from Hamburg next week. There’s nothing to keep me here.”

Ruth continued
to stare at him. “Nothing to keep you here,” she echoed flatly.

Herbert
continued as if she hadn’t spoken, “I’ve no family, and it’s no
good me waiting to see if Herr Durst is going to set up another
firm. I’m getting out while I still can.”

“Nothing to
keep you here,” Ruth said again. “No family. What about Kurt’s
children? Kurt’s family? Don’t you think we might need you?”

Herbert looked
a little uncomfortable, but he spoke firmly. “I have thought about
you and the children…of course I have. I would take you, but Kurt
will be coming to look for you here. Otherwise I’d take you with
me, of course I would… . But you said yourself that this is where
Kurt will come to find you.” His eyes showed a gleam of…what? Ruth
wasn’t sure as she listened to him cap his lies with the argument
she had used to get him to allow them to stay with him.

“Here,” she
repeated. “But if you’ve gone…”

“My dear Ruth,”
Herbert said soothingly, “you don’t think I am just going to walk
away and leave you with nowhere to live, do you?”

It was
exactly what Ruth was thinking, so she didn’t reply as she
waited for him to continue. “Of course not.” He shook his head
firmly. “It would be wrong to take you with me, but you can stay
here. The rent on this flat is paid up until the end of the year.
You can stay here, just as you are now until Kurt comes for you. If
they’re letting them out of that camp, it won’t be long before he’s
here with you again.”

“And you’ve
actually booked your passage? Bought your ticket? You have your
ticket in your hands?”

“Not yet, but
I’ve paid for it. I collect it from the office of the shipping
company tomorrow.”

“Let’s hope
there is one for you,” snapped Ruth bitterly.

Once he had
told her, Herbert’s demeanour began to change. He had made his
decision some days ago, but now he had admitted it to Ruth there
came a sense of relief, a sense of purpose. He still looked older
than his years, but a little colour began to creep back into his
cheeks. He got up from his chair and went to the sideboard where he
poured himself a glass of schnapps. Turning back towards Ruth he
saw her watching him, her eyes dull with worry.

“Would you like
a drink, Ruth?” he asked awkwardly. “I’m sorry, I should have asked
you.”

Ruth was about
to refuse when she thought, “Why not?” She seldom drank alcohol,
but suddenly she felt in need of…whatever it might supply. She
nodded and Herbert poured another, smaller measure into a glass and
handed it to her.

“Prosit!” he
said.

Ruth took the
glass and took a sip. The drink was fiery in her throat, and she
coughed, before downing the rest in one draught, and coughing
again.

“Steady,”
Herbert said. “You’re not used to it.” He tilted his own glass and
he, too, downed the contents in one, before pouring each of them
another.

Later, as Ruth
lay on the sofa, feeling a little woozy from the unaccustomed
schnapps, she went over and over what Herbert had said.

“You can stay
here in the flat. You’ll be fine.”

“And what do
you suggest we live on?” she had demanded angrily. “Fresh air?”

“Of course
not,” Herbert soothed. “I will give you some money. It’s the least
I can do. I have some money saved. Most of it I must take with me,
to start again in Argentina…but of course I will leave you enough
to keep you going until Kurt gets here.”

“And supposing
he doesn’t?” demanded Ruth, staring at him icily. “Supposing he
doesn’t get here?”

Herbert had
returned her stare. “Then you’ll be on your own, Ruth. I’ll have
done everything I can for you, and it’ll be up to you.”

“Will they let
you take your money with you?” she’d asked a little later. “I
thought you weren’t allowed to take anything valuable with
you.”

“Don’t worry,
I’ve thought of that,” Herbert replied. “I’m not taking it in
actual cash. I’ve converted it into something more portable;
something easier to hide. I’ll get it out all right.”

Ruth didn’t ask
what, or where he would conceal it. She didn’t want to know. She
didn’t want to know how much he was taking, or how. She simply
asked, “When do you go?” She knew that whatever she said or did,
Herbert would leave and she and the four children would be on their
own.

“I collect my
ticket tomorrow,” he replied, “and then take the train to Hamburg.
The boat leaves next week.”

So this time
tomorrow, Ruth thought, it’ll just be me and the children.

She fought to
keep the rising panic at bay. She fought the tears of frustration
and desperation that threatened to overwhelm her. This was no time
to give way to tears. It was only her strength that was going to
keep them alive.

Herbert had
spent much of the night packing. Ruth could hear him moving round
his bedroom, opening and closing drawers and the wardrobe. There
was the occasional creak of bedsprings, and then as the grey of a
false dawn lightened the sky, one final groan of the bed as Herbert
lay down.

Ruth wondered
if he had actually managed to go to sleep, or whether he, too, was
lying in the dark, afraid of what the future might hold.

Next morning he
ate his breakfast in silence, paying no attention to the chatter of
the children, and they, picking up the strange atmosphere,
gradually slipped into silence. As soon as they had finished
eating, Ruth sent them to their bedroom, telling them to play in
there until she called them to do their lessons.

Herbert looked
at his sister-in-law across the table. “I’ll be off soon,” he said.
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bundle of notes and
handed them across to her. “This should keep you going for a
while,” he said. “As I told you, the rent is paid until the end of
the year. You’ll have a roof over your heads until then at
least.”

Ruth nodded,
and reaching for the money put it into her pocket. “Thank you for
that,” she said, getting to her feet. “I wish you the best of luck
in your new life, Herbert.”

“As soon as I
get settled there, I’ll be in touch. Kurt can bring you all over to
join me…and,” Herbert paused as if not knowing quite how to phrase
what he wanted to say next, before continuing awkwardly, “and, if
he hasn’t come back by then, perhaps you should consider joining me
anyway…to keep the children safe.”

“Yes,
well…”

“Yes, well… .”
Herbert turned away and went into his bedroom. Ruth was still
standing beside the breakfast table when he reappeared a few
moments later, wearing his overcoat and a felt hat and carrying a
large suitcase.

“Obviously I
haven’t been able to take all my clothes with me,” he said. “Kurt
can have them when he gets here.” For a moment he gave his
sister-in-law a long look, then he put the case on the floor and
reached out to take her hand. For a moment Ruth thought he was
going to put his arms round her, but he simply shook her hand and
said, “Goodbye, Ruth. I’ll be in touch.”

Ruth nodded.
She knew that she should be thanking him properly for the money,
for housing them all for so long, for making sure they weren’t
hungry and homeless. She knew that he had done all he could for
them, but the words wouldn’t come. She felt so bereft at his
leaving, she could only let him shake her hand before he laid his
keys on the table and, without another word, walked out of the
apartment. As the door closed behind him, and she heard his feet on
the stairs, Ruth looked at the keys, and finally accepted that
Herbert wasn’t coming home again. No man who thinks he might come
back leaves the keys to his home on the table. She moved to the
window and looking down into the street watched him walk away,
suitcase in hand, his head bent against the late October
drizzle.

“Goodbye,
Herbert,” she whispered. Then with a deep breath she turned back to
the room and slowly and methodically began to clear the breakfast
table. When it was done she called the children to come and do
their lessons.

“Uncle
Herbert’s gone away for a holiday,” she told them. “He says you
girls can use his bedroom while he’s away. That’s kind of him,
isn’t it?”

“Will he want
it back when he comes home again?” asked Inge.

“Of course he
will,” said Laura. “It’s his room.” She glanced across at her
mother and added, “But it will be nice to sleep in there for
now.”

When they had
finished their lessons, while Ruth made up Herbert’s bed with clean
sheets, the girls moved their few possessions into his bedroom.
They moved the clothes he had left behind into one corner of the
wardrobe and began to settle in.

Ruth made the
other bedroom more comfortable for the twins, deciding that she
would continue to sleep on the sofa in the living room. That way
everyone had a little more space. She had counted the money Herbert
had given her, and she had to admit he had done his best. If she
were careful she could make it last for two or even three months.
They would not eat well, but they would not starve either, as they
waited for Kurt to come. She divided the notes up into several
smaller bundles, which she hid in different places in the
apartment. One crammed between the lavatory cistern and the wall,
another buried in a tin of flour in the kitchen, a third under the
mattress in the twins’ room, and a fourth, the largest, tucked into
her own underwear. The rest she put into the cashbox with the
passports and other personal documents that was locked in their
suitcase. Ruth did not know why she felt compelled to do this. It
was unlikely burglars would break into a third-floor apartment, but
she remembered how important the cashbox buried in the garden had
been, and although there was no garden in which to hide it here,
she was determined not to have all her money in the same place. She
told Laura where the money was hidden. It was Laura, after all, who
had remembered the box buried in the garden.

“If anything
should happen to me,” she said gently, “you’ll know where to find
the money.”

Laura stared at
her in horror. “You won’t leave us, will you, Mutti?” she
whispered.

Ruth gathered
her into her arms and said, “No, darling. I won’t leave you, but we
have to look after the children now, you and I, and if there was an
accident or something… .” Ruth’s voice trailed off as Laura’s arms
tightened round her and she buried her face in her mother’s neck.
For a long moment they hugged each other close. “You are my
strength, now, Laura,” Ruth said. “You must help me with the
younger ones.”

After lunch,
they all trailed down the stairs and out into the autumn wind. The
earlier drizzle had stopped, but there was a distinct chill in the
air, and Ruth realised that it wouldn’t be long before she had to
find the children warmer clothes if they were going out of the
apartment at all. Ruth led them briskly along the street, away from
the gardens, towards the canal that carried sluggish brown water
behind the apartment buildings. There was a path on either side,
joined by two bridges that spanned the water giving pedestrian
access to the neighbourhood beyond. The children loved to walk by
the canal, running ahead of their mother to drop sticks from one
bridge into the slow-moving water, and rushing to the other bridge
to see them arrive there.

Ruth had been
afraid to let the twins play this game at first, for fear that they
might fall into the canal as they raced along the path, but,
holding the hand of each, she too ran between the bridges,
encouraging the sticks they had dropped. It was harmless fun, it
gave the children some exercise, brought a little colour to their
cheeks, and laughter to their lives. Nowhere was there a sign
banning Jews from the towpath.

Today when they
returned from this excursion, climbing the stairs to the apartment,
it felt to Ruth, for the first time, as if they were coming home.
She unlocked the door and the children tumbled inside, the girls
rushing into their new bedroom, the twins stumping across to the
window to watch the streetlamps come on in the quiet street
below.

For the first
time since they had arrived in Munich, that night Ruth lay down
upon the sofa, and drifted off into an easy sleep. Things were
still going to be difficult, she knew that, but as she said her
prayers, praying as always for Kurt to come and find them soon, she
thought that maybe God was listening to her after all, and she knew
the glimmerings of hope. Herbert had left them, but they had a
roof, some money and each other. As she had stood beside the
children’s beds, the twins, curled up together in the bed like
kittens in a basket, Inge flat on her face, one arm thrown over her
head and Laura, almost invisible under the quilt, she felt a sudden
and overwhelming flood of love for them. Whatever happened, it was
her job to protect them.

The first crash
on the door made it shudder. The second splintered the wood around
the lock and the third made it swing open drunkenly on its hinges.
The noise set the children screaming, and Ruth shot to her feet,
her heart hammering. Two men burst into the room, shouting. “Out!
Out! Out!”

At first they
were huge, dark figures, bursting into the apartment, making the
children scream with terror, but then they were revealed as
long-coated, jackbooted storm troopers, carrying guns.

Behind them was
Frau Schultz.

Ruth and the
children had just finished their midday meal and were still round
the table.

One of the men
strode through the apartment, peering into each room while the
other marched over to Ruth and grabbed her violently by the
hair.

“You’ve got ten
minutes to pack,” he growled, yanking at Ruth’s hair so that she
gasped in pain. “This place is too good for Jews. Out! The lot of
you! Out! Out now!”

“Where? Where
shall we go?” faltered Ruth, leaning towards her captor to try and
ease the tearing at her scalp. Her words were almost drowned by the
screams of the children, and the other man suddenly backhanded a
slap across Inge’s face.

“Shut up!”

Inge’s
hysterical screams stopped abruptly, and were replaced by a soft
whimper. A white-faced Laura gathered the boys into her arms, doing
her best to soothe their terrified cries, while struggling to stop
her own.

“You’re
terrifying the children,” Ruth stammered. “Please leave them alone.
We’ll go if we must, but let me collect their things together.”

“Ten minutes.”
The man released her hair. “And you can only take what you can
carry.”

Frau Schultz
walked across to the sofa and sat down, her back erect, her handbag
on her knees, watching. Her eyes gleamed with triumph as she said,
“And don’t take anything that belongs to me!”

“To you?” Ruth
couldn’t help herself. “Belongs to you?”

“All this
belongs to me now. I’ve earned it!”

Earned it?
Somehow Frau Schultz was taking over Herbert’s apartment. How had
she earned it? Ruth’s mind was in a spin, but there was no time for
further exchange, let alone explanation, the ten minutes were
ticking away, and the two Gestapo were standing waiting, waiting
for an excuse to strike again.

Released from
the man’s grasp, Ruth hurried into the boys’ bedroom, and pulled
the suitcase from the wardrobe. The old deed box was still inside
it. Hurriedly she threw the boys’ clothes into the case, covering
the box, but with the man watching from the door, she didn’t dare
retrieve the money she’d hidden under the mattress.

“Laura,” she
called, putting her own clothes in on top of the boys’, “get your
things. Bring them here.” The man glanced over his shoulder into
the living room, but there was still no time to reach under the
mattress for the money.

Laura came into
the room, her arms draped with the few clothes she and Inge had
between them, her precious diary tucked in among them. The man
watched as Ruth piled them into the case and closed the lid.

“Good girl.”
With force of will, Ruth managed to keep her voice calm though fear
was coursing through her and she was shaking. Suppose the men
decided to search the case? She looked across at the younger
children. Inge was sitting on the floor, whimpering like a whipped
puppy. Hans and Peter stood together, wide-eyed, no longer crying,
but staring, almost rigid with fear, at the men in uniform who
towered over them. “Now, take the boys to the bathroom while I
finish packing our things.”

Laura stared at
her for a moment and then nodded. Grasping a twin with each hand
she dragged them into the bathroom and began to help them with
their trousers. Hoping to distract the watching Gestapo from what
Laura was doing, Ruth went into the kitchen, picked up her shopping
basket and began to pack food into it.

“What are you
taking?” demanded Frau Schultz, leaping to her feet and peering
round the kitchen door. “What are you stealing? All the food in
that fridge is mine.”

“Just a little
flour, and some rice,” replied Ruth shakily. “Some bread and a few
apples. I must have something to feed the children. I beg you.”

One of the
Gestapo gave a cruel laugh. “Yes, dirty Jew! Beg! On your knees! Go
on! On your knees. Beg!”

Gripping the
precious basket tightly, Ruth forced herself onto her knees.
“Please, Frau Schultz, let me take this basket of food for my
children.”

Frau Schultz
shrugged, and turned away, and Ruth made as if to get up, but the
trooper kicked out, sending her sprawling.

“You haven’t
begged me, yet,” he jeered. “Beg me, on your knees!”

Ruth
begged.

The second man
came to the door and yet again she had to beg, but at last, tiring
of the game, they let her get up and carry her basket to the door.
As she passed the Gestapo man, he took hold of the basket, and
reaching into it selected an apple, biting into it with sharp white
teeth before he let go of the handle again, and allowed Ruth to
hand the basket to a white-faced Laura.

“You carry
this, Laura,” she said. “I’ll get the suitcase.” She went back into
the bedroom and picked up the case that now held everything that
they had left in the world. She didn’t know if Laura had remembered
the money hidden in the bathroom, and could only pray that she had,
and had managed to retrieve it. The cash under the mattress would
have to remain there. No doubt Frau Schultz would find it soon
enough.

She gathered
the children together and was helping them put on their coats, when
Hans suddenly looked at Peter and saw he was clutching Flop-Ear,
the rabbit Herbert had given him. Hans let out a wail, “Where’s
Bunnkin? I want Bunnkin.” Pulling free of Laura’s restraining hand,
he darted back to his bedroom to find his own rabbit. Diving among
the tumbled bedcovers, he retrieved the rabbit, still dressed in
his striped trousers and hugged it to him.

“Wait a
minute!” One of the Gestapo grabbed Hans by the scruff of the neck
and lifted him clean off his feet, snatching the rabbit from him as
he did so. “Better make sure you’ve nothing hidden in this.” He
dropped Hans unceremoniously to the floor and ripped the head off
the rabbit. Pulling out the stuffing, he peered into its insides
before tossing it aside. Hans, grabbing the remains of his rabbit,
began to scream, and immediately Peter joined in.

“Get them out
of here! Out! Out!” The Gestapo man pointed at Laura. “You, take
them out.”

Terrified,
Laura grabbed at the boys, and still clutching the basket of food
dragged them out of the apartment. Inge, moaning softly, clung to
her mother, her face buried in Ruth’s skirt.

“You’re lucky,”
remarked one of the Gestapo. “You’re free to go. Your
brother-in-law has been arrested.”

Ruth stared at
him. “Arrested?” she echoed faintly. “Herbert? Why?”

“He was
caught,” replied the man. “Smuggling diamonds out of the
country.”

“Diamonds?
Herbert?”

“Yes!” smirked
Frau Schultz, “and now he’s been caught…and it’s all thanks to me!
I’ve been watching you,” she went on gleefully. “I’ve been watching
all of you. I saw him sneaking round, going to different jewellers,
buying precious stones. I saw him getting ready to run. I saw him
buying his ticket…and I reported him. They took him yesterday when
he went to collect his ticket…and he had diamonds in the heels of
his shoes!”

One of the
Gestapo gave a scornful laugh. “In his shoes! It’s the first place
we look!”

“And now I have
my reward for being a good German,” crowed Frau Schultz. “I have a
new home and you are back where you belong…in the gutter!”

“And if I see
you anywhere round here again,” the Gestapo man said grimly,
“you’ll find yourself in prison and your children in an orphanage.
Now get out.”

Ruth picked up
the suitcase in one hand, and pulling Inge along with the other,
walked out of the flat, down the stairs, to where Laura and the
twins were waiting for her in the street.

 


 


Five

The night he
had been arrested, Kurt had been frog-marched along the street to a
waiting tarpaulin-covered lorry. There, along with several other
men, he had been forced into the lorry, already so full of crushed
humanity that it seemed impossible to cram in any more. Kurt stood,
his arms pinned to his sides, with his face pressed against
shoemaker Martin Rosen’s back. Manfred Schmied, the tailor from
along the street, leaned heavily against him, and Rudy Stein, who
had once been a teacher at the local school, was actually standing
on Kurt’s feet. More and more were pushed into the lorry at
gunpoint, until finally even the Gestapo could see there was no
room for more. The engine roared into life and with a sudden jolt
the lorry pulled away. In the back men cried out as the movement
tipped and twisted them, crushing them violently against their
fellows. Someone’s bladder failed and there was a strong smell of
urine close to where Kurt stood. Someone began to sob quietly to
himself, and the noise of general lamentation filled the lorry.

Kurt lost track of time
as the lorry rumbled and bounced its way out of the town. He could
no longer feel his feet. He could hardly breathe, for the smell of
sweat, urine and faeces that had filled the covered lorry was
almost tangible. Others had been overcome by it and the stench of
vomit was added to the mix. When they finally stopped, Kurt had no
idea of how long they had been travelling in the nightmare vehicle.
The stop was only for a moment or two. Outside they could hear
shouted orders and then the lorry jerked forward again, bumping
across an unpaved surface, before it came to a halt once more, and
at last the canvas flaps were thrown up, letting the warm night air
flood in. They were still unable to move, but gradually those at
the back either fell or were hauled out, and the crush began to
lessen.

“Out! Out! All
out!” The guards prodded them with rifles, jabbing ribs with the
barrels, or smashing the butts across heads if anyone moved too
slowly.

“My God! What a
stink!” cried one of the guards as he climbed up on the tailgate.
“You can tell this lot are Jews! The truck stinks to high
heaven!”

Kurt heaved
himself awkwardly off the lorry, and at the prod of a rifle
followed Martin and Rudy into the line of men that had formed up
outside. Manfred was soon beside them, and they stood and waited as
the last of the men were unloaded. Some were unable to stand, their
cramped legs giving way under them, but kicks from the SS guards
and the lash of a whip soon had them crawling over to the column of
men and hauling themselves upright.

An SS man
barked an order, and the column shuffled through a set of heavy
gates, above which were inscribed the words “Work Makes You
Free”.

“We’ve been
brought to a work camp,” Kurt thought, and an icy-cold fear crept
through him. There had been rumours of such camps, but they were
for Communists, criminals, enemies of the state. Why had he and the
others been arrested? He knew, of course, knew that it was because
they were Jews. Jews with businesses. Jews who had no business to
make money out of honest Germans. Jews who recently had come
together to form a local committee to try and protect themselves
from the ever-increasing persecution. Jews who were making a
nuisance of themselves. Jews.

Someone further
up the line fell over, and was almost trampled as the column
continued past him, stepping over him, before coming to a halt in
front of a squat, square building. With Rudy Stein on one side of
him and Manfred Schmied on the other, Kurt waited. The sun came up
behind the building, and out of the corner of his eye he could see
other buildings away in the distance, surrounded by barbed
wire.

And so they
waited, and waited, as the sun rose higher, its heat pounding their
unprotected heads. Some, unable to withstand the heat, keeled over,
collapsing in a heap on the ground. No one made a move to help
them, no one dared move as the SS guards stalked the lines, whips
in hand, pistols in their belts, looking for signs of rebellion.
The sun rose to its zenith, and still they stood there until at
last an SS officer appeared from inside the building. He strode out
in front of the drooping column of men, and raising his voice began
to harangue them.

“I am
Oberführer Hans Loritz, commandant of this camp,” he announced,
adding ominously, “and you will get to know me.” He pointed his
finger, drawing it along the line of men. “You are the dregs of
humanity. You are enemies of the Reich, and now you have been
brought here you will work for the good of the German people. You
will stay here until you have, through hard work and re-education,
understood the error of your ways and can be returned to society in
safety. You will stay here for as long as is takes.” His voice had
risen as he spoke and now it was almost a screech. “In the meantime
you will work. You will be obedient to the guards. No disobedience
or weakness will be tolerated. My guards have been well trained and
they will be watching you. If you fail to obey an order, you will
be punished. If you are slow to obey an order, you will be
punished. If you break camp regulations, you will be punished. If
you incite other prisoners to rebel, you will be punished. If you
don’t work hard, you will be punished. If you show lack of respect
to your guards, you will be punished. You are here because you are
not fit to live among decent Germans. You will stay here until you
are fit to return…however long that takes.” He walked over to one
of the men who had collapsed in the heat, and kicked him in the
ribs. “While you are on parade you will remain at attention at all
times…or you will be punished.” His eyes roved the phalanx of men
standing before him, as if searching out resistance, recalcitrance.
The prisoners remained rigid, unmoving, as the guards continued to
stalk between the lines.

“Registration
will now begin!” With this order Hans Loritz turned on his heel and
strode back to the building.

When he had
disappeared the guards marched the first rank of prisoners to the
door, where again they waited in line. The rest continued to stand
in the sun. No one spoke. No one moved. The commandant’s words
echoed in their heads and the roving SS guards ensured that there
was no break in the ranks.

At last their
turn came and their line moved forward. Kurt stood in front of a
desk and gave his name, address and date of birth. The SS sergeant
wrote it down meticulously in his ledger. He then looked up at
Kurt.

“Why have you
been arrested?” he asked.

“I don’t know,”
Kurt replied. As the words left his mouth he was struck a powerful
blow in the back. He staggered forward, only just maintaining his
feet.

“Stand to
attention, scum!” screamed a voice behind him, and Kurt caught
himself from turning and managed to draw himself upright again.

“You are here
because you are an agitator, a dirty Jew stirring up other Jews,”
said the sergeant, continuing in a bored drawl, without looking up.
“Based on article one of the Decree of the Reich President for the
Protection of People and State of 28th February 1933, you are taken
into protective custody in the interest of public security and
order. Reason: suspicion of activities inimical to the state…or as
I said,” and now he did look up again, his eyes narrowing, “you’re
a dirty Jew stirring up other Jews, and until you’ve learnt better,
you’ll stay here…and work!”

Work Kurt did.
Work they all did, from first light, throughout the day, until they
dragged themselves back to their huts to sleep. The prisoners’
compound was surrounded by coils of barbed wire, overlooked by five
watchtowers, where ever-vigilant sentries manned machine guns. The
sleeping quarters were housed in bare concrete buildings that had
once been an explosives factory. Within a wall and surrounded by a
high electric fence, they stood in ranks on either side of a track
that led to the parade ground. Kurt, Rudy, Martin and Manfred were
assigned to the same hut.

Once their
details had been taken, they were photographed, had their heads
shaved, were stripped of their clothes and given prison garb,
little more than ill-fitting white overalls. Any personal
possessions they had, including money, had been logged in another
ledger and taken from them.

“There is a
canteen where you can buy what you need,” said the corporal who
listed their effects. “The cost will be deducted from your
money.”

“What happens
when it runs out?” Manfred had dared to ask.

“Then you can
buy nothing more,” snapped the man. “What do you think this is? A
charity home?” He gave a harsh laugh. “Your family can send you
more money. That is how it works.”

“But they don’t
know where I am!” Manfred had not yet learned to keep his mouth
shut. A sudden lash from behind made him stagger, crying out and
clasping his neck where a dark red weal sprang to life.

Kurt, Rudy and
Martin, waiting in line, kept their eyes rigidly ahead. The guard
with the whip had turned his attention to them. He walked along the
waiting line, flicking his whip at the unmoving prisoners, enjoying
the fear in their staring eyes. The SS, indeed well trained for
such work, had begun their work of dehumanising their
prisoners.

Once their
“registration” was completed, their group was lined up again, and
clutching the few possessions they had been given, a few items of
clothing, a bowl, mug, knife, fork and spoon, they were marched
into the prisoners’ compound to the huts they’d been assigned.

As new
prisoners they had to find bunk space among the already occupied
bunks. Shuffling into the hut, they were confronted by a tall
prisoner with an aggressive face, and few teeth.

“I’m Horst
Kleiber,” he told them. “I’m the sergeant of this hut. I’m in
charge of everything in here. You do what I tell you, at the
double, and we’ll rub along. You don’t, you’ll be in dead trouble
because then we’re all in the shit. Got it?” They got it, but it
was almost impossible to comply with all the regulations. The first
morning, Kurt was struggling to make his bed. His was a top bunk,
and as he wrestled with the bed sheet his feet disturbed the bed of
the man below him.

“Watch your
sodding feet!” roared the man. “They’ll be here in two
minutes!”

In less than
that time, two SS guards came into the hut and checked the beds and
the cupboards. Manfred’s cupboard was deemed to be untidy, though
he had only the socks and the mess tins handed out to him the
previous day. One of the guards upended the cupboard onto the floor
and then beat him with steady blows of his whip until the contents
were replaced. Everyone else in the hut stood to attention in
silence as this punishment was inflicted, each praying that his
bed, his cupboard, would pass muster.

Life in the
camp was sheer hell. Every morning they got up at first light, and
once the hut had been passed as tidy by the guards, which seldom
happened at first inspection, Kleiber led the section out to parade
as a platoon for roll call. Then it was labour. Hard labour. The
camp was to be rebuilt, extended, to accommodate more prisoners,
with improved quarters for the SS guards and their families. All
the old buildings had to be torn down and replaced. Everything was
done at the double, and any man seen flagging was kicked or
beaten.

Kurt and
Manfred were on the same work detail and spent much of their day as
human draft horses, pulling huge wagons laden with stone from place
to place. Always at the double, always at the mercy of the whips
and rifle butts. Rudy, who was older and smaller, was on a similar
work detail, but he struggled to keep up. He needed glasses, but
even though it meant he had difficulty in seeing where he was
going, he seldom wore them.

“Take ’em off,
mate,” advised Horst Kleiber. “They always pick on blokes with
specs, think you’re intellectuals!”

He was right.
After two such encounters with the SS guards, Rudy took his glasses
off.

Horst had been
arrested several years before because he was a Communist. As an old
hand, he knew how best to work the system to make life fractionally
easier. He was a fierce hut sergeant, roaring at anyone who risked
getting the whole hut punished, but he was also scrupulously fair
when it came to division of food, his Communist principles allowing
every man equal shares. Kurt, Manfred, Martin and Rudy were the
only Jews in the hut, but though Horst would probably have had no
truck with them outside, here he ensured that they received their
fair share. He was responsible for discipline in the hut, and that
affected everyone alike. As the four friends settled in, other
inmates taught them tricks that helped them escape the attentions
of the guards. No one in the hut wanted to draw the attention of
the SS.

As the weeks
progressed there was an awful inevitability about their lives. They
had each been allowed to send one postcard to their family at home,
to say where they were, and to ask for money.

“They make a
nice little profit on their canteen,” Horst pointed out when Kurt
expressed surprise that they were allowed to communicate with the
outside world. “They need you to have money to spend so that they
can insist on your spending it!”

The canteen
provided some of the necessities of camp life. It was possible to
buy, at a price, a little extra food, and although this was often
almost inedible, they ate it anyway; anything to stave off the
ever-present gnawing hunger. Clothes had to be repaired, and
precious funds had to be used to buy needles and thread. Clothes in
disrepair were the excuse for further beatings at the hands of the
guards.

Rudy grew
steadily weaker. The others helped him whenever they could, but on
work detail it was every man for himself. Helping a struggling
comrade almost certainly earned you the lash of a whip or the kick
of a jackboot and did the comrade no good at all.

“I’m going to
die in this place,” Rudy said dismally one evening when they had
collapsed on their bunks after an extended evening roll call. “I
can’t go on like this.”

“You can and
you must!” insisted Kurt. “Don’t give them the satisfaction.” He
looked across at his old friend, and took in his emaciated state.
They had all lost weight, the meagre diet and hard physical work
had ensured that, but he saw now that Rudy was in a worse state
than the rest of them. The flesh had fallen away from his face, so
that his skull seemed to strain through the parchment of his skin.
His arms and legs, poking from under his camp overalls, looked
skeletal in the harsh light of the lamp. But it was his eyes that
told Kurt that Rudy was right. There was nothing in his eyes, sunk
into the hollows of his face, but a blank stare; the life had gone
out of his eyes.

“It’s all right
for you,” Rudy said. “Most of the time I can’t even see where I’m
going. They shout ‘Tempo! Tempo! Los! Los!’ and I don’t know which
way to run.”

The next day he
was detailed to break up the concrete blocks from one of the
demolished buildings. Swinging the heavy hammer was beyond him, and
one of the guards, a sadistic bully called Schuller, grabbed the
sledgehammer from Rudy’s grasp and swung it himself, smashing it
down onto Rudy’s legs. With an agonised scream, Rudy collapsed, his
legs useless beneath him. Blood streamed, soaking through his
grubby white overalls, as he writhed on the ground with pain.

Schuller looked
down at him dispassionately and said, “That is how you swing a
sledgehammer.” He looked round the rest of the crew. “Why aren’t
you working?” he bawled. “Does anyone else want a demonstration?”
The rest of the detail turned away from Rudy, trying to close their
ears to his agonised cries. Schuller looked down at him with
contempt and then pointed to the man nearest to him. “You! You take
him back to his hut. On the double! You’ve five minutes to be back
here!”

It was Kleiber
whom he’d chosen. Kleiber dropped his hammer and bent to Rudy.
There was no way he could carry him without subjecting him to
further agony, so he simply picked him up and hoisted him over his
shoulder, his smashed legs dangling behind, his blood pouring onto
the gravel. Kleiber took him back towards the ranks of huts with
Schuller’s bellow of “Tempo! Tempo!” echoing in his ears. When he
reached the hut he laid Rudy on his bunk. He was no longer
screaming, he had passed out with the pain. Kleiber tried to
straighten the damaged legs, but he could see that Rudy would never
walk again.

“Poor bugger!
Better off unconscious,” Kleiber muttered as he looked down at the
motionless body. “Better off dead, now.”

When they
returned to the hut at the end of the day, they found Rudy was
indeed dead. His bed was soaked in blood, his pale face a mask of
agony.

Kleiber told
them what had happened. “Nothing we could have done for him, poor
bugger,” he said. “He was a goner as soon as that bastard Schuller
raised the sledge.”

Kurt looked
down at the man whom he’d known all his life. Rudy, the teacher
that all the children had loved, lying in a pool of blood with his
legs smashed.

“What happens
to him now?” he asked Kleiber.

“We take him
out to roll call,” replied Kleiber. “Now!”

“We what?” Kurt
was incredulous.

“He’s not
reported dead yet, is he?” Kleiber sounded weary. “If he’s not on
parade the numbers won’t tally and we’ll all be out there all
night. Remember last week?”

How could they
forget it? For some reason the numbers at evening roll call had
been out and the entire camp had stood there for six hours under
the glare of the searchlights before being allowed to crawl back to
their huts for a couple of hours’ sleep before reveille.

“He’s your
mate, you can carry him,” ordered Kleiber, and Kurt and Martin
lifted the now stiffening body of Rudy Stein and solemnly carried
him out onto the parade ground to be counted. By the next evening
Rudy’s body had been disposed of, and his bunk, scrubbed for an
hour by Manfred to remove the blood, had been taken by a new
prisoner.

That night Kurt
lay on his bunk and thought of home, aching for his beloved Ruth
and his children. It was at night that he was at his most wretched.
Despite the need for sleep, he found that he lay awake, in dread of
what the following day would bring. Would he even survive it, or
would he, like Rudy, be murdered by one of the guards? How long
would he be in this hellish place? He had been called to the
administration office, and a list of his “crimes” had been read out
to him. Joining his local Jewish committee made him a troublemaker.
Until it was clear that he had atoned for this, had renounced such
action again, he would not be set free. He was sent back to his
work detail with the SS officer’s words ringing in his ears.

“We’re watching
you, Friedman. You’re an agitator. We’re watching you!”

It was a week
later that Martin Rosen disappeared. In the morning he was at roll
call, at the end of the day he was not. As the men paraded ready
for roll, Kleiber was shouting at them. “Where the fuck is he?
Someone must know!” But no one did, and as they lined up for roll,
they knew that it would be their hut’s fault that the numbers
didn’t tally. The wrath of the SS would come down on them.
Pale-faced and rigid with fear, Kleiber’s platoon took their place
on the parade ground.

Then a miracle
happened. Roll was called but Martin Rosen’s name wasn’t.
Incredulous, they were dismissed, and within minutes of returning
to the hut, a new prisoner came through the door. Kleiber allotted
him Martin Rosen’s bed.

“Where can he
be?” Kurt muttered to Manfred as they ate their meagre evening
meal. “What’s happened to him?”

“Daren’t even
think about it, after what happened to poor Rudy,” Manfred said,
scraping his bowl with his fingers to scoop up the last drop of the
slop that had been in it.

Klaus Herman,
another in their hut, looked across from where he sat. “He was in
our work party this morning,” he said. “He was called to Nero’s
office. Haven’t seen him since.”

Kurt gave an
involuntary shudder. Nero was the prisoners’ name for the
commandant. A call to his office usually meant some great
punishment was about to be administered, usually in front of the
full complement of prisoners. It was Oberführer Loritz’s way of
reminding them all that they were at his mercy…and that he never
showed any. What could Martin have done, he wondered? Was he even
now being tortured in the punishment block?

“Whatever’s
happened to him, he’s not coming back here,” Kleiber told them.
“They’ve filled his bunk!”

What had
happened to Martin Rosen remained a mystery, and that mystery was
only revealed to Kurt when he too was called to the commandant’s
office a few weeks later. He was working in a detail that was
digging foundations for the new huts. It was backbreaking work, and
was carried on with little respite, though the winter weather had
made the ground rock-hard. They had stopped for the half-hour
allowed for their midday meal when Kurt had received the summons.
He stood up shakily. His legs felt like jelly, but he managed to
walk across to the gate which led from the compound to the
administrative block. He was taken to a cell, and told to stand to
attention while he waited to be called. He stood, stiff and still
for over an hour, wondering why he had been called. Trying to
remember anything that he had done…or not done…that might have
earned him a stint in the punishment block, but he could think of
nothing. Not that that mattered to the SS. There didn’t have to be
a reason for them to punish you, they simply did it because they
felt like it, because they enjoyed it. These thoughts were no
comfort to Kurt as he stood, still to attention, waiting.

At last the
door swung open and at a barked order from an SS corporal he
marched out and followed the man along a corridor, through a door
into another part of the building, and was finally brought into an
office. Here seated behind a large desk sat Oberführer Loritz. He
paid no attention to Kurt at all. Simply went on writing something
in a large book before him. Kurt waited rigidly to attention, as
did his escort, until finally the commandant looked up.

“Who is this?”
he demanded and the corporal snapped out a “Heil Hitler” before
replying. “Kurt Friedman, sir. Jew.”

“Thank you,
Corporal, you may leave us.”

The corporal
snapped his heels and saluted again, before leaving the room.

For a long
moment the commandant stared at Kurt, and Kurt, terrified of making
eye contact, stared at a spot above the Oberführer’s head.

“Friedman,” the
commandant said at last. “A Jew. Do you know what we want to do
with all Jews, Friedman?”

Kurt hesitated
for a moment. Which was the right answer? Yes or no? Which did the
commandant want to hear?

“We want to get
rid of the lot of you,” Oberführer Loritz answered his own
question. “One way or another we want to get rid of the lot of you.
Do you understand, Friedman?”

“Yes, sir.”
Kurt’s voice was hardly more than a croak.

“Yes, sir,”
mimicked the commandant. “I doubt it, Friedman. I doubt it. But
you,” he pointed at Kurt with a pudgy finger, “you are lucky. You
are going to be given the chance to leave here.”

Kurt’s head
began to spin.

“To leave here
provided you promise to take you family and leave Germany.” Loritz
paused a moment and then went on. “Are you prepared to give that
undertaking?”

Kurt gulped for
air, enough air to allow him to speak. “Yes, sir.”

“And where
would you go? Do you have relations abroad?”

Kurt’s mind
continued to spin. He had no relations abroad, his family had lived
in Kirnheim all his life, had run the grocery in Gerbergasse for
most of it. No, he had no relations outside Germany.

“A cousin in
America, sir,” he said, without actually deciding to say it.

Oberführer
Loritz sniffed. “America is full of Jews,” he remarked. “It will be
their downfall.” His eyes drilled into Kurt. “And this cousin, will
he vouch for you?”

“I’m sure he
will, sir.”

“And then there
is the question of your property here. You own property, I
understand.”

“A shop, sir,”
replied Kurt, adding when this elicited no comment, “with an
apartment above it.”

“Your property
would be forfeit of course. You will have no need of it and it can
be sold to a good honest German family.” His eyes bored into Kurt.
”And the money will, of course, revert to the state.”

Kurt swallowed.
“Of course, sir.” The money might revert to the state, but much
more likely to Nero’s bank account.

How would they
live if the money paid for his property didn’t come to him? How
would he live if he didn’t get out of this hellhole camp? There was
only one way to get out of here, one way to get back to his family
and try and get them to safety somewhere, and that was to agree to
whatever this man said. If Kurt said anything but ‘Yes, sir’ he
would be back in the prisoners’ compound and he might never see his
family again.

Oberführer
Loritz pulled a paper from under the book in which he had been
writing, and pushed it across to Kurt. “You will sign this to say
you and your family will be out of the country in three weeks, that
your property will revert to the state, and that you will never
return to Germany again.” He looked up at Kurt. “Do you have title
deeds to this shop?”

“Yes, sir.”

“They must be
lodged with the Emigration Office in Munich. Within the three
weeks.” The commandant held out a pen. “Sign!”

Kurt grasped
the proffered pen and signed. He had no chance to read the document
he had signed. He had no idea whether he had agreed to any other
conditions not stipulated by the commandant, but he knew it was his
only chance of freedom, so he took it…and signed.

“One more
thing, Friedman,” snapped the Oberführer. “I want to hear no
slander about how this camp is run. Prisoners here work hard, but
they are well fed, and rewarded for their work.” He paused and his
eyes held Kurt’s. “Is that understood, Friedman?”

“Yes, sir,
quite understood.”

“I’m glad to
hear it.” Oberführer Loritz’s voice was ice-cold. “If you are found
to be spreading malicious lies about the camp and its staff, you
will be arrested and returned here immediately. Immediately! Do you
understand?”

“Yes, sir,”
replied Kurt, ready to agree to anything. “Yes, sir, I
understand.”

Things moved
very quickly after that. He was taken back to the Jourhaus, the
building where they had all been registered on the first day, and
was given his own clothes back. He changed into them, but they no
longer fitted him, hanging off him like a big brother’s
cast-offs.

“You look like
a scarecrow,” scoffed the SS soldier who oversaw his departure. He
picked up Kurt’s wallet and peered into it before handing it back
to him. It was exceedingly light. Kurt doubted if he even had the
bus fare home, but he didn’t care. All he wanted to do was to slip
out through those fearsome gates and run for his life.

The gates
clanged shut, but Kurt didn’t dare run; he walked away from the
camp without a backward glance. He knew if he looked back one of
the guards would shout at him, drag him back inside, and close
those awful gates behind him. He had been allowed to leave, but
even as he hurried away, he dreaded hearing his name called. It
would be a game to them.

“Halt,
Friedman! Where do you think you’re going?” And if he didn’t stop
he would be shot in the back. Shot while trying to escape. He’d
seen it happen.

Fear crawled
over him as he continued to walk away. Surely this hope of release
would be withdrawn; surely this was yet another cruel punishment.
Let him think he was free and then, as he actually, actually began
to believe it, bring him back, back into the nightmare that was
Dachau.

Despite his
determination to keep walking, Kurt’s panic overtook him and he
began to run. Running was easy. Running was what he’d been doing
for the past four months, running in the camp had kept him alive,
but even as his feet pounded on the road that led to the town of
Dachau, he expected the guard dogs to be unleashed, to hear them
give tongue, to feel their teeth tear into him. When, daring at
last to glance over his shoulder, he realised he was no longer
within sight of the camp, and there was no pursuit, he allowed his
pace to ease a little, caught his breath and then settled down to a
steady jog.

When he got off
the bus in Kirnheim, Kurt walked from the bus station, along the
familiar streets of his childhood, and turned into Gerbergasse. It
was late Monday afternoon, a time when people would normally still
be out and about their business, but the street, though not quite
deserted, seemed to Kurt abnormally quiet. Then he realised what
the difference was. There were no children to be seen. No children
playing in the street; no sound of little girls chanting as the
skipping rope slapped the pavement, no excited shouts from boys
playing football or scuffling in the dust. There was not a child in
sight.

He walked on,
past the synagogue, which, he noticed, had new doors, not the
ornately carved ones he had always loved and admired, but plain,
untreated timber on utilitarian black hinges. His step hastened as
he passed familiar shops, some with boarded-up windows, to the
corner where his own shop was…had been. He stared in horror at what
he saw. It, too, was boarded up, but not just the window, the door
as well, a haphazard criss-cross of planks nailed into a blackened
doorframe. Dark swathes of soot streaked the walls, and the
blackened frames of the upstairs windows gaped to the open air. For
a long, disbelieving moment, Kurt stood quite still, staring at the
ruin of his home. Terror clutched his heart, a physical pain. Ruth!
Where’s Ruth? The children? Were they there when the fire broke
out? Are they safe? Did this happen the night of his arrest, or
later on? Where are they now?

Turning his
back on the burnt-out blackened shell of his home, he rushed into
the Meyers’ bakery on the other side of the street. Leah Meyer was
behind the counter as he crashed through the door. She looked up,
fear leaping in her eyes, to see who had burst in so violently. The
fear turned to astonishment and then pleasure as despite his
scarecrow appearance, hollow cheeks and shaved head, she recognised
him.

“Herr
Friedman!” she cried. “You’re back! God be praised! You’re home.”
She hurried round from behind the counter to clasp his hand and
pump it up and down.

“Where’s my
family?” demanded Kurt. “Are they safe? What happened?”

“Yes, yes,” she
assured him. “Don’t worry! They’re safe. They escaped the fire.
Your wife took them to your brother. They are living with him.”

Kurt sank onto
the chair beside the counter, suddenly exhausted. “Thank God!” he
murmured. “Thank God for that.” He gave Frau Meyer a weak smile.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. What
happened? What happened to the shop? How did it catch fire?”

At that moment
Leo Meyer came into the shop from the bakery behind. When he saw
Kurt sitting by the counter he rushed over to him, clapping him on
the shoulder. “You’ve come back, Kurt. Thank God you’re safe.” He
turned to his wife.

“Put up the
shutters, Leah. Let’s close up.” He turned back to Kurt. “We don’t
stay open after dark anymore, it isn’t safe. It’s bad enough in the
daytime. You’ll stay with us for the night, eh? Before you go to
Munich to find them?”

He helped his
wife put sturdy wooden shutters in place across the window.
“Protects the glass from stray bricks,” he explained as he slid the
metal bar into its socket and snapped the padlock closed. “Wouldn’t
stop anyone determined to break in, but it slows them down.”

Once the shop
was secured, the Meyers led the way up the stairs, to the apartment
above.

“I expect
you’re hungry,” Frau Meyer said, and without waiting for Kurt to
admit it, went into the kitchen to prepare some food. She had taken
in his emaciated face and the way his clothes hung off his
body.

“Tell me what
happened,” Kurt said to her husband as he sat down. Leo took out a
cigarette case and passed it over to Kurt, before taking a
cigarette himself and lighting both.

“It was the
night of the riot, the night you were arrested,” he said. “You saw
the mob, the frenzy they were in.” Leo shuddered at the
recollection of that night. “We were lucky that night, we only had
our windows broken. We locked ourselves into the bakery, or they
would probably have arrested me too.” Leo inhaled deeply on his
cigarette, letting the smoke fill his lungs. “Well, when the SS
took you away, the mob set fire to your shop. They’d already tried
to burn the synagogue, and they got the taste for fire. They
weren’t people anymore, not people, just one huge howling beast.
Your shop was there, it belonged to a Jew and so they set it on
fire.”

“But Ruth? The
children? You said they were all right. They weren’t hurt? They got
out in time?”

“Thanks to the
courage of your wife,” Leo replied, “they all got out. But it was
close. She managed to lower them down from the upstairs window. She
had to jump herself. She sprained her ankle, but amazingly that was
all.” Leo drew hard on his cigarette. “She is a brave woman, your
Ruth.”

Over the meal
that Leah had prepared, the Meyers told Kurt how Ruth had found the
deed box; how she’d been attacked by the Hitler Youth; how she’d
refused to burden the Meyers any longer.

“She was
determined to take them to your brother,” said Leah. “She wouldn’t
stay with us any longer. She did write though, just once to say
they’d arrived.”

“It’s where I
told her to go if necessary,” Kurt said, “but I didn’t really think
she’d have to.” He looked across the table at his neighbours, a
couple he had known for years, but with whom he had never been
close. “Thank you,” he said simply. “Thank you for all you
did.”

Leah raised her
hands. “Who would not?”

“She was right
to go,” Leo told him. “No one’s safe round here. Oh, we try and get
on with our daily lives, but it is more and more difficult. Our
shops are continual targets for the Hitler Youth and as soon as we
make repairs they come by again. Several of the local children have
been beaten up by these gangs, and there’s no redress, no justice.
Parents are keeping them indoors now. Since the new laws, we have
no status.”

“For the first
time in my life, I’m glad we weren’t blessed with children,” Leah
said. “All my married life I prayed for children, begged God to
give me just one child, but now I see the wisdom of His refusal. We
won’t have to watch as our children are bullied, humiliated,
injured, maybe even killed.”

The silence
that followed the bitterness of these words lengthened as all three
of them contemplated the dark void of the future.

“You’ll stay
with us tonight,” Leo said at last. It wasn’t a question and Kurt
felt another wave of gratitude for this couple’s generosity.

“Thank you,” he
said. “I will. Then in the morning I’ll go to Munich.”

“Did you see
the others, the others who were arrested the same night?” asked
Leah tentatively. “Martin Rosen came home, just for a few days, and
then he took his whole family and left. He didn’t say much.”

Kurt wasn’t
surprised, Martin would certainly have been warned as he had. “Yes,
Martin was there,” he said. “He got out before me. So, he’s
gone?”

Leo nodded.
“Yes, he’s gone.”

“But he had to
leave everything behind,” said Leah. “All the tools in his
workshop, all the furniture in his house. The Gestapo watched him
pack up. They wouldn’t let him take anything that the family
couldn’t carry between them as they walked out of the door.”

“One day they
were there, the next they were gone.” Leo shook his head in
disbelief. “There’s another family living in there now. Not Jews of
course, but some official who works on the railway.” He looked
across at Kurt. “Reckon someone would have moved into your place if
it hadn’t been so badly damaged. No one can afford to repair it.”
Leo passed Kurt another cigarette, and Kurt drew on it gratefully.
He had no intention of telling the Meyers, or anyone else, that he
had agreed that the state should take over his property.

“I shall go and
have a look at it tomorrow before I go,” he said. “Just in case
there is anything else I can salvage.” His mind flicked to the
money he had hidden in the unused bread oven beside the stove in
the living room. Was there any possibility it would still be
there?

“Were Rudy
Stein, or Manfred Schmied with you?” Leah was asking. “Do you know
anything about them?”

Kurt forced his
mind back to her question. “We were all together in one hut,” he
said, “Rudy…died. He found the camp regime difficult and…and he
wasn’t strong enough. I think Mannie is still there.” He drew
deeply on his cigarette. “He may be released. I was let out because
I agreed to collect my family and leave the country. I’ve got three
weeks to prove to the authorities that we are emigrating…somewhere,
otherwise I shall be sent back to Dachau, and the children will be
put in an orphanage.” His face was bleak as he explained, “And God
knows what will happen to Ruth.” He shook his head in despair. “I
told them I had a cousin in America.”

“And have
you?”

Kurt shook his
head. “No, but unless I could convince them I had somewhere to go,
they wouldn’t have let me out. This way at least we have a
chance.”

Kurt spent the
night in the bedroom his children had shared weeks earlier, and as
he lay on the hard little bed he thought about them all. Ruth, his
Ruth, so brave, so resourceful, saving the children from the fire.
Finding the box, taking them all to Munich. Thank God they had got
there safely. At least Herbert was there to look after them all
until he, Kurt, could get there. Kurt thought of his children.
Laura, only ten, but far older than her years, made to grow up too
fast by what her life had become in the last few years. Inge,
beautiful, spoilt, only six, but used to getting her own way. She
seemed almost unaware of the animosity that surrounded them all.
And then the twins, just three, prattling happily together as they
played, so wrapped up in each other that they only seemed to be
complete when both were there. His beloved family. Somehow he had
to get them away, out of this benighted country, his family’s home
for generations, which no longer accepted them as citizens,
regarded them as subhuman.

He thought of
his father, Amos, wounded fighting in the trenches for the Kaiser
and the Fatherland. It hadn’t mattered then that he was a Jew, when
the army was haemorrhaging men and every soldier was needed at the
front. He’d been good enough to be a German then. And when he came
home, limping from the shrapnel still lodged in his leg, Amos had
slipped back into life as a shopkeeper, and brought his sons up to
be both good Jews and good Germans.

Kurt had lied
to them in Dachau and he knew it was a risk. He had no cousin in
America, something the SS could discover easily enough if they
bothered. He knew they had little chance of going to America, but
they had to get out somewhere, and he had such a short time to make
the arrangements. Thank God Ruth had found the deed box. She would
have all the family documents safely with her, but, most important
now, the deeds for the shop, which he must deliver to the
Emigration Office in Munich. She had their passports, too, except
for the twins’. Although Kurt didn’t expect the authorities to make
it easy, they would probably allow him to put them on his, simply
to get rid of them all.

But where they
were going to go, and where the money was going to come from, he
didn’t know. He had his watch and Ruth had her wedding ring, and he
thought he remembered there were a brooch and some earrings in the
box, which might fetch something. Otherwise they had no money. Any
cash there might have been would, he realised, have been spent long
ago.

Eventually,
sleep overtook him, but it was a sleep beset with dreams; dreams of
Dachau, dreams of the lorry that had taken him there, of the
children calling his name, and the nightmare that finally startled
him awake, Ruth on fire. She was running towards him, flames
devouring her clothes, crackling through her hair, Ruth screaming,
screaming to him for help, and he rooted to the spot unable to move
as the fire engulfed her.

Kurt sat bolt
upright in bed, his heart pounding, cold sweat running down his
back, staring into the darkness. He could still hear her screams
echoing in his head, and see the agony on her face.

There was no
going back to sleep. Indeed Kurt didn’t dare, the nightmare had
been so vivid, so real, he knew if he closed his eyes it would
return. He switched on the light, and sitting with his eyes wide
open waited for his racing heart to slow. He spent the rest of the
night planning what he would do.

As soon as it
was light, before much of the street was awake, he crossed the road
again, and, with a claw hammer borrowed from Leo, levered the
planks from the door and went into his shop. It was cold, dark and
dank. Rain had blown in through the gaps in the planking, and the
smell of damp soot was strong and acrid.

The shop had
been gutted by the fire. There was nothing left but a
smoke-blackened shell. The staircase was gone, and parts of the
ceiling had collapsed, leaving the charred rafters exposed
above.

Kurt looked up
at the rafters, and then went back across the road to the
bakery.

“Have you got a
ladder I can borrow?” he asked Leo. “I need to try and get into the
apartment, and the stairs have gone.”

“I have,” Leo
said, leading him out to the back, “but be very careful, the whole
building must be very unsafe.”

“I will,”
promised Kurt, hefting the ladder over his shoulder.

“And don’t be
long,” warned Leo. “If you’re seen, someone will report you for
looting.”

“Hardly
looting, it’s my own property!”

“Since when did
that make any difference to the Gestapo?” replied Leo.

Kurt took the
ladder over to the shop and set it up where the stairs should have
been. Cautiously he climbed, not even sure if the beam supporting
the ladder would take his weight. It appeared to do so and he
scrambled up onto one of the more solid-looking rafters. The floor
had burned away, but the old timbers of the house were thick and
strong, and although they were scorched and blackened, most of them
seemed to have survived the fire. Carefully Kurt edged his way
along the landing till he reached the doorway of his bedroom. There
was little left to see, all the furnishings and furniture were ash.
He crossed the landing and looked into the girls’ room. Here it was
the same, with only the remains of the old iron bedstead, a twisted
misshapen mess, melted against the window. Water had been poured in
to quench the fire, and with windows open to the rain the room was
cold and dank. Reluctantly Kurt looked into all the rooms. The
boys’ room had fared little better, and the comfortable kitchen
living room, which had been the centre of their family life, was a
blackened mess. Here, however, the damage had been caused more by
smoke and water than by fire. Kurt edged his way into the room,
fighting back tears as he saw what was left of their home. Then
something caught his eye, stuffed into the corner of a chair. He
reached out and pulled it clear.

“Bella!” he
cried aloud, and hugged the doll, Inge’s favourite toy,
convulsively to his chest. “Bella!”

Then, at last,
he turned his attention to the old bread oven. Crossing the floor
gingerly, he opened the heavy oven door and looked inside. There,
kept safe from the smoke and the flames by the cast iron of the
oven walls, lay the envelope into which he had put some of the
money he’d taken from the bank. A wave of relief washed over him.
He had what he’d come for. Now perhaps they had a chance. Hurriedly
Kurt stuffed the envelope into one pocket of his jacket, and
catching up Bella stuffed her into the other. Then he made his way
back through the apartment, to the top of the ladder. As he passed
the broken window that overlooked the street, he suddenly heard the
tramp of marching feet. He didn’t have to look out of the window to
know who was approaching. He was trapped in his own apartment, with
his own money hidden in his coat, and the SS were coming down the
street.

Kurt thought of
Leo’s warning about looting. He reached the ladder, but realised
that if he went down now, he would be caught coming out of the
shop. He had no proof that it was his, and even if he had, it would
probably make no difference. As the tramping feet drew closer, he
made a grab for the top of the ladder, and heaved, pulling it
upwards, out of sight. The weight of it made him stagger backwards,
and he sat down hard on a beam, but his foot pushed through the
remains of the burnt-out ceiling, protruding into the shop.
Frantically he struggled, trying to pull free so that he could
finish pulling the ladder out of sight from below. Outside the
sound of marching feet grew louder, and then, at a barked order,
they stopped. As Kurt finally extricated his foot from the ceiling,
and heaved the ladder upwards, he heard a raised voice from the
street.

“Someone has
broken in here. Weissen! Müller! See what’s going on here!”

There was the
sound of feet, and a crack of timber as more of the planks were
ripped away from the front door.

“No one here,
sir,” called a voice.

“What about
upstairs?”

“There aren’t
any stairs, sir. Place is burnt out.”

“Any sign of
looters?”

“Nothing worth
looting here, sir.”

“Clearly
someone’s broken in, Weissen. You’re to stay here. Guard the door
until we can come back and investigate properly.”

“Yes, sir.”
Weissen sounded resigned to his duty. Outside another order was
given and the tramping feet resumed, as the rest of the troop
marched away.

Kurt found he
had been holding his breath. Now he let it out, and as silently as
he could eased himself out from under the ladder. For a long moment
he listened. Weissen was still in the shop, but when Kurt heard the
scratch of a match and the smell of cigarette smoke, he knew that
the soldier below wasn’t taking his guard duty very seriously. He
didn’t think there was anyone there, and he wasn’t expecting anyone
to challenge him from the street.

But Kurt was
still trapped, and they were coming back. He felt the panic rise
within him, as he listened to the movements of the man below. He
had to get out, but there was no escape that way.

Get a grip on
yourself, Kurt thought fiercely. Get a grip on yourself and
think!

He edged back
along the landing until he reached his bedroom. Here the window
overlooked the small yard below. Treading softly on the remaining
rafters, Kurt crossed to the window and looked down. It was quite a
drop, for the yard was lower than the level of the shop floor.

It’s the only
way out, he thought, and I have to try. He considered bringing the
ladder along the landing, but realised straightaway that this was
almost impossible. The ladder was heavy and unwieldy and would
almost certainly make a noise that would alert the guard below.
Reluctantly he dismissed the ladder and looked down again into the
yard. The buildings next door overlooked it as well, but there was
nothing he could do about that. He would have to risk being seen,
it was a lesser risk than staying where he was, waiting to be
discovered…with the money in his pocket.

It was
impossible to open the window as the metal frame had been distorted
by the heat, but that same heat had shattered the glass. A few
shards were still embedded in the frame, but the gap was wide
enough for Kurt to slide through if he were careful. With one final
glance behind him, he reached through and grasped the top of the
frame outside. Sitting on the sill, his legs still inside the room,
he edged himself through the gap until he was crouching on the
broad outer windowsill. Once he glanced below and shuddered. It
seemed a long way down. Shutting his eyes for a moment he calmed
himself, and then began to ease himself over the edge of the sill.
Grasping the bottom of the window frame, he lowered himself until
he was hanging, arms extended, down the side of the building. There
was no going back, and no hanging on for much longer either. He
gave a quick glance downward and then, steeling himself to let go,
dropped the final twelve feet onto the paved yard. The drop jarred
his ankles, but he flexed his knees to absorb some of the jolt as
he landed and rolled over on the stones. His hands were bleeding
from where they had caught on the embedded glass, but otherwise he
had no real injury, and he was quickly on his feet again. He
scrambled over the wall at the end of the yard into the alley
beyond, and made his way along its narrow length towards the
street. Before he emerged he blotted the blood from the cuts on his
hands on the tail of his shirt, and, praying he wouldn’t meet the
Gestapo, walked as slowly as he dared back towards the bakery,
entering it as just another customer.

Leo looked at
him in horror and murmured, “You must go, now.” His eyes flicked to
the door, and Kurt, following his look, saw the SS soldier standing
outside his own burnt-out shop.

“I’m sorry,”
Kurt said, “if I have put you in danger.”

Leo thrust a
newly baked loaf into his hands and said, “Go and find your family,
Kurt. Go now. We can’t do anything more for you here.” He turned
away from the window, and Kurt, with the loaf in his hands, left
the shop, walking away along Gerbergasse for the last time, without
a backward glance.

He didn’t reach
Herbert’s apartment block until late in the afternoon. He had never
been to his brother’s home before, and he was relieved to find it
was in a respectable suburban area. It was clearly not a Jewish
enclave, as Gerbergasse was. The shop windows, displaying their
various goods, were unbroken; there was no red paint daubed on
their doors. Indeed some had notices proclaiming “No Jews served
here”. If Herbert lived and worked in such a place, then he must be
completely accepted by his neighbours, and Ruth and the children
would be safe.

Suddenly Kurt
ached to see them, to hold them in his arms once more. He went into
the apartment building and peered at the names beside the column of
bell pushes in the hallway.

None of them
was Friedman. He ran his eye over them again to be sure he hadn’t
missed it. No Friedman. He went back into the street to check the
number displayed on the building itself, wondering if he had walked
into the wrong block. No, on the outside wall, clear for all to see
was the number 15. Elbestrasse 15 Apartment 3c. That was definitely
Herbert’s address. Kurt went back inside and looked at the number
on the door of one of the ground-floor flats. 1a. The others were
1b and 1c. 3c must be on the third floor. He climbed the stairs and
stopped outside the door of 3c. The name beside it was Schultz.
Kurt rang the bell.

“I’m sorry to
trouble you,” he said to the old woman who opened the door a crack
and peered out at him, “but I am looking for Herr Friedman.”

The woman
scowled. “He doesn’t live here anymore.”

“But he did?
You said ‘anymore’. I’m his brother.”

“Another Jew,”
remarked the woman with distaste. “Well he’s gone. I live here
now!” She began to shut the door, but frantic for news of Ruth and
the children, Kurt stuck his foot in the doorway.

“I’m looking
for my wife…my children,” he began.

“Oh!” the woman
gave an unpleasant smile. “The Jewish orphanage! They’ve gone
too.”

“But…gone
where?”

The woman
shrugged. “How should I know?”

“But where did
Herbert take them?” As he spoke Kurt took a step back and the woman
immediately slammed the door.

“Nowhere,” she
cackled from inside the flat. “He didn’t take them anywhere. The
Gestapo took him! He’s been arrested.”

 


 


Six

Where are we
going, Mutti?” Laura asked as she trudged along the street behind
her mother, still carrying the food basket in one hand and gripping
Hansi tightly with the other. Ruth didn’t answer. She didn’t have
an answer. All she knew was that they had to get away from the
apartment building and out of sight before the Gestapo decided to
come down after them.

“Just follow
me,” she said. “Inge, hold Peter’s hand.” Carrying the suitcase,
she led the little procession along the street, turning off along
the first side road that presented itself.

Once they were
off the main road they continued along the smaller streets towards
the canal. On the far side of the bridge there was a bench
overlooking the water. Here Ruth paused and setting the suitcase
down took the basket from Laura. It was quite heavy, and Laura had
been struggling with it, but in it was the precious flour bag with
a small roll of banknotes concealed inside.

“I’m tired,
Mutti!” Inge this time, her voice a wail of despair. “Where are we
going?”

“You’ll see,”
replied Ruth, but Inge’s despair echoed in her own heart. Where
were they going? She had no idea.

The chilly
dampness that had been in the air over the last few days had again
turned into a steady drizzle. The children were getting cold and
wet, and she had nowhere to take them.

There must be
somewhere we can go, Ruth thought. We have to find some shelter,
and soon.

Then she
thought of the synagogue she had found when she first arrived. At
Herbert’s insistence she had kept well away from it, but now it
seemed to her that it was their only hope. Surely the rabbi would
help them. It wasn’t that far. That’s where they’d go.

“Come on,” she
said. “It’s not far. I’ll take the basket and the case. Laura, you
and Inge look after the twins.”

It wasn’t very
far, but although Ruth knew the general direction, they took a
couple of wrong turns and by the time they finally reached it, the
children were all soaking wet and exhausted. Ruth opened the
unlocked door and led them inside.

“Wait here,”
she said, “while I find the rabbi. Laura, do you understand? You
are not to move from here.”

Rabbi Rahmer
was a small man with a greying beard and a balding head. When his
wife, who was considerably larger, led Ruth into his study, he got
to his feet to greet her, peering at her with sharp black eyes,
over a pair of half-moon spectacles.

“How can I help
you, Gnädige Frau?” he asked courteously. He indicated that she
should take a seat beside his desk, before returning to his own
place behind it.

Ruth introduced
herself and explained how she had brought the children to Herbert’s
home after they had been burnt out of their own.

“Now he’s been
arrested,” she went on, “and we’ve been turned out onto the street.
I’ll have to try and find us somewhere to live, but we’ve nowhere
to go while I look. Do you know anyone who would take us in, just
for a few days?” She looked at the rabbi hopefully. “I can pay…a
little…but I know a hotel won’t take us, and anyway it would be too
expensive.”

Rabbi Rahmer
stroked his beard and looked thoughtful. “It’s not easy,” he said.
“Life is difficult for us all. Haven’t you any other family you can
go to?”

“There is my
mother,” Ruth said, “but it would take time to arrange. She is an
old lady, and she lives miles away.”

Rabbi Rahmer
looked relieved. “But she would want to see her grandchildren safe,
I’m sure,” he said. “I think you should try and go there. Surely
that is where your husband will look for you when he is set
free.”

“He’ll look for
me here,” Ruth said. “He’ll come to Herbert’s apartment.”

“But he won’t
find you,” pointed out the rabbi. “Surely, then, he’ll go to your
mother’s. He’ll guess that’s where you’d turn for help.”

“Even if that
is the best thing and I do take the children to her,” Ruth said
wretchedly, “I can’t go today. I have to find out how to get there
from here, which trains and when they run. We must have somewhere
to stay for at least one night, possibly two. Is there nowhere you
can suggest?” Her eyes held his, beseeching him to help her. “I’m
desperate,” she said quietly. “They are standing, soaking wet, in
your synagogue. I must get them somewhere warm and dry. Please, I’m
begging you to help us.”

“We’d better go
and fetch them.” The rabbi sighed, and, getting to his feet, once
again led Ruth out of his study, calling to his wife. “I’m just
going across to the synagogue to see these children. We’ll have to
get them dried off over here. Can you find some towels?”

That night the
family slept in the meeting room at the back of the synagogue. Frau
Rahmer gave them bread and some thick broth in her kitchen and when
they were warm, dry and fed, she found blankets and pillows and
took them over to the meeting room. Using these, Ruth contrived a
bed for them on the floor. When at last exhaustion had taken over
and they were all asleep on the makeshift bed, Ruth sat on one of
the chairs and went through their meagre belongings, considering
their options.

When she had
taken the twins to the bathroom, Laura had managed to retrieve the
money Ruth had hidden there; and there was the flour-bag money.
With what Ruth had on her person and the last few Reichmarks in the
deed box, they had enough for a while, but she knew she would have
to eke it out very carefully. Ruth grimaced as she thought of the
money Frau Schultz would find when she stripped the bed in the
boys’ room. But then, she thought, perhaps Frau Schultz won’t find
it. Perhaps as Jews had slept in it she’ll consign the whole bed
and bedding to be burned. Somehow Ruth doubted it. No, Frau Schultz
would find it and then begin scouring the apartment for any other
hidden money. Tipping out drawers, upending Herbert’s bed, tearing
the cushions from the sofa, and realising that there must have been
money hidden in the basket of food she’d so casually allowed Ruth
to carry with her. Frau Shultz’s imagined rage at being duped by a
Jew gave Ruth a brief moment of triumph, but it was only momentary.
She thought of how the woman had spied on them all, watching as
they went about their lives, noting where they went and what they
did, and then going to the Gestapo and informing on them. Did she
really hate Jews that much, or had she simply seen it as a way to
steal Herbert’s apartment from them? For a moment, Ruth felt an
overpowering fury at the injustice of it all, but even as it
flooded through her, she knew that she had to forget the malicious
and vengeful Frau Schultz and find a way to protect her children
from others, equally malicious and vengeful.

She knew she
couldn’t stay here in Munich; here she knew no one, and had no
friends. It was pointless to return to Kirnheim; there was nothing
left for them there. There were only two other possibilities. To go
to her mother, an elderly widow, or to go to her sister, who’d
married an Austrian doctor and now lived in Vienna. Her mother
lived in Vohldorf, a village not far from Stuttgart, in the house
where Ruth and her sister Edith had been born. Edith lived in a
large apartment in Vienna, with her husband, who was an orthopaedic
surgeon, and their three children. Edith had, as her mother said,
‘married above her’, and Ruth knew she would not welcome a homeless
sister, with four dependent children.

Ruth had heard
from neither her mother nor her sister since she had come to
Munich, though she had written to both to tell them what had
happened and where she was. She wasn’t particularly surprised that
Edith hadn’t bothered to reply, but she was surprised that she had
heard nothing from her mother.

It would be
easier to get to Mother’s, she thought now. It’s an easier journey
and we shan’t need passports. From here we simply take the train to
Stuttgart and then go by bus to Vohldorf. In the morning
I’ll go to the railway station and find out the times of the
Stuttgart trains.

With this
decision made, she lay down beside the children and fell into an
uneasy sleep. Next morning she gave the children an apple each and
the last of the bread in the basket. The bags of flour and rice she
took over to the rabbi’s wife.

“I am going to
the station to find out about trains to Stuttgart,” she told her.
“If we can travel there today, we will, but we can’t carry these
with us when we go.” She passed over the two bags. “I’m sure you
can make use of them.”

Frau Rahmer
thanked her gravely. “Where are the children now?” she asked.

“Laura’s
looking after them in the meeting room,” replied Ruth. “I hope I
shan’t be very long.”

The journey to
the station was easy enough. Travelling alone, Ruth attracted
little attention, and she had soon discovered they had missed the
morning train, but there was another later that afternoon. It would
mean that they arrived in Stuttgart after it was dark, but she felt
certain that they could reach her mother’s house that evening. Last
night’s decision confirmed, she bought five tickets.

When she
reached the meeting room again, it was to find it empty. No
children, no luggage. Her heart almost stopped at the sight of the
empty room. Had the Gestapo come for them there? Then more rational
thought returned and she hurried across to the rabbi’s house. Frau
Rahmer was in her kitchen, the children round her, the suitcase and
the basket tidily in the corner.

“I thought it
would be better if they were here with me,” Frau Rahmer said.

“I said we
should stay, Mutti,” burst out Laura. “But she took the twins.”

“She gave us
gingerbread,” reported Peter.

“And honey,”
added Hans.

“But I brought
everything with us,” went on Laura, pointing to the luggage.

“It’s all
right, Laura,” her mother reassured her. “You did the right thing.”
She turned back to Frau Rahmer. “Thank you for looking after them
for me,” she said. “I’ve got our tickets. We leave almost at
once.”

“I’ve put some
bread and cheese in your basket,” Frau Rahmer said, “to eat on the
journey. You’ll all be hungry before you get there.”

Ruth smiled at
her with true gratitude. “You’ve been very kind,” she said.

Frau Rahmer
shrugged. “We’ve done what we can,” she said, and Ruth saw what she
had seen in the Meyers’ eyes when they had left there, relief that
they were moving on. And she understood it. Life was difficult
enough and dangerous enough without taking on other people’s
problems.

“If by any
chance my husband comes looking for us,” Ruth said as they said
goodbye, “please tell him where to find us.”

“Of course,”
promised Rabbi Rahmer. “May God protect you.”

They reached
Stuttgart without a problem, and Ruth led them to the bus station.
She knew where she was now, Stuttgart was where her parents had
brought her and Edith for treats when they were children. They were
in time to catch the last bus to Vohldorf, and it was with great
relief that Ruth settled them all in seats at the back. They were
on the final leg of their journey.

She had been so
concerned at getting them out of Munich, away from the danger that
lurked there, that she had given little thought as to how they
might be received in the village of her childhood. Here there would
be people who had known her as a child; friends and neighbours who
would recognise her, or, if not actually recognise her after the
years she’d been away, would know who she was when they moved in
with her mother.

How will they
react when they find out I’ve come back, she wondered? Will old
childhood friendships stand, or will I find, as Laura has with her
school friends, that they’ll all turn against me, all our shared
happiness forgotten?

As the bus
trundled through the dank, winter countryside, Ruth found herself
longing for the comfort of her mother’s arms. She needed to be a
child again herself. She’d been brave for her own children, but the
nearer she came to her childhood home, the more she ached to see
her mother, and just for one moment slough off the responsibility
of being a parent.

At last the bus
dropped them in the market square and rumbled off into the night.
Several other people had got off as well, hurrying away to the
warmth of their own homes, leaving Ruth and her children standing
alone in the familiar square. It was bathed in peaceful moonlight,
the silence broken only by the soft splash of a fountain at its
centre, the fountain where Ruth and Edith had sat and chatted with
their friends as they dawdled their way home from school. At the
far end the church tower reached up into the night, moonlight
gleaming on its clock face and the hands which showed ten minutes
past nine.

We’ll be home
by half past nine, thought Ruth. “Nearly there now,” she said
cheerfully. “It’s not far to Oma’s house. We can walk it easily
from here. There’s enough moon to see where we’re going.” She
picked up the case and the depleted basket. “Come on, Laura, don’t
lose the boys in the dark. Inge, you can help me carry the
basket.”

It was cold and
she set off at a brisk pace, leading the children along the lane
that led away from the centre of the village, passing the small
cottages crouching on either side of the road, the larger homes set
back behind gates, and past the tall gateposts of the Great House.
All were bathed in peaceful moonlight, and the quiet serenity of
the night as she took the familiar road lifted Ruth’s spirits. Yes,
she thought, we’re nearly there, now.

Her mother
lived on the edge of the village, in a row of houses that wound up
the hill to fields and woodland beyond. As children, Ruth, Edith
and their friends had played in those woods, picnicking under the
trees, gathering wild flowers, playing hide and seek. Such a
carefree childhood. Perhaps here, in this quiet village, her own
children would be able to reclaim something of their childhood; be
able to play in the woods and fields as she had done, with no
shadow of fear haunting their play.

When they
reached the house Ruth was surprised to find the gate closed.
There’d always been a gate, but she’d never seen it shut before.
Pushing it open, she led the children up the path to the front
door. Lights shone welcomingly from the windows, and a trail of
smoke from the chimney filled the night air with the scent of apple
wood. Mother would have finished her evening meal, but Ruth had no
doubt she would be able to find something warm and filling for them
all. Food might be getting scarce in the towns, but here in the
country there would be plenty, and Mother had always been a
wonderful cook.

Ruth rang the
bell, and as she heard the bolts being pulled back from the door,
prepared herself for the astonishment in her mother’s eyes as she
found her daughter and grandchildren standing on her
doorstep…astonishment and delight.

The door
creaked open, and there standing in the familiar hallway was a
woman whom Ruth had never seen before.

“Yes?” she
said.

“I was
looking…” Ruth began, “I mean…is Frau Heber at home?”

“Frau Heber?
Frau Heber doesn’t live here anymore.”

“Doesn’t live
here?” echoed Ruth. “Why? I mean when, when did she move? Where’s
she gone?”

“Oh, she’s
still in the village,” replied the woman airily. “Who are you?”

“I’m her
daughter. Where is she?”

“Her daughter?
Well, you’ll find her in Kreuzstrasse.”

“Kreuzstrasse!”
Ruth was aghast.

“Yes.
Kreuzstrasse. That’s where she lives now.” And with that the woman
closed the door.

“Was that Oma?”
asked Hans, who had only met his grandmother once and had no
recollection of her. “I don’t like her!”

“No,” agreed
Peter stoutly. “I don’t like her.”

“I want to go
home,” wailed Inge. “Mutti, I don’t like it here.”

“If Oma isn’t
here,” Laura said in a tremulous voice, “where shall we go?”

“She is here,”
Ruth said firmly. “It’s just that she’s moved house. I know where
Kreuzstrasse is, so we’ll go and find her.”

Tiredly, with
the children dragging their feet, they trailed back to the village,
from where Ruth led them through an alley that ran behind the shops
fronting the square. As they walked, Ruth’s mind was whirling.
Kreuzstrasse! She knew Kreuzstrasse all right, it was the poorest
part of the village, where old houses crouched together, their
roofs patched, their grimy windows small, their rooms dark and
poky, with a shared tap at the front and a shared outhouse at the
back. How could her mother be living in one of these dilapidated
houses? Why had she moved out of her own home? Even as these
questions raced through her mind, Ruth knew the answers. Her mother
had been turned out of her home too, and the place she had moved to
was one of the hovels in Kreuzstrasse. There would be little room
for five extra people.

There were
three houses in Kreuzstrasse. Ruth chose the middle one and knocked
on the door.

From inside
came a soft voice that Ruth recognised at once. “Who’s there? What
do you want?”

“Mother! It’s
me, Ruth. Open the door, Mother. Open the door.”

There was the
sound of a bolt and a key turning before the door eased open, and
Ruth saw her mother, Helga Heber, peering out through the crack.
Then it was just as Ruth had imagined. She stared at her daughter
in astonishment, before her face broke into the delighted smile.
She flung the door wide and gathered her Ruth into her arms.

“Oh, Ruth, my
darling girl!” and for a moment Ruth was a child again, sheltered
in her mother’s embrace.

“Now let me
have a look at you all,” Helga cried, reaching out to the exhausted
children. “Come inside and let Oma have a look at you.”

Later, when the
children were once again settled down on a makeshift bed in one of
the two tiny bedrooms, Ruth sat in the kitchen with her mother and
told her everything that had happened.

“I wrote and
told you when we moved in with Herbert,” she said, “but I suppose
you didn’t get the letter.”

“No, I didn’t.
And I wrote to you to tell you I’d had to move, but of course I
sent that to Gerbergasse.”

“And I didn’t
get it. Mother, what happened here? Who made you leave your
home?”

“I knew I had
to leave. There’s an SS unit stationed outside the village. All the
Jewish families were being moved. There was no way that I was going
to be allowed to stay there. The Müllers, who live there now, used
to live just off the square, but they’d always liked our house, so
they offered to buy it from me.”

“To buy
it?”

“Yes. I was
lucky. They didn’t offer much for it of course, but if I’d refused
to sell, I’d have been put out anyway and had nothing to show for
it. They said as much.”

“Then why did
they bother paying you anything?” asked Ruth bitterly.

Helga shrugged.
“Guilt?” she suggested. “Your father and I used to play cards with
them every week.”

“They were your
friends and they stole your house,” Ruth said flatly.

“Darling, be
realistic! If they hadn’t had it, someone else would have. At least
I still have somewhere to live and a little money to live on. Jews
were being turned out all over the village. The bakery’s closed,
the butcher’s closed. You remember Moises’ grocers?”

“Of
course.”

“Well, they’ve
gone. Their shop’s taken over by a family from Stuttgart, called
Wessel. Not Jews of course.”

“I shall always
remember the wonderful smell in Moises’,” Ruth mused, “a mixture of
all my favourite food smells combining into one glorious aroma. And
Frau Moise behind the counter watching us children like a hawk with
those beady eyes.”

“Well, they’ve
gone and the Wessels are here. Anyway,” Helga went on, “the Müllers
paid me for the house and I moved in here.”

“You’re very
philosophical about it, Mother,” Ruth said.

“It’s the only
way to be if you’re going to keep your sanity,” replied her mother.
“Otherwise fear and anger take over your life.”

“They’ve
certainly taken over mine,” said Ruth sharply. “And that’s how I
keep my sanity. My anger at the injustice of it all keeps me
sane…that and protecting the children are what keep me going. But,”
her shoulders sagged with weariness, “what am I going to do now? I
thought we could come and live with you for a while, I thought
you’d have plenty of room for us.”

“Well, you can
stay here with me for as long as you like,” said Helga. “You know
that, but it will certainly be close quarters!”

“Oh, I wish
Kurt was here!” Ruth’s cry exploded from her. “I don’t know where
he is, or even if he’s still alive!”

Helga reached
out and took her hands. “My darling, you’ve been so brave. Never
doubt that Kurt will find you. He’ll follow you to Herbert’s, and
when you’re not there he’ll come here. That is what we have to hold
on to. He will come. And,” she went on, “you’re not on your own
now. You’ve got me. Between us we’ll keep the children safe. We’ll
keep them safe until Kurt finds you.”

Ruth looked
across at her mother, a diminutive, grey-haired old lady, but one
who had never lacked determination or courage. Through her own
tears she could see the tears on her mother’s face, and in that
moment she knew, indeed, that she was no longer alone. She might
not have Kurt beside her, but she had the next best person. She
returned her mother’s grasp and whispered, “Yes, we will.”

Neither woman
voiced the possibility that Kurt wasn’t coming back, his release
was a hope that they would cling to, but each felt in her heart
that as they had heard nothing for nearly four months, it was
becoming less and less likely.

Next day they
set to work to re-organise the house to accommodate them all. The
only room of any size was the kitchen, and it was here that they
spent the better part of their time. Ruth tried to keep some
structure to the children’s day with lessons in the morning, and
play in the afternoon…but seldom out of doors. No chance of the
carefree play in the woods Ruth had hoped for.

“Certainly not
the woods,” Helga had said. “There’s an SS training camp there now.
It’s not really safe to let them play outside at all. It won’t be
long before it’s round the village that you’ve come home. Everyone
knows we’re Jews and though some people aren’t actively hostile,
there is no sign of friendship either.”

“But I can’t
keep them indoors all day,” protested Ruth.

“But you can’t
let them play outside either,” answered her mother. “Adults
probably won’t pay any attention to them, it’ll be the other
children. It’s what they’re taught at school now, that Jews are
inferior, not really human. They can torment them in any way they
like, and no one will tell them to stop.”

 


20th October
1936

We were turned out of
Uncle Herbert’s apartment, so we have come to stay with Oma. She
doesn’t live in her old house anymore, where Mutti used to live,
but in a much smaller one. We have to go to an outhouse in the yard
when we want to be excused. I don’t like it. It’s very smelly and
very cold.

I am cold all the time
now. It’s winter and we haven’t got any warm clothes. Mutti says
she will try and get us some, but I know she hasn’t got any money.
Oma gave us girls each one of her cardigans the other day when we
said we were cold. We haven’t taken them off since. They are far
too big for us, and we do look funny, but we are a bit warmer. We
sit in the kitchen with Oma most of the time. It is the only warm
room in the house. There is a stove, which burns wood, but there
isn’t much wood left, so soon it will go out. The twins talk to
each other all the time, but not to the rest of us. They don’t
speak German much at all, just some funny language of their own. I
don’t like it here, but we haven’t got anywhere else to go. I like
Oma. She tells us stories about when Mutti was a little girl.

 


Laura wrote her
diary every day. “It’s to show Papa when he comes back,” she
explained to Oma. “He’ll want to know what happened to us while he
was away.”

As the days
passed they gradually fell into a routine, and apart from when
Helga went out to buy food, they didn’t leave the safety of the
house. The grocery store in the village displayed the required
notice in the window, No Jews, but the Wessels saw the
serving of the few Jewish customers who were left in the village as
a business opportunity. For extortionate prices, they sold Helga
goods that they couldn’t sell to anyone else. She had to pay a far
higher price than Aryan customers for even the most basic food; pay
it or starve. The family remained fed, but the money was fast
dwindling.

As November
came and went, they faced another, potentially more difficult,
problem. There was almost no wood left for the stove, their only
source of heat. Helga tried to buy logs from the woodcutter, Franz
Beider, whom she met in the market square. He had always supplied
her with logs at her old house, but now he refused to sell her
any.

“I haven’t
enough to be wasting them on Jews,” he snapped, when she asked.
“Need them for the rest of the village.”

“It’s not for
myself, Herr Beider, as much as for my grandchildren,” she
explained. “We’ve no wood for the stove. It’s very cold this
winter, we shall freeze.” But Franz Beider simply walked away,
saying loudly to Frau Wessel from the grocery store, “She’s got a
nerve!”

That night,
however, there was a tap on the door, and when Ruth opened it a
crack, Franz Beider stood outside. He pushed at the door, and she
was so surprised that she allowed him to step past her and come
into the house. He walked into the tiny kitchen, where the whole
family was huddled round the stove.

“Got some logs
for you outside,” he said in a half-whisper, as if he could be
overheard. “Get ’em indoors quick, before someone sees.”

They put the
light out before they opened the door again, and he hastily
manoeuvred a wheelbarrow into the room. Tipping it up, the logs
cascaded onto the floor.

“We ain’t all
Nazis,” he said to Helga. “You was good to me in the old days. I’ll
try and bring you a barrowful now and then. Can’t promise…if
someone informed… .” He nodded to Ruth, whom he had known as a
child, “I’ll do me best.”

“How much?”
began Ruth, but the man shook his head.

“Better days
will come,” he said. “You can pay me then. In the meantime, keep
the little uns indoors, eh?” Then he opened the door once more and
slipped out into the night.

Ruth and Helga
stared at each other. They both found they had tears in their eyes,
it had been so long since one of their neighbours had treated them
with anything but abuse, let alone generosity. They stacked the
logs neatly beside the stove; if they were careful, thanks to Franz
Beider, there was another week’s warmth there.

“Only potatoes
and cabbage,” Helga said, one afternoon a week later as she put the
shopping basket on the table. “And it’s definitely round the
village that you’re here.”

“Mother! You’re
bleeding.” Ruth rushed over to Helga and, pulling the hair away
from her forehead, inspected the cut above her eyebrow that was
oozing blood. “What happened?”

“Hitler Youth,”
replied her mother, allowing Ruth to dab at the cut with cold
water. “Hitler Youth in the square. They saw me coming out of the
shop and began their usual chanting, then one of them marched over
to me and said, ‘There’s Jewish spawn in your house. All you dirty
Jews crammed in together. We don’t want any more Jews here. Get rid
of them!’ Then another joined in. ‘Yeah,’ he said ‘Get rid of
them…or we will!’”

Ruth stared at
her mother in horror. “What did you say?” she whispered.

“Say? I didn’t
say anything. You don’t answer those boys back, Ruth. You know
that. No, I just turned away, and that’s when they started throwing
stones. One hit me on my head.”

“And anywhere
else? Did they hit you anywhere else?” asked Ruth anxiously.

“Only
bruises…no more blood.”

That night, as
they finished the vegetable broth that had been their supper, there
was a loud crash against the front door. Memory of the Gestapo raid
on Herbert’s flat sent Inge off into hysterical screams. The twins
began to whimper and Laura stared white-faced at her mother and
grandmother. There was another bang on the door, as if someone had
hit it with a hammer, and then the chanting began. “Jews out! Jews
out! Jews out!” followed by shouts of laughter and a brick that
smashed the kitchen window, showering the floor with glass. The
children huddled together, all of them crying now.

“Let’s move the
children upstairs,” Helga hissed, as she cradled against her.

Ruth shook her
head. “No,” she said vehemently. “Never upstairs again.” However,
she went upstairs herself and peered down into the alley. There was
a small group of boys outside, happily chanting and firing stones
and bricks at the house, but none of them seemed to come nearer
than the lane, and after a while they gave one final shout and
raced off, back towards the square.

“I don’t think
we can stay here,” Helga said to Ruth when they had finally settled
the frightened children. “The children aren’t safe here.”

“They aren’t
safe anywhere,” pointed out Ruth. “And anyway, where else can we
go? It’s the same everywhere. At least here we know the people.
They may taunt and torment us, but surely they wouldn’t do us any
physical harm.”

“It isn’t just
people from the village, though, is it?” replied Helga. “New people
have moved in, people who only know us as the Jews that are left.
They’d like to get rid of us.”

“No one would
want to live in this house,” said Ruth bitterly.

“Probably not,”
Helga agreed, “but they don’t want us to live in it either. No, I
seriously think we should consider moving away.”

“But where?”
Ruth tried to keep the irritation out of her voice. It was all very
well for Mother to say they should move on, but they had very
little money and no obvious place to go. At least here they still
had a roof over their heads. “Where do you suggest we go,
Mother?”

“To Edith, of
course.”

“But Edith’s in
Vienna.”

Helga shrugged.
“So, we go to Vienna.”

“Mother, I
don’t think we can. They may not let us out of Germany. They caught
Herbert trying to leave.”

“He was trying
to take money with him,” said Helga. “Didn’t you say he hid
diamonds in his shoes?”

“And the twins
aren’t on my passport.”

“So, we’ll get
them put on.” Helga was not to be deterred. “They want us to leave,
Ruth. So, we’ll leave. We may end up with just the clothes we stand
up in, but we shall be out of Germany and safe. When we get to
Vienna, Edith will take us in, just until we find somewhere. Things
are different in Austria. We’ll find somewhere to live, you can get
a job of some sort, the girls can go back to school and I’ll look
after the twins and keep house.”

“That all
sounds very fine, Mother,” said Ruth, “but it’s not going to be
easy. I’m sure we’ll have to get permits to leave.”

“Then we’ll get
them,” snapped her mother. “Come on, Ruth! This isn’t like you. We
can’t stay here waiting for someone to give us up to the Gestapo.
Do you want the children to be put into an orphanage?”

“No! Of course
not.”

“Well, that
will happen if we stay here. I thought we might be allowed just to
live here quietly, but now the Youth have found us it won’t be long
before the Gestapo do. Better to move away, and keep moving.”

“And what do
you suggest we live on?” demanded Ruth. “I have very little of
Herbert’s money left. We can’t live on fresh air, you know!”

“I know,”
answered her mother soothingly. “But I still have some money,
remember, from my house. Enough to get us to Vienna.”

Ruth sank her
head into her hands. “Oh Mother, I don’t know what to do!”

“Tomorrow you
go into Stuttgart and you go to the government offices and find out
what permits you need. You have your passport, with the girls
already on it?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you take
that and get the boys put on as well. Take mine too. We’ll all need
permits if they are going to let us go…and if they aren’t…”

“Suppose they
seize the passports?”

“That’s a risk
we have to take, Ruth. Otherwise we sit here and wait for the
Gestapo to come and find us.”

Ruth looked
across at her mother, so small and upright. “You’re very strong,
Mother,” she said.

“So are you,
darling,” replied Helga. “Look how far you’ve already brought the
children on your own! Now we have each other, and so we’re doubly
strong.”

They agreed
that Ruth should take with her all the documents in the deed
box.

“You don’t know
what information and proof of identity they’re going to ask for,”
Helga said when Ruth wondered if it was wise to have everything
with her. “If you have your birth and marriage certificates, they
can register the numbers if they need to. Let’s face it, you don’t
want to be sent home for more documentation, do you? We need to get
all this organised as soon as possible.”

“Oh God, I hope
we’ve made the right decision,” murmured Ruth.

“It’s the only
decision,” replied her mother firmly. “Apart from everything else,
if Franz doesn’t manage to bring us some more fuel, we’re going to
freeze to death in this house!”

 


 



Seven

Next morning
Ruth left the children with Helga and set out to catch the morning
bus to Stuttgart. When it pulled up in the market square, she took
her place at the back of the group waiting to board. She stepped up
inside and paused to pay the driver.

“You! Jew!
Out!” shouted a voice from inside the bus.

She ignored the
shout and handed the driver her cash, who took it from her, putting
it into the money satchel beside him, but instead of handing her a
ticket, said, “No Jews on this bus!”

“But I’ve just
bought a ticket,” cried Ruth in dismay.

“No you
haven’t,” grinned the driver. “If you’d just bought a ticket, you
would have it in your hand, wouldn’t you? Now get off! You’re
holding up my bus.” He gave her a shove and she almost fell back
out of the door. There was a cheer from inside, and then the driver
revved the engine and pulled away, leaving Ruth standing, in a
cloud of exhaust, at the side of the road.

She stared
after it, and then gritting her teeth set off along the road
towards Stuttgart. It was fifteen kilometres to the edge of the
city, but Ruth hoped that she wouldn’t have to walk the whole way.
There were other villages along the way where she was not known,
and she hoped to be able to get on a bus in one of these. With her
shopping basket, in which she had the deed box, covered with a
cloth, she looked like any countrywoman on her way into the
city.

It took her
four hours, two buses and a five-kilometre walk to reach the city,
and when she did she was exhausted. Her clothes were dusty from the
road, and her arm ached from the weight of the shopping basket, but
she had made it. Now she had to discover how she could get the boys
put on her passport so they could all leave for Vienna.

She went first
to the city hall where she made enquiries about the twins. She was
sent to one office after another, and each place she had to wait
until there was someone to deal with her enquiry.

“Can you prove
these children are yours?”

Ruth produced
their birth certificates.

“Are you
married to the father?”

Ruth produced
her marriage certificate.

“Where is their
father? They should be registered on his passport, not yours.”

Ruth explained
that she didn’t know where Kurt was, finally admitting that he had
been arrested.

“You are Jews.
Your husband is a Jewish agitator.” It was a statement, not a
question.

“No. I mean
yes, we are Jews, but my husband isn’t an agitator.”

Wrong answer.
“If he wasn’t an agitator, he wouldn’t have been arrested! Wait
over there.”

She waited and
was sent to another office.

“Why do you
wish to leave Germany?”

“We want to
visit my sister who lives in Vienna.”

“You have no
passports for your sons.”

“That is why I
have come. To ask you to register my sons on my passport.”

“Are they
legitimate?”

“Of course they
are.”

“Let me see
your marriage certificate.”

Ruth produced
her marriage certificate.

“Let me see
their birth certificates.”

Ruth produced
their birth certificates.

“We cannot deal
with this! You are Jews. You must go to the Office of Jewish
Affairs.”

Another office
building, another wait in another draughty corridor, but eventually
Ruth was sent into a small office where an elderly man with grey
hair and steel-rimmed glasses sat behind a desk. He wore civilian
clothes, though there was a silver swastika pinned to his lapel,
but he had the upright bearing of a military man.

“What can I do
for you, Gnädige Frau?” he asked with a smile.

Ruth was so
surprised at the politeness of his tone that she didn’t reply at
once. The man waved her to a chair in front of his desk.

“Please sit
down.”

Still more
astonished, Ruth sat. At all the interviews so far she had been
left standing while the official remained seated.

“I need…” she
began and then hesitated.

“Yes?” The man
was encouraging.

“I need to have
my sons’ names added to my passport,” she said, the words all
coming out in a rush. “We are hoping to visit my sister in Vienna
and…”

“You have the
passport there?”

Ruth opened the
deed box, and withdrawing her passport put it into the man’s
outstretched hand. He opened it, glancing at the photograph, and
then looked across at her. “I’m sure I can arrange this for you,
Frau Friedman,” he said smoothly, “for a consideration.”

“A
consideration?” Ruth was uncertain. Was he asking for money?
Presumably he was, but how much? Had she got enough? The questions
flew through her mind before he replied, “These things normally
take a great deal of time.” He looked at her slyly and added, “And
I don’t think you have much of that particular commodity…do you?”
His smile, which had appeared friendly at the outset, now took on a
sinister quality, and Ruth dropped her eyes. “No,” he went on, “I
don’t think so. But I can speed the process up…if we can come to
some agreement.”

“What sort of
agreement?” whispered Ruth. “How much do you want?”

“How much have
you got?” The eyes glittered behind the glasses.

“Not much,”
Ruth said. “Almost nothing.”

“What else is
hidden in that deed box, I wonder?” He raised an interrogatory
eyebrow. “What other treasures do you have tucked away in there?”
He placed the passport on the desk and held out his hand.

Ruth’s grip
tightened on the precious box. “Our birth and marriage
certificates,” she said.

His hand was
still extended. “And?”

“Some earrings
my mother-in-law gave me as a wedding present.”

“I’d like to
see those,” he remarked conversationally, as if she had wanted to
show her present off.

Ruth opened the
deed box, and taking the earrings out reached over and dropped them
into his hand.

The man looked
at them consideringly, holding them up to the light to view them
better.

“Pretty
baubles,” he said, “but not worth much. What else?”

“Just a brooch
of my mother’s.” Ruth knew that there would be nothing she could do
if this man, at first more sympathetic than any she had seen, and
now so greedy, decided to take any of her jewellery. Again he held
out his hand, and she passed the brooch over. He looked at it for a
moment and then turned his attention back to Ruth.

“This is like
drawing teeth,” he said. “I think the best thing you can do is to
hand the box over to me and I’ll have a look myself.” He got to his
feet, and walking round the desk towered over her. Without another
word he simply reached down, and scooping the box from her hands
tipped its contents out onto the desk.

“This looks
more like it,” he said, and picked up the title deed to the
Friedmans’ shop. “I think this would work.” He studied the document
for several minutes before glancing back at Ruth, who sat
white-faced on the chair.

“Now,” he said,
“here’s the deal. I add your sons’ names to your passport. For that
you pay me one pair of pearl earrings and one gold brooch. I also
get you five exit permits, which allow you and your family to
travel to Vienna. For that you pay me one set of title deeds.” He
smiled broadly. “Sounds fair to me.”

It’s robbery!
Ruth wanted to shriek. Bare-faced robbery! She bit the words back,
almost gulping them down into her throat before she said, “The
title deeds aren’t mine to give. They belong to my husband.”

“Indeed they
do,” agreed the man affably. “But he’s not here, is he? You
have the deeds, and it is you who are asking me for a favour.” His
voice took on an edge of steel. “Don’t you think he would want you
to use them to save your children? Or don’t dirty Jews feel the
same way about their children as normal human beings do?”

Of course we
do, Ruth wanted to scream at him, that’s why scum like you can use
them as a lever to get what you want. It’s because we love our
children so much that we do anything, anything we can to protect
them from monsters like you.

But of course
she said none of this. She just sat shaking on the chair in front
of him.

“Well?” he
snapped. “I’m losing patience with you, Gnädige Frau.” This time
the salutation was imbued with vitriol. “You have this one chance.”
He picked up the passport and the jewellery and slipped them into a
drawer of his desk, then he folded the title deeds. “What is it to
be?”

Ruth raised her
head with as much dignity as she could muster and said, “It’s a
deal.”

“Good.” The man
tucked the folded deeds into an inside pocket and stood up. “Back
here, eight o’clock tomorrow morning. Don’t be late.”

Ruth stood as
well. “Will you give me the permits then, sir?”

The man beamed
at her. “You’ll find out tomorrow at eight, won’t you?” He rang a
bell on his desk and a young SS man came in.

“This woman is
leaving, Schwarz,” he said. “Make sure she does.”

“Who do I ask
for?” Ruth realised in panic that she had never learned the man’s
name. “In the morning? Who do I ask for?”


“Standartenführer Unger. Standartenführer Paul Unger of the
SS.”

That night Ruth
hid in a wooden shelter in a park. She had nowhere to go, and as
she had been told to present herself at eight o’clock the next
morning at the Gestapo headquarters, there was no way she could get
back to Vohldorf for the night and be back in time. She knew that
her mother would be worried sick when she did not come home, but
there was nothing she could do about that. She found the shelter,
little more than a summer arbour in a quiet part of a public garden
and curled up in the corner trying to keep out of the wintry wind.
As always there was a No Jews notice on the iron gates, but
then she wasn’t allowed to be out on the streets either, and there
was no question of finding a room, so she was at risk whatever she
did.

She had hardly
slept at all. Standartenführer Unger had taken everything of value
that she had, and there was no guarantee that he would keep his
side of the bargain. What a fool she’d been, to have left the deeds
in the box when she had come into the city. She should have taken
those out and left them safely with her mother. The fear that
consumed her now made her feel physically sick. Tears of despair
coursed down her face, streaking her cheeks with dark rivulets. He
had taken everything and given her nothing. For all his smiles, he
was more sinister than the men who had come and arrested Kurt. And
what was Kurt going to say when he found out she’d given away the
shop? Of course he would understand. Of course he wouldn’t mind if
it saved his beloved family, but suppose she’d been tricked by this
evil man? They would have lost everything and gained nothing. Oh
God, she prayed, let the colonel keep his side of the bargain.

As dawn broke
she slipped out of the park gates. She was stiff with cold, and
exhausted, and she needed the lavatory. She had found a public
convenience the night before, and she returned there now, hoping it
would be open this early. She was in luck, the attendant was just
unlocking the metal gates.

The woman eyed
Ruth suspiciously, taking in her crumpled clothes and dishevelled
hair. “You’re about early,” she said.

Ruth managed a
smile and replied, “Yes, I have to get to the market.” Once locked
into a cubicle she used the lavatory and dragged a comb through her
hair. When she came out again, the attendant was nowhere to be
seen, so Ruth hastily washed her hands and face and hurried out
into the cold morning air. As she turned a corner in search of a
café, she caught sight of the attendant returning to the lavatory
block, followed by a man in uniform. Ruth didn’t wait to see which
uniform it was, she fled down the street, turning into smaller side
streets until she was lost, and, she hoped, they were too.

She emerged
into a small square where she found a café serving breakfast to
early risers. She needed food, she’d had nothing since the morning
before, and she felt hollow inside and a little light-headed. She
went into the café, and sitting at a small table at the back
ordered herself a plate of bread and cheese and a cup of hot, black
liquid which was advertised as coffee. The waitress brought her
food, after which no one paid her any attention at all. The bread
was fresh, and the cheese tasty. Ruth could have eaten several such
plates, but had no money for such extravagance, and forced herself
to eat slowly. She sipped the bitter coffee, grateful for its
warmth if not for its flavour, and considered what to do.

She would go to
the Jewish Affairs Office at eight o’clock, and ask to see
Standartenführer Unger. Then she could only pray that he would
indeed have the updated passport and the exit permits. If he
didn’t…well, then she’d have to decide what she was going to
do.

At exactly
eight o’clock she presented herself at the desk in the reception
area, and was told to wait. She waited for five hours. Officials
walked past her as she stood in the passage. No one spoke to her,
or even acknowledged her existence, and still she waited. The young
officer, Schwartz, who had seen her off the premises, came by
several times, and at last she plucked up courage to speak to
him.

“Please, sir,”
she said. “I was here at eight o’clock as the Herr Standartenführer
told me to be. Is he here?”

“He’s busy,”
snapped Schwartz. “You’ll have to wait.”

Ruth continued
to wait, but was becoming increasingly aware that she needed the
lavatory again. She tried not to think about it, but as time passed
she knew that unless she was to disgrace herself here in the
corridor she had to find a toilet. She returned to the front desk
and asked. The woman seated at the desk looked outraged.

“You certainly
can’t use one in this building,” she said. “The lavatories here are
not for Jews. You’ll have to go and find one somewhere else.” She
returned to her typewriter and Ruth knew there was no point in
asking again. She hurried out into the street, and within three or
four hundred metres found a public lavatory.

Ten minutes
later she was back at the front desk of the Jewish Affairs Office.
The woman at the desk looked up as she came back in.

“You Friedman?”
she asked.

“Yes,” replied
Ruth, “Yes, I’m Ruth Friedman.”

“The Herr
Standartenführer sent for you, but I told him you’d left.”

Ruth stared at
her in absolute horror. “You told him what?” she whispered.

“I told him you
were here, but you’d left.”

“Did you tell
him why I left?” demanded Ruth angrily. “Did you explain why?”

The woman
sniffed. “As if the Herr Standartenführer would be interested in
your incontinence!”

It took all
Ruth’s self-control not to reach over the desk and shake the smug
young woman until her teeth rattled. Hardly incontinence, she
wanted to shout. I’ve been here more than five hours, in which time
you’ve been to the ladies’ room twice. She bit back the words,
knowing they would only make matters worse.

“Please,” she
forced herself to speak politely, “please would you be so good as
to tell the Herr Standartenführer that I am back now.”

“Oh, he’s gone
now,” said the girl airily. “He said that if you did bother to show
up again that you should come back again tomorrow at the same
time.”

Ruth left the
building, her emotions running the gamut from rage through
humiliation to despair. There was nothing she could do except turn
up again the next morning and hope that he would see her and give
her the precious passes he had promised. She spent another very
cold and uncomfortable night in the open, in a different park this
time, trying to get some sort of rest. She thought of her mother
and the children. They must be going out of their minds with worry
now that she’d spent two nights away. Her mother would think she’d
been arrested, and the children would be terrified that she had
suddenly disappeared like their father.

Next morning
she drank no coffee and having spruced herself up at the public
conveniences that she’d found near the Jewish Affairs Office she
presented herself once more at exactly eight o’clock. This time the
wait was nearly six hours, standing in the same draughty corridor,
ignored by all that used it as they went about their duties. This
time she spoke to no one and at last she was summoned to
Standartenführer Unger’s office.

“I hear you
left the building yesterday,” he said by way of opening. “That was
extremely foolish of you.”

“I’m sorry, I
needed the lavatory and…”

“I imagine
you’d have thought of that before you came.” Standartenführer Unger
raised a supercilious eyebrow.

“Yes, sir,”
murmured Ruth “I’m very sorry.”

“So you should
be. It inconvenienced me greatly. Now—” he reached down and slid
open the drawer of his desk “—here are your passports and the
permits to travel to Vienna. They are valid for one week. Make sure
you use them by then…and make sure you don’t come back.” He pushed
the passport and the permits across the table and Ruth, unable to
believe that they were actually there, snatched them up and stuffed
them into the basket. “It’s feckless families like yours that bring
our great country down,” he went on. “Now get out.”

Ruth muttered,
“Thank you, Herr Standartenführer,” and left the room, before he
could change his mind. Once safely outside the fearsome building,
Ruth found a quiet street and looked at the papers she had been
given, terrified that even now he had tricked her and that they
were worthless. She held them up in the fading light and saw that
they were made out in the right names and were dated and stamped
with an SS stamp.

This time she
had no problems with the bus driver, and seated quietly at the back
of the bus drew no attention to herself. The other passengers
ignored her, and she was able to stay on the bus until it dropped
her in the Vohldorf market square. Keeping her head down and
clutching her basket, she hurried along the narrow alley to
Kreuzstrasse.

Helga opened
the door, and burst into tears as she gathered her daughter into
her arms.

“It’s all
right, Mutti, it’s all right,” she soothed, not even noticing she
had reverted to the childhood name, as she tried to console her.
“I’ve got everything we need. We leave for Vienna tomorrow.”

 


 


Eight

Kurt stood for
a moment, dumbfounded, outside the slammed door and then walked
slowly back down the stairs to the street below. His mind began
racing. Where were Ruth and the children? Where could they have
gone now? And what had happened to Herbert? Why had he been
arrested? Was it simply because he, too, was a Jew? Or was there
something more? Was he even now learning how to survive in Dachau,
or some other such camp? Where were Ruth and the children? Where
were Ruth and the children?

Kurt stepped
out onto the pavement and for a moment looked up at the building.
Which was Herbert’s flat? Third floor. And then he knew exactly
which one it was, as the old woman stood there by the window,
staring down into the street. When she saw him looking up she gave
him a triumphant Heil Hitler and then drew the curtains across, as
if to shut him out.

What a vile
woman, Kurt thought furiously! How had she come to be living in
Herbert’s apartment? She had referred to Kurt’s family as “the
Jewish orphanage”. Clearly they had been made homeless yet again,
so where had they gone?

It was dusk
now, and Kurt knew he needed somewhere to stay. He doubted if he
would be able to pick up the trail tonight, even if there was one.
People were more than reluctant to open their doors to a strange
man after dark. He set off down the street at a brisk pace, looking
for a small hotel or guesthouse where he might stay for the night.
He was loath to spend the money, but although there was no official
curfew that he knew about, it would be foolhardy to be out alone
after dark. For a while he wandered the streets, looking for
somewhere suitable, and finally saw a card in a window. Room to
let.

He knocked on
the door and waited. At length it was opened by a young woman in an
apron. She peered at him as he stood in the dim light in her
hallway. She clearly was not impressed with what she saw.

“Yes?”

“Good evening,”
Kurt said. “I’m looking for a room, and I saw the card in your
window.”

The woman eyed
him suspiciously. “How long for?”

“One night,
maybe two.”

“Only let by
the week,” she replied and began to shut the door.

“I may stay a
week?” asked Kurt hurriedly. “How much would it be?”

The woman
paused and then told him the price. “Week in advance! No meals!
Take it or leave it.”

Kurt took it.
He realised that she knew he was a Jew and the price she had asked
reflected that, but he had to have somewhere to stay, and he didn’t
know how long it was going to take him to track down his
family.

The room she
showed him was small and poky, furnished with a single bed, a chest
of drawers with a mirror and a washstand on which stood a bowl and
a ewer of water. The bathroom was down the landing. However, Kurt
was grateful to be off the street. He knew that with the way he
looked and no luggage, nowhere more salubrious was going to take
him. When he looked in the mirror and saw the hollow-cheeked,
stubble-faced, pallid ghost that returned his stare, he was amazed
that the woman had agreed to let him have the room at any price.
Clearly she, too, was facing hard times and couldn’t be too choosy
about her guests.

Longing to see
his family, Kurt had travelled straight to Munich with little
thought given to his appearance. He had only the clothes he’d been
arrested in, and they were grubby, hanging off his emaciated frame.
His hair had begun to grow again, but sprouted in tufts over his
head, where the rough strokes of the camp barber’s razor had shaved
him unevenly. His reflection told him that he must change his
appearance, and fast. Looking like a convict was as dangerous as
looking like a Jew, and he looked like both. First thing in the
morning he must do something about it.

As he lay in
the narrow bed that night, he considered how to set about finding
his family. Where would Ruth have taken them? If it had been him,
where would he have gone? His parents were both dead, and Herbert
was his only sibling. He had no other family, so there was no lead
there. Ruth’s father was dead, but her mother lived in the old
family house in Vohldorf. Perhaps Ruth might have taken the
children there. Or there was her sister, Edith, who lived in
Vienna. Could she have gone there? They’d be safer there, but it
was a long way to travel with four small children, and there was
the problem of crossing into Austria without passports for the
twins. No, he decided, it was more likely that she had gone to her
mother’s…if she’d been able to go anywhere. What money had she? If
she were destitute where would she go for help? She knew no one
else in Munich. To the synagogue, that was the obvious place. But
which synagogue? Where were the synagogues here? There was no
question of asking. In the morning he would have to wander round
and find them for himself.

At last he
closed his eyes, and managed to sleep several hours before the
nightmares began to crowd his dreams and he woke, as he did so
often now, drenched in a cold sweat and shaking.

As soon as it
was daylight Kurt left the house and went in search of food. He’d
eaten nothing since the previous morning and he was very hungry. He
found a workman’s café where he ate some breakfast, after which he
felt better and went in search of a street market. He had to
conserve the money he had found in the bread oven, but new clothes
and some toiletries were a must, and he reckoned that street
traders would pay less attention to him, and be cheaper than trying
to buy from shops, many of which wouldn’t even let him cross the
threshold. He found what he was looking for in a small square,
flanked by tall medieval houses, where market traders’ stalls of
all sorts were set up round a central fountain. He bought himself a
change of clothes from a second-hand clothes stall, a razor and
some soap and a small case to carry them in, and hurried back to
his room. Once he had washed and shaved and changed into his new
clothes, he felt infinitely better. Now he could set out to search
for his family without looking like a scarecrow. He pulled his new
hat down over his ears so that his peculiar haircut was less
visible, buttoned his overcoat against the chill of the wind and
headed back out onto the street.

He spent the
day looking for synagogues. Once he had found the first one, though
the rabbi knew nothing about Ruth, it was easier. Each rabbi he
spoke to pointed him in the direction of someone else. Rabbi Rahmer
was the fourth that he visited.

“Yes,” said the
rabbi. “Your wife was here. She and the children stayed a night in
our meeting room and then went to stay with her mother. Somewhere
near Stuttgart, I think she said.”

“Vohldorf,”
said Kurt.

“Yes, that’s
right. Well, she asked us to tell you where she’d gone if you ever
came looking for her.” The rabbi gave a sad smile. “I didn’t really
think you would.”

“How long ago
was she here?”

“Four…five
weeks?” The rabbi was vague.

Next morning
Kurt took the early train to Stuttgart, and reached Vohldorf by
mid-afternoon. It was a cold wet day, but he didn’t mind. The
thought of seeing his family, of holding them all in his arms
again, buoyed him up, and when he got off the bus in the market
square his heart was racing. He had been to his parents-in-law’s
house only twice, but he thought he remembered where it was, and
set out at a brisk pace. With only one wrong turn, he reached it
and saw welcoming light flooding from a window into the damp dusk.
The gates were shut, to stop the twins from straying, Kurt
supposed, as he opened them and then closed them carefully behind
him. For a brief moment he stood outside the front door, then he
drew a deep breath and rang the bell.

“What do you
want? We’ll have no vagrants here!” The man who had come to the
door stared at Kurt belligerently. He was tall and broad, a much
larger man than Kurt, and he thrust his head aggressively forward
as he spoke.

Kurt took an
involuntary step back. “I’m…I’m looking for my wife…” he began.

“Well, she’s
not here! Be off, before I set the dogs on you.”

“Frau Heber…”
Kurt tried again, though he didn’t like the sound of the dogs he
could hear barking inside the house.

“No one called
Heber in this house,” snapped the man. “Get lost.” He turned inside
and called, “Lotte…let the dogs out!”

Kurt beat a
hasty retreat.

“And don’t come
back, Jew. We don’t want your sort in this village.”

Kurt hurried
away from the house, the sound of the dogs loud on the evening air.
He had always liked dogs, until he went to Dachau. There the guard
dogs were terrifying, and Kurt knew he would never look at a dog in
the same way again.

Once he was out
of sight he slowed his pace. There were tears in his eyes as he
realised he had lost them all again, and this time he had no trail
to follow. Helga Heber had lost her home, and he had no idea where
she had gone, nor if Ruth and the children were with her.

“Think!” he
admonished himself. “There must be some way I can pick up the trail
again. Just take time and think.”

With leaden
feet he walked back into the market square. The dusk had deepened
to darkness now, but there were still lights in the shops that
edged the square, and Kurt decided to ask in those. He chose the
grocer’s, and pushed open the door. A large woman in an enveloping
white apron was standing behind the counter, chatting to a
customer. They both turned as Kurt came in and looked at him with
interest. A stranger. Not someone from the village.

“Good evening,”
said the shopkeeper pleasantly. “Can I help you?”

“Good evening,”
Kurt replied with a smile. “Yes, I am looking for Frau Heber, Frau
Helga Heber.”

The
shopkeeper’s face hardened. “Are you, indeed?

“Yes,” Kurt
kept his smile fixed to his face. “She’s my mother-in-law.”

“Is she now?”
The woman waved her hand about the shop. “Well,” she said, “she’s
not in here, is she?”

“No. It’s just
that she’s moved and I wondered if you could tell me where she is
living now. Is she still in the village?”

“No.”

“No. Do you
know where she went?”

“No. Now if you
aren’t going to buy anything, you can get out. I’ve got work to
do.”

Kurt left the
shop and stood outside in the square. He saw, now, the sign in the
window, which he hadn’t noticed before: No Jews. As soon as
he’d mentioned Helga Heber’s name, the woman had realised he must
also be a Jew. He looked in through the window of the shop next
door, a small general store. Inside a man was unpacking some boxes.
There was no sign on this window and Kurt was about to go in when
someone bumped into him from behind. He spun round to see the
customer from the grocer’s.

“Kreuzstrasse,”
she murmured. “She’s in Kreuzstrasse.” But before Kurt could
answer, the woman had hurried away across the square without a
backward glance and disappeared into the darkness.

Kreuzstrasse.
Had he heard her right, and if so where was Kreuzstrasse? It was
clear that she didn’t want to be seen talking to him, so he did not
try to follow her. She had done what she could. He would have to
try and find the place himself. Feeling the eyes of the grocer’s
wife upon him, he moved out of the light and walked across the
square towards the church. As he reached it, the door opened and
the priest came hurrying out. When he saw Kurt, he hesitated and
then turned away.

The hesitation
was enough. Kurt called across to him, “Excuse me.”

The priest
stopped and turned back, “Yes?”

“I’m looking
for Kreuzstrasse,” Kurt said. “Please can you tell me where it
is?”

For a moment
the priest said nothing, and Kurt was about to ask again when he
pointed down a lane that ran off the square. “Down there,” he said.
“There’s an alley at the end of the lane, that’s Kreuzstrasse.”

“Thank you,”
Kurt said fervently, “thank you very much.”

The priest
seemed about to say something else, but thought better of it, and
with a brief nod, he, too, turned and hurried away.

Kurt followed
the directions he’d been given, and found himself in the alley.
There were three tiny houses there, each clothed in darkness.
Surely this couldn’t be where his mother-in-law was living. He
stood outside in the silent street, wondering which house she lived
in. There was no sign of life in any of them, no smoke from the
chimneys, no chink of light from the dark windows. Was everybody
out? Surely someone would be at home on such a cold and miserable
evening. Kurt walked up to the front of the middle house. In the
faint light of a streetlamp at the end of the alley, he could see
that the front window had been broken and had been patched with
cardboard. Despite the dampness in the air, the cardboard was still
relatively dry; it couldn’t have been there for very long. Someone
must be living here. He knocked on the door. The sound of the knock
seemed swallowed by the darkness, so he knocked again, more loudly,
but there was no reply. He pressed his ear to the door in the hope
of hearing movement inside, but there was nothing. He was about to
turn away and try one of the other houses, when, on impulse, he
tried the handle. To his astonishment the door opened. He pushed it
wide and then stepping just inside, called out.

“Is there
anyone there?” His words hung in the silence, but there was no
reply. Cautiously he went inside and found himself in a kitchen,
the only room downstairs. He felt for a light switch, but when he
pressed it nothing happened. Feeling his way across the room he
found the stove. It was cold. The last fire had been some time ago.
As he felt round the top of the stove his fingers found a stub of
candle on a saucer and a box of matches. Kurt struck a match and
lit the candle. Shadows jumped around him as he held it high to
look at the room.

There was a
wooden table, two old chairs, some plates on a shelf, and a tin
basin on a stand. He looked at the window. It had been carefully
patched, but when he looked on the floor he found several tiny
shards of glass. Kurt went up the narrow staircase to the two tiny
rooms above. Here there was no furniture at all, but in each room
an old mattress lay on the floor. The rooms were freezing cold, but
the mattresses were not damp. They had been used fairly recently,
Kurt thought. He went downstairs again. Had Ruth and the children
really all been living here with her mother, or had they been in
one of the other houses? Shielding the flickering candle with his
hand he went back out into the alley and looked at the other two
houses. He tried the one on the left, and when there was no reply
to his knock he tried the door. It opened reluctantly, squeaking on
its hinges. This house was the same as the other, except that it
was clear no one had lived here for months. Cobwebs festooned the
ceiling, there was no furniture at all, and the stale smell of damp
pervaded the room. Holding the candle high, Kurt saw that there
were a few sticks heaped beside the stove, but otherwise the room
was empty. He did not bother to go upstairs. No one lived here, it
must have been deserted for years. Carefully he closed the front
door and turned to the third house. The door to this one did not
open, and there was no reply when he knocked. He pressed his face
against the filthy window that gave onto the kitchen, holding the
candle against the glass, but the flame reflected back at him, and
he could see nothing.

Then it dawned
on him; the middle house, despite being sparsely furnished and
cold, was clean. There were no cobwebs hanging in the corners, or
trailing down to tickle his face. The floor had been swept, the
stacked plates were clean, the surface of the table, though old,
had been scrubbed. If Helga had lived in Kreuzstrasse, then it was
in this house, and if Helga had lived here so had Ruth and the
children. Kurt stood in the kitchen once more and drew in deep
breaths, trying to sense the presence of his family. It was cold
here, but it had been a roof over their heads, so why had they
left?

He could go no
further tonight, and so decided to sleep in the house and try and
find out where they had gone in the morning. It was bitterly cold,
so he crept back to the house next door and scooping up the pile of
sticks carried it back and lit the stove. The leaping flames made
the grim little kitchen more cheerful. He had nothing to eat, but
at least he had a roof over his head. He heated some water on the
stove and drank it, grateful for the warmth it brought. He dragged
one of the mattresses down the stairs. Wrapped in his overcoat,
Kurt lay down in front of the stove; and with Bella, Inge’s doll,
held tightly against his cheek, he tried to sleep. But despair
crept up on him once more as he realised that he had missed them
again, and as he lay in the flickering light cast by the flames, he
began to weep. The trail had gone cold, and he was no nearer to
finding Ruth and the children.

Finally Kurt
slept, and when he awoke the fire had gone out and he was stiff and
cold. The grey of dawn was lightening the sky and he was able to
see his surroundings properly for the first time. From the window
at the back he could see an outhouse in an overgrown yard. Had his
family really been reduced to this? A tap outside the front door
and a privy in the garden? Again he searched the rest of the house,
and it was upstairs in one of the bedrooms that he made his
discovery. Beneath the old mattress he found a piece of paper, and
on it was written, An Elephant Story for the Twins. Once upon a
time there was an elephant and he lived in the jungle with his
mummy and daddy. They hid among the trees where no one could find
them… . Kurt stared at the paper and the writing, Laura’s
writing. Laura writing a story for her little brothers as she so
often did. They had been here. Now he knew for sure. They
had been here living in this house; but why on earth had they
moved? Had they been forced to move? Turned out, even from this
hovel of a home? He would have to try and find out.

If I knew why
they’d gone, he thought, I might be able to work out where they’ve
gone.

It was hunger
that drove Kurt back to the market square. He had to get something
to eat, as he’d had nothing since he’d got on the bus for Vohldorf
yesterday. He looked round the shops that fronted the old cobbled
square. He was determined not to go back into the grocer’s unless
he absolutely had to. On the opposite side, beyond the fountain, he
saw a bakery, and he decided to try his luck there. As well as
selling bread and pastries, the little shop offered a couple of
white-clothed tables, and Kurt was served hot coffee, a pancake and
a large slice of apple tart. He also bought fresh bread and another
apple tart to take back to the house. Feeling much refreshed, he
left the bakery and walked back towards Kreuzstrasse. The grocer’s
wife was standing outside her shop talking to a man with a pony
cart. When she saw Kurt leaving the bakery, she pointed at him and
the man turned round to look. She was gesticulating, and Kurt could
imagine her tirade about Jews. He paid no attention, just kept on
walking as if he hadn’t seen her, but as he turned into the lane
beside the church he heard her shout, “Dirty Jew! We don’t want
your sort in our village! Dirty Jew!”

Kurt gave no
indication that he’d heard her, simply walked round the corner and
into the lane. He let himself back into the house, put his
purchases onto the table and sat down to consider what to do next.
The girl in the bakery hadn’t realised that he was a Jew, she had
served him quite happily, and thinking back to the night before, it
was only after he had mentioned Helga Heber by name that the woman
in the grocer’s had become hostile. With his dark hair, dark eyes
and a high-bridged nose, Kurt knew he had a Semitic cast to his
features, but his face did not shriek “Jew” and he could pass
unnoticed if he was careful. He had never worn a beard, as many of
his friends and neighbours had, but now he was going to be extra
careful about shaving, keeping his face smooth and unremarkable. He
filled the tin basin from the tap outside the house and got out his
razor. As he lathered a little of his precious soap onto his face,
there was a knock at the door. Kurt turned, but before he could go
to the door it opened and a man slipped inside, pulling the door
closed behind him. It was the man who had been talking with the
grocer’s wife.

Kurt stood,
razor in hand, face half-covered in soap. “What the – ?” he
began.

“No time to
talk,” hissed the man. “You’re Frau Heber’s son-in-law?”

“Yes, but…”

“My name’s
Franz Beider. I’ve known Frau Heber for many years. You have to get
away from here, now, at once.”

“But…”

“Don’t
hesitate, man, there’s no time. The woman at the grocer’s, Frau
Wessel, is going to the Gestapo to report you for moving in here.
You have to leave now. They will be here within half an hour to
arrest you.”

Kurt turned
pale. He wiped the soap from his cheeks and said shakily, “But
where shall I go? They’ll soon pick me up in this tiny place.”

“Get your stuff
and go out the back. I’ll bring my cart along that lane and pick
you up. Hurry, man, they’ll be here any time.” Franz Beider went to
the front window and looked out into the alley. “I’ll be there in
five minutes. If you aren’t, I shan’t wait.”

“But why?”
began Kurt, his mind racing. Could he trust this man who only
moments ago had been talking to a strongly anti-Semitic woman? Why
would he offer help? Was it a trap? Then a mental picture of the
parade ground at Dachau flashed into his mind and the decision was
made. “Thank you,” was all he could say.

“We’re not all
Nazi scum round here,” Franz Beider said. “Now, get a move on. If
you aren’t there,” he repeated, “I shan’t wait.” With another
anxious look into the street, he opened the door and
disappeared.

For a moment
Kurt stood frozen to the spot, then he grabbed his few possessions
and the food he had just bought at the bakery, and crammed them
into his case. It was clear someone had passed the night in the
house, but he could do nothing about that. Frau Wessel would have
told them that already, so it hardly mattered. He locked the front
door, though he knew that wouldn’t keep anyone out for long, then
he opened the small door that led out into the backyard. It was
overlooked by the other two houses, but no other buildings. He
hurried past the rickety outhouse, and tossing the case over ahead
of him, clambered over the back wall into the lane beyond. There
was nowhere to hide, and as he waited for Franz Beider to appear,
Kurt was terrified that someone else might come into the lane and
see him waiting. After what seemed an age, he heard the unhurried
clip-clop of a horse’s hoofs, and then the pony cart came round the
corner, with Franz sitting up on the driver’s seat. As soon as he
drew level with Kurt, he jumped down from the cart.

“Into the
back,” he said. “Hurry! Under the logs.”

Kurt scrambled
up onto the cart and Franz pushed the little suitcase in with him
before covering him with a tarpaulin. Then he began piling logs on
top of him. They were heavy and sharp, and pressed painfully into
his body, but Kurt lay still as the weight increased, and the log
load covered the shape of his body under the tarpaulin.

“For God’s sake
don’t move,” Franz instructed him. “Whatever happens don’t move
until I let you out. Both our lives are at stake here.”

With the breath
all but crushed out of him, Kurt could do little more than grunt in
reply. He felt the cart tilt as Franz climbed back up onto the box,
and then the rocking movement as the cart turned and began to
trundle back along the lane. Kurt had no idea where they were
going, he simply lay as still as he could in the bumping cart and
prayed that they wouldn’t be stopped.

The journey
became even more uncomfortable as the cart entered the market
square, jolting its way across the cobbles. Some of the logs
shifted and dug into new and different parts of his body, but Kurt
didn’t dare ease himself underneath them for fear of them moving
even more and revealing him underneath. As they rumbled slowly
across the square he heard a shout, and the sound of marching feet.
The cart slowed to a halt as the feet tramped past. Frau Wessel had
clearly made good her threat and had been to the Gestapo; SS troops
had been summoned from the training camp. Then he heard her
voice.

“You see, Herr
Beider?” she called. “I was right. The Gestapo did want to hear
that another dirty Jew had moved in.”

“Indeed, Frau
Wessel,” Kurt heard his driver reply. “You were quite right. No
doubt they’ll find him hiding in his hole.”

The woman
laughed. “We’ll get rid of them all in the end, Herr Beider. We’ll
get rid of them all in the end.”

“And good
riddance,” agreed Herr Beider. Then he clicked his tongue and the
horse moved on again.

Once they had
left the cobbled square the road was smoother and the horse and
cart picked up a little more speed, but it was another half hour
before it creaked to a halt. Kurt could hear the sound of someone
chopping wood. He stayed absolutely still under the logs, hardly
daring to breathe.

“Dieter!” Kurt
heard Franz call. “Dieter!”

The chopping
stopped and a voice called back, “Yes, Herr Beider?”

Footsteps
approached the cart and a young man’s voice said, “You want me to
unload the cart?”

“No, not now.
You can take that barrow-load of logs I promised your mother, and
eat with her. Back here in an hour though, all right?”

“Yes, sir!
Thank you, sir! Ma’ll be very grateful for the logs.”

“Take the big
barrow and load it up, then,” ordered his boss.

Kurt heard
Dieter tossing logs into a metal barrow, and then the rattle of it
being wheeled away.

“Back in an
hour, sir,” called Dieter, “and thanks again for the logs.”

Kurt tried to
ease the pain in his legs, but as he moved he heard Franz Beider
hiss, “Stay still!” He froze.

It seemed an
age before Franz Beider began unloading the logs from the cart.
When he finally emerged from under the tarpaulin, Kurt was grubby,
bruised and ached all over. Franz helped him down, steadying him as
he tried to stand on stiff and painful legs. They were in a yard
beside an old stone house. All round the yard were piles of logs,
stacked neatly under sheltering roofs to keep them dry. An axe lay
on the ground beside a pile of split logs. On the far side of the
yard there was a stable and a barn, with a hayloft above; clearly
where Franz kept his horse and cart.

“Go into the
barn and climb up into the hayloft,” instructed Franz. “I doubt
anyone will come looking for you here, but I don’t want you found
in the house.”

“Of course,”
Kurt agreed. “If I am found here, you’ll know nothing about it.” He
held out his hand to the woodman, who took it. “Thank you, Herr
Beider, for getting me away, for risking your own life.”

Franz Beider
nodded, and then said, “Up to the hayloft then. I’ll bring you some
food and water in a little while.” He gave Kurt a brief smile.
“Don’t worry,” he said, “I live alone and Dieter only comes in
during the day. You should be safe here for a while, till we can
get you right away.”

Kurt settled
himself in the hay, and with the winter sun shining in through the
skylight in the roof, warm and comfortable for the first time in
days, fell into a deep sleep. He didn’t hear the horse and cart
leave the yard again, nor did he hear it return. When he woke it
was to find dusk was falling. Franz stood over him with a basket in
his hand.

“You’ve slept
well,” Franz said, putting the basket down in the hay. “Here, eat
something.” He handed him some bread and cheese, and as Kurt ate it
he told him what was going on in the village.

“I went back
with the cart and made my usual deliveries,” he said. “The SS had
been to the house and found you’d gone, so they’ve been searching
for you. They asked me if I’d seen anyone on the road, and I told
them I hadn’t. Frau Wessel is having her day, telling everyone how
she flushed you out. They’re searching the surrounding area, but I
doubt if they’ll worry too much about finding you. All they want to
be sure of is that you’ve gone.”

Kurt drank
thirstily from the bottle of water that was in the basket and then
asked the question that had been consuming him ever since he had
climbed into the cart.

“Did the same
thing happen to my family? Did the Gestapo come for them too?”

“No, they left
in time. Frau Heber had to move from her old house some time ago,
but no one took much notice of her once she was living in
Kreuzstrasse…not until Ruth turned up with the children.”

“You know
Ruth?” breathed Kurt.

Franz smiled.
“Known her since she was a child. Bit of a surprise to find she had
four kiddies, though.”

“So, tell me
what’s happened to them,” begged Kurt. “I’ve been trying to find
them.”

“They left a
few days ago,” replied Franz. “Things were getting very difficult
for them. The house was far too small for so many, the Wessels were
charging them exorbitant prices for food, and when winter came on
they could have died of cold in that house. I did get some logs to
them, but I couldn’t do it regular, like. And then the Hitler Youth
began to take an interest in them.”

“So, where have
they gone?”

Franz shook his
head. “I don’t know. They took the bus to Stuttgart, but where they
were going from there I wouldn’t know. Didn’t know they were
actually leaving until I saw them in the square that morning,
getting on the bus.” He thought for a moment and then added, “The
driver wasn’t keen to take them, but they showed him some paper or
other, and he let them get on.”

Kurt stayed in
Franz Beider’s hayloft for two more days. Dieter arrived every
morning and spent the day working in the yard, sawing up waiting
tree trunks, chopping and stacking logs. While he was there, Kurt
stayed silently in the hay, listening to the work going on below.
He offered to chop logs himself when Dieter had gone, but Franz
refused his offer.

“Can’t risk you
being surprised in the yard,” he said. “They’re still out looking
for you.”

Two days later,
when Dieter had finished his day’s work, Franz climbed up into the
loft. “It’s time to move you out,” he said as Kurt ate the food he
had brought. “Tomorrow I’ll hide you in the cart again and take you
over to Dost. It’s a small town, on the main line to Stuttgart,
you’ll be able to catch a train from there.” He cut short Kurt’s
thanks. “It won’t be a comfortable journey,” he warned. “I’m afraid
you’ll have to travel under the logs again. We pass within a mile
or two of the SS camp.” He gave Kurt one of his rare smiles and
said, “I’d better bring you some water to shave! You really do look
like an undesirable vagrant, now.”

Early next
morning, while it was still dark, Kurt was once again hidden under
the tarpaulin, weighed down with logs. As daylight crept into the
sky, Franz put the horse in the shafts and they set out. They
trundled along the country lanes, and occasionally there would be a
shouted greeting, which Franz answered cheerfully, but the cart
never stopped.

Kurt lost track
of time. The weight of the logs seemed to increase as they
travelled, until he felt that he was being crushed into one huge
bruise. He had no idea how long they had been on the road, but at
last he heard Franz say, “We’re coming to the outskirts of Dost
now. I’m going to let you out here.”

The cart
finally halted, and moments later Franz was hauling Kurt out from
under the woodpile. As before, Kurt was so stiff and sore he could
hardly stand, but he slipped over the back of the cart and
staggered to his feet. As soon as he was clear, Franz started
reloading the logs. They were in a small clearing at the edge of a
wood, partially concealed from the road by the trees and
underbrush.

“We can’t stay
here long,” he said. “Get yourself dusted down, or you really will
cause comment when you get to the town.”

Obediently Kurt
brushed at his trousers and coat, which were both covered in
sawdust. He combed the dust from his hair, and spitting on his
hands wiped the dirt from his face as best he could. The only good
thing about the tarpaulin and the logs was that they had kept him
comparatively warm. Now even standing in the shelter of the little
wood, Kurt realised how cold it had become. He shivered, and blew
on his fingers.

“Could snow
later,” Franz said as he tossed the last of the logs back onto the
cart. “You should try and catch a train today. Go anywhere. Just
don’t stay in Dost, or you may attract unwanted attention to
yourself.” He looked across at Kurt. “This is as far as I can take
you,” he said. “There is nowhere nearer the town to let you get off
unseen.” He reached into the cart and handed Kurt a packet of bread
and cheese. “Something to keep you going,” he said.

Kurt took the
parcel and slipped it into his pocket. “I don’t know how to thank
you…” he began, but Franz Beider waved the words away.

“One day this
madness will end,” he said, “then come back and thank me. I’ll be
pleased to see you. Good luck and God speed.” He swung himself up
onto the cart once more, and gathering the reins, clicked his
tongue to his horse and was off, back the way they had come.

Kurt watched
him from the cover of the trees until he was out of sight, then he
picked up his suitcase and began to walk into the town in search of
the railway station.

 


 


Nine

What did you
expect me to do with them?” Edith demanded,facing her husband,
David, across the bedroom. “Put them out into the street?” She
seldom raised her voice to David, but his annoyance at returning
home to find his mother-in-law, his sister-in-law and her four
children all camped out in his house, had made her angrily
defensive.

“No, of course
not,” snapped David, as he began to get undressed. “But you know
perfectly well we haven’t got room for them. They’ll have to find
somewhere else to stay as soon as they can.”

Ruth was saying
exactly the same thing to her mother in the spare room they were
sharing with the twins at the other end of the landing. They lay in
the darkness, listening to the snuffling sleep of the two little
boys, safe at last after the nightmare of the past few weeks.

“Mother, we
can’t stay here for long. We must find a place of our own. It’s
very clear that David doesn’t want us here, and Edith never stands
up to him, you know.”

Helga sighed.
“I know,” she said, “but they’ll have to put up with us for a few
days, we’re flesh and blood after all.”

“The fewer the
better,” said Ruth darkly. “We haven’t survived everything so far
simply to be regarded as poor relations by my own sister.” She
lapsed into silence as she thought of their escape…from the fire,
from Munich, from Vohldorf, from Germany.

The journey
from Stuttgart had been slow and cold, the train chugging steadily
through the winter countryside, towards the Austrian border. After
four hours in the chill of an unheated compartment, Ruth, Helga and
the children had had to change trains at Munich. They waited two
hours for their connection, but at least that gave them a chance to
buy some more food for the journey. The waiting room had a large
notice, No Jews, and, not wanting to draw any attention to
themselves, they hadn’t tried to go in. Ruth sat them all down on a
bench on the platform, their two precious suitcases close beside
them, and gave them the bread, cheese and apples Helga had bought
from a station stall.

When the train
to Vienna finally steamed out of the station, it was full; all the
compartments crowded with people going home after their day’s work
in the city. Ruth and her family stood in the corridor, the twins
sitting on the cases, their heads hanging uncomfortably in
exhausted sleep.

Laura looked
out of the window, watching the cold countryside race by. As it
became dusk, lamps were switched on in the houses, warm beacons of
light to welcome fathers home at the end of the day.

Who lives in
those houses, Laura wondered? Who are the children waiting eagerly
for their papa to come home? She felt a sudden ache of longing for
her own papa. Where was he? Would she ever see him again? Tears
filled her eyes and coursed silently down her cheeks. Determined
that her mother shouldn’t see them, Laura turned her face
resolutely to the window again, seeing the passing landscape
through the blur of her tears.

A pale moon had
risen, occasionally breaking free from the scudding cloud, to bathe
the country in cold, silver light. Scattered villages emerged from
the night, bright clusters of warm light, only to vanish as the
train passed on. They steamed through small towns where the
streetlamps marked the pattern of the roads, and the buildings
crowded together in an untidy sprawl. Sometimes the train stopped,
and there was the noise and bustle of a station, people climbing on
and off the train; guards and porters shouting, the shriek of the
engine letting off steam. Then with the shrill of the guard’s
whistle, the train would chuff away again, gathering speed as it
left the station behind to race onwards through the night.

Gradually the
train emptied a little, and when at last they were able to find
space in a compartment, they tried to get comfortable for the rest
of the journey.

We’ve still got
a long way to go, thought Ruth, as she settled the children as
comfortably as she could. The train will stop several times before
we reach the border, but at least we don’t have to change trains
again.

She was still
worried about the border crossing. Suppose they weren’t allowed
across into Austria? Suppose the SS colonel had tricked them and
their papers weren’t in order? A wave of panic flooded through her,
but she forced it down. No point in worrying about it until it
happened, she tried to make herself believe. It would be all right.
It had to be all right.

The morning
after Ruth had returned with the travel permits, the little family
had left Vohldorf on the morning bus to Stuttgart. She and Helga
had spent all night packing up ready to travel. They had the travel
permits in their hands and neither of them dared waste a day in
setting out in case those permits were rescinded.

They had just
two suitcases, and into these they packed as many of their
belongings as they could. Ruth and the children had few enough
clothes, and Helga selected hers from the small number she had been
able to bring from her old house. Helga picked up the worn leather
photo frame she always carried with her. For a long moment she
stared down at her beloved husband, Hans-Peter, after whom the
twins were named, so young and so handsome on his wedding day. His
eyes were alight with joy, his arm protectively round her as she
stood beside him, smiling shyly into the camera.

“Oh my
darling,” Helga murmured. “I’m so glad you didn’t live to see this
dreadful day, with your grandchildren hounded out of the
country.”

In the other
half of the folding frame, Ruth and Edith, one dark, the other
fair, hair plaited and tied with ribbons, sat side by side on a
sofa, beaming into the camera; her lovely daughters; how had their
family come to this?

With a sigh
Helga tucked the photograph in among her clothes and turned to help
the girls with their packing. Laura’s diary and the single pencil
she had to write it with, went into the other case, along with the
twins’ rabbits. Bunnkin had survived his encounter with the Gestapo
officer, and carefully repaired by Helga he was Hansi’s constant
comfort. It was with extreme reluctance that he allowed Ruth to
pack the rabbit in the case.

“But darling,”
she reasoned, “he’ll be much safer in there. Suppose you dropped
him on the bus!”

“I’d pick him
up again,” replied Hans. “He won’t like being in the case, Mutti.
He won’t be able to breathe.”

“But Flop-Ear
will be lonely without him,” Ruth pointed out as she put the two
toys into the top of the case, “and when we get to Aunt Edith’s
house you can get them both out to play with.”

Inge had no
toys, but she had developed an attachment to an old silk scarf of
her grandmother’s, winding it round her neck or, thumb in mouth,
rubbing its luxurious softness against her cheek. This, too, was
carefully packed into one of the cases.

A diary with a
stub of pencil, an old silk scarf and two battered rabbits were the
sum total of the children’s private possessions, and Ruth was
determined that they should not lose them.

It’s no good
worrying about the border, Ruth thought as the train rattled
onwards. We must all try and get some sleep.

It was some
time later that a ticket inspector came along the train. He looked
at the family crammed into the compartment. Ruth and Helga each had
a twin fast asleep on her knee, Inge was cuddled up against her
grandmother, and Laura was crushed between the two other occupants
of the carriage, two large elderly ladies.

“Tickets
please!”

Ruth fumbled in
her bag and produced the tickets. The inspector wore a swastika
armband on the sleeve of his uniform, and he spoke in the
peremptory tones of a small man with a modicum of power. He studied
the tickets and then looked up.

“You’re going
all the way to Vienna?” he said, suspiciously. “Have you got
passports?”

Ruth tried to
sound unconcerned. “Yes, of course. Do you want to see them?”

She knew it was
a mistake as soon as the words were out of her mouth. The man
nodded and held out his hand. With an inward sigh she passed them
over and watched his face as he read the names.

“Friedman,” he
said. “Jews.” He looked up at Ruth with a sneer of disgust. “You
shouldn’t be sitting in this compartment with these good German
ladies,” he said, “squashing them into a corner with your dirty
children. Indeed you probably shouldn’t be on the train.”

“We have
permits to travel.” Ruth faced him down bravely. “Issued by Herr
Standartenführer Unger of the SS, in Stuttgart.”

“Have you
indeed? Let me see them!”

“They’re here.”
Ruth held them out for him to see, but she didn’t let go of them
herself. She didn’t trust the man not to tear them up, or throw
them out of the window. The inspector glanced at the signature and
the stamp and hurriedly passed them back. Even he was not prepared
to question the authority of an SS colonel.

He took refuge
in more bluster. “Well you can’t sit in here with these ladies, you
can just move your lot out into the corridor.”

Helga spoke for
the first time. “Excuse me, Herr Inspector, but have you looked at
these children? They are exhausted. They are doing no harm sitting
in here. I am happy to move into the corridor if that’s what you
wish, but let the children stay asleep in here.”

The inspector
was about to reply when one of the other women in the compartment
stood up and said with a look of distaste, “I will certainly move
to another carriage. The Jews can stay in here. They’d be a great
inconvenience to everyone else on the train, Herr Inspector, if
they were standing about in the corridor.” She walked to the door,
before turning to the other woman. “Won’t you come with me,” she
asked, “to a more salubrious carriage?”

“I think I
will.” The second woman got up and crossed to the door, kicking
Laura sharply on the ankle as she passed. Laura smothered her cry
of pain with a sharp intake of breath, but the woman affected not
to notice what she had done and stalked out of the compartment,
followed by the ticket inspector, who slid the door closed with a
resounding crash. For a moment the first woman looked back through
the glass, a flicker of sympathy in her eyes, then she disappeared
down the corridor to find another seat.

Helga began to
settle the children again, while Ruth stuffed the passports,
tickets and permits back into the depths of her bag. She found she
was shaking. How close had they come to being put off the train? Or
at least stuck in the corridor? She thought with gratitude of the
woman who had come to their aid, while appearing to disparage them.
Few people could risk being labelled as a Jew-lover, but there were
still good people who were ashamed of how so many of their
countrymen treated the Jews.

When at last
they reached the border the train came to a halt. German officials
swarmed onto the train, demanding papers. When they reached the
Friedmans’ carriage Ruth prepared herself for more trouble, but the
passports seemed to be in order. All the official asked was which
child was which. As he was leaving the compartment he looked across
at Ruth.

“I shouldn’t
come back if I were you,” he said, and moved on down the
corridor.

There were
shouts from outside, and, peering out of the window again, Laura
could see the officials climbing down off the train onto the
platform. Then after further whistles, shouts and arm-waving, the
train chugged forwards, only to stop again with a loud shriek of
steam at the Austrian checkpoint a hundred metres down the track.
Here their papers were given no more than a cursory glance, and
they were safely out of Germany and into Austria. Ruth could have
wept with relief, and Helga, who was nearly as exhausted as the
children, was suddenly on the verge of tears.

“We made it,
Mother,” Ruth whispered, adding as she fought back her own tears of
relief and sorrow, “if only Kurt was with us.”

There was still
a distance to go, with stops at Salzburg and Linz and other smaller
stations along the way, but passengers who boarded at these places
could see that the compartment where Ruth and her family were
sitting was already full, and no one made any attempt to climb in.
When at last the train steamed into the Westbahnhof, it was
daylight, and a weak sun was forcing its way through the layer of
cloud that covered the city. Tired and stiff, they all clambered
down onto the platform, Helga gathering the children round her,
while Ruth managed the luggage. The station was huge and busy with
people. The hiss of steam, the shrill of whistles and the clatter
of trains arriving and departing added to the cacophony that
surrounded them; but it was Austrian noise. They were safely out of
Germany.

“Come on,
Mother, let’s get out of here.” Ruth led the way resolutely along
the platform while the children trailed after her, Helga
shepherding them from behind. Once they were away from the platform
and they could hear themselves speak, they paused and decided what
to do.

“We take a
taxi,” Helga said. “We don’t know the way to Edith’s from here.
David met us when we came for Paul’s bar mitzvah.”

“We haven’t
money for a taxi, Mother!” protested Ruth.

“Edith will
have. Come on.”

They found a
waiting taxi and all piled in while the driver stowed their cases.
Helga gave him the address and they were off through the streets of
Vienna. When they reached Edith’s house the door was opened by a
uniformed parlour maid.

“Good morning,
Anna,” Ruth said briskly, pleased that a quick search of her memory
had produced the maid’s name. “Please would you tell Frau Bernstein
that her mother and sister are here.”

Anna eyed the
invasion of children with disfavour, said she would see if Madam
was at home, and, leaving them standing in the hall, with an
anxious taxi driver hovering on the front step, she disappeared up
the stairs.

“Ruth! Mother!
Why on earth didn’t you warn me you were coming?” cried Edith as
she hurried down the stairs to greet them. She stared at them all,
ranged in her front hall, where Anna had left them. “Come in! Come
in here and sit down.” She moved towards the door on her right, but
Ruth laid her hand on her sister’s arm.

“Sorry, Edith,
but we need some money for the taxi. I’m afraid we haven’t any
schillings.”

Edith stared at
her uncomprehendingly for a moment, so that Helga had to say,
“Edith, dear, please pay the taxi driver so that we can all come
into the warm.”

“Oh, yes, of
course, Mother. I’ll get my bag.” She ran back up the stairs and
returned moments later with money in her hand. She paid the
relieved-looking taxi driver and closed the front door behind him.
Anna, watching all this wide-eyed, was hovering beside the door
leading to the kitchen. Edith turned to her.

“We’ll be in
the morning room,” she said. “Please bring some coffee, Anna, and
some milk for the children.”

The maid
disappeared to the kitchen and Edith opened the door off the
hallway. “Now then, all of you, come in here and sit down.” She
turned to the children who had trailed into the room behind their
mother. “You’d like a drink of milk, wouldn’t you?”

“I’m hungry,”
whined Inge. No one told her to be quiet and not to be rude. Inge
spoke for all of them; they were all hungry.

“I’m sure you
are, pet,” cooed her Aunt Edith. “Anna shall bring you a
biscuit.”

“I’m afraid she
needs more than a biscuit, Edith,” Ruth said quietly. “She hasn’t
eaten since yesterday. None of us has!”

“What!” cried
Edith. “You poor things, you must be starving!” She went back out
into the hall and called the maid back again. “Anna, please ask
Cook to prepare a meal for my sister and her family, and have it
laid out in the dining room…straightaway.”

Anna murmured,
“Very good, madam,” but it was clear that she didn’t welcome the
intrusion of so many people.

“Now,” Edith
said brightly, “sit down, all of you, and tell me why you’re
here.”

Before Ruth
could reply, Helga spoke. “We’re here, Edith dear, because Kurt has
been arrested, Ruth’s home has been burnt down round her ears, and
I have been turned out of mine.” Her tone was terse. She was angry
at her elder daughter’s lack of thought.

Edith gasped.
“Kurt arrested? How awful! What did he do?”

“He didn’t
do anything,” snapped her mother. “He’s a Jew! No further
reason is needed.”

“Well, thank
goodness it isn’t like that here!” exclaimed Edith. She turned to
Ruth. “What happened to the shop? How awful for you! How did it
catch fire?”

“It didn’t just
‘catch fire’, Edith,” said Ruth. “It was set on fire. There was a
riot one night in Kirnheim. A mob rampaged through the town, Kurt
was taken away by the storm troopers, and the shop was set on fire.
The children and I only just escaped with our lives.” She gave her
sister a hard stare. “I did write and tell you what had happened
and that we’d had to go to Munich and stay with Herbert, Kurt’s
brother.”

“Did you?”
Edith’s eyes flickered. “I never got your letter…or I’d have
answered, of course. Offered you a home with us.”

“Well, that’s
all right, then,” Helga said. “Because that’s why we’ve come to you
now. We’ve nowhere else to go, and we need somewhere to stay.”

Ruth saw the
dismay flash in Edith’s eyes before she said, “Of course, Mother.
You’re all very welcome.”

“Don’t worry,”
Ruth said. “We just need a place for a few days, until we can find
somewhere of our own.”

“That’s fine!”
Edith said cheerfully. “We can always squeeze you in for a few
days.”

At that moment
the door burst open and Paul, Edith’s son, came bounding into the
room. He was a good-looking boy, tall for his fifteen years, with
deep-set dark eyes, and a mop of dark curls, cropped short in a
vain attempt to keep them in order.

“Oma!” he
cried, hugging his grandmother. “Anna told me you were here! How
lovely to see you! And Aunt Ruth…have you come to stay? Are these
my cousins? Laura, Inge, all grown up.” He gave each girl a hug
before crouching down to look at the twins. “Well,” he said, “I
haven’t met you two before. Peter and Hans, isn’t it? Which one of
you is which? How will I ever tell?”

The twins
gurgled with laughter. “I’m Peter,” said Hans.

“And I’m
Hansi,” said Peter.

“Other way
round,” said Ruth, smiling for the first time since they had come
into her sister’s house. “It’s their new game, to pretend to be
each other. Peter has a small mole on his cheek. That’s how you
tell until you know!”

“Well, I shall
call you both Hans-Peter,” Paul told them cheerfully, “then I can’t
ever be wrong, can I?” He turned to Ruth. “Is Uncle Kurt with you,
Aunt Ruth? Where’s he?”

“I’m afraid
not,” began Ruth, but Edith cut in smoothly.

“Your uncle
can’t come this time,” she said. “Now, go and find Naomi and wash
your hands. We’re having an early lunch. Your cousins have come a
long way and they are hungry.”

“OK, Mother,”
said Paul cheerfully, heading for the door in search of his
sister.

“And don’t say
OK, Paul,” reprimanded his mother. “It’s common.”

Paul gave her a
grin, “OK,” he said, and left the room.

“He’s growing
into such a good-looking boy,” Helga said, “and so welcoming!”

Edith glanced
sharply in her mother’s direction to see if the comment was
directed at her, but Helga was smiling fondly after Paul. “It’s
lovely to see him again. I can’t wait to see Naomi.”

“Well,” Edith
said, “while we’re waiting for Cook to prepare lunch, I’d better
show you your rooms. It will be a bit of a crush, I’m afraid, we
don’t have a big house, you know, but I’m sure you won’t mind
that.” She turned to the four children who were still standing
silently round their mother. “Come along, children, and then we can
all have some lunch.” She led the way upstairs, and along a landing
to a room at the end. Pushing open the door, she stood aside to let
her mother and her sister enter.

Edith had said
it would be a squeeze, and Ruth realised she was probably right,
though the house was far bigger than any she, Ruth, had ever lived
in. She, Helga and the twins were sleeping in the one big spare
room and the two girls had folding beds in what was little more
than a box room, down the landing from the other children, on the
floor above. Anna had put the two suitcases into the spare room,
and once the twins were reunited with their rabbits, and Inge with
her silk scarf, they were happy to go back downstairs to the dining
room. Laura had not taken her diary from the case, she simply
checked that it was still there and then tucked it back among the
clothes.

By the time
they had got back downstairs, Paul had reappeared with his sister,
Naomi. Naomi, aged nine, was as fair as her mother had been as a
child. Her long, blond hair was neatly braided, with pale blue
ribbons at the end of each plait. Wide-set blue eyes looked out on
the world through the palest of lashes, and her skin was almost
translucent. Although she was less than one year younger than
Laura, looking at them the difference could have been two or three.
She recognised her grandmother, but hung back shyly behind her
brother at the sight of so many other people that she didn’t
know.

“Come along,
Naomi,” her mother said briskly. “Give Oma a kiss, then we can all
sit down to lunch.”

Helga held out
a hand, and Naomi edged forward to take it. Helga smiled at her.
“Hallo, Naomi darling. It’s so lovely to see you again.” She made
no move to hug or kiss the child; Naomi hadn’t seen her for two
years, and needed time to get to know her again.

“Now then,
everybody,” Edith called, “let’s sit down at the table.”

The lunch was
served, and Ruth certainly couldn’t fault her sister’s cook. A meal
had been produced that was both plentiful and filling. None of the
Friedmans had seen so much food since they had left Kirnheim, and
all of them ate hungrily, while their cousins ate with polite
delicacy, and Edith picked at the food on her plate and pushed it
away with most of it uneaten.

What a waste,
thought Ruth as she remembered the times they had all gone hungry
recently. She caught her mother’s eye and knew that she was having
the same thought.

When they had
all finished Edith said, “Now then, Paul, Naomi, I want you to look
after your cousins while I talk to Oma and Aunt Ruth. You can play
in the playroom, or you can take them in the garden if you like,
but make sure you all have your coats on, it’s very cold
today.”

“Now,” Edith
said as she poured them each a strong black coffee, “let’s take
this into the drawing room, so Anna can clear, and you must tell me
everything.”

When they were
settled in the drawing room, Ruth began her story. When she had
finished, Edith was staring at her in horror, her coffee stone-cold
in the cup beside her.

“I don’t know
what to say,” she said. “You poor, poor things. Mother, how did you
cope? It must have been terrifying with those Hitler youths
throwing things at you.” She took her mother’s hand and squeezed it
gently. “But at least you’re safe now. David will be home from the
hospital soon,” she went on. “He’ll know what to do for the
best.”

Even after all
I’ve told her, she has absolutely no concept of what we’ve all been
through, Ruth thought, looking across at the concern on her
sister’s face. Edith had aged well. At almost forty her face was
largely unlined. Her blond hair was thick, cut into a fashionable
bob, with no trace of the grey hairs now liberally threaded through
Ruth’s dark hair. Her clothes were well cut and clearly expensive.
She had changed from being Ruth Heber’s big sister, with whom Ruth
had romped and played, into the perfect wife for David Bernstein,
eminent orthopaedic surgeon.

When David came
home from the hospital later that day, it was to find his wife’s
family installed in his house. He greeted his mother-in-law civilly
enough, kissed his sister-in-law on the cheek and said he was
delighted that they had been able to come on a visit. Then he went
upstairs to change for dinner.

“David wants us
out as soon as possible,” Ruth whispered to her mother that night
in the darkness. “I shall start looking for somewhere tomorrow.
Will you be all right looking after the children? I’ll have to find
them a school as well. They need to get back to some sort of
normality. And I’ll need a job, too. I refuse to be beholden to
David.” She sighed. “Tomorrow’s going to be a very busy day.”

“You can’t do
everything in one day,” said Helga. “David will have to put up with
us until we are ready to move out. After all, we shan’t be in his
way…he’s out all day.”

Ruth lay in the
warm comfort of the bed, but, despite her exhaustion, sleep still
would not come. She listened to the regular breathing of the boys.
When she had kissed them goodnight she had sat in the room with
them until, each clutching his rabbit, they had dropped into
exhausted slumber. Listening to them now, peacefully asleep in bed,
she prayed that it would not be long before the last few nightmare
weeks slid from their minds as she tried to provide them with a
normal life. They were so young, surely the memories would recede
and fade away as new, everyday experiences replaced them. Ruth was
not so sure about the girls. Inge had become extremely clinging,
needing her mother’s attention, or that of her grandmother, all the
time. She had always been a rather volatile child, but had now
begun to throw temper tantrums, as if she were a two-year-old
again; that or withdrawn silences when she sat, thumb in mouth,
silk scarf against her cheek.

Then there was
Laura. She had become Ruth’s rock. Old way beyond her years, Laura
knew what had been happening to them. She had learned to recognise
the disdain in people’s eyes; she had learned to keep a low
profile, not to draw attention to herself. She was ten years old,
but the look in her eyes was that of someone five times that age.
She asked for nothing, expected nothing, except derision and
contempt from the people she encountered. It would take a very long
time for her to learn to trust again.

“Ruth, have you
still got Kurt’s passport?” Helga’s whisper broke in on her
thoughts.

“Yes, of
course.” Ruth was surprised at the question. “Why?”

“What are you
going to do with it?”

“Do with
it?”

“Yes. If you’ve
got it, Kurt can’t use it to get out of Germany, can he?”

“No, of course
not. But I don’t know where he is, do I?” Ruth sounded exasperated.
“I can’t send it to him, can I?”

“Well, I’ve
been thinking about that,” replied Helga, ignoring her daughter’s
irritable tone. “If you were Kurt, and you came home to find the
family gone, what would you do?”

“I’d go to
Munich, to Herbert, but…”

“Hold on a
minute, darling, let’s really think this through. Suppose he does
come home and then follows the trail, in the end he’s going to draw
a blank. You and the children will have vanished. He will work out
that you must have come to Vienna to Edith’s. Right?”

“Probably.”

“Almost
certainly. Where else would you go?”

“All right,”
conceded Ruth and waited for her mother to go on.

“If he knows
you have the deed box, then he knows you have his passport. He’ll
hope you have left it for him somewhere…or sent it to him
somewhere.”

“But where?”
Ruth’s voice took on a tone of despair. “Where can I send it that
he might think to look?”

“To those
friends who took you in after the fire.”

“The
Meyers?”

“Yes, the
Meyers. Think about it. If he goes home and finds the shop burnt
out he will ask around to find out what happened. He will ask the
Meyers. If you sent the passport there, addressed to him, they
would give it to him when he asked.”

“Leah Meyer
asked me not to contact them again,” Ruth said. “She’s afraid the
mail will be intercepted.”

“I think you
have to risk it.”

“But suppose
Kurt’s been there already. It’ll be too late!”

“I know,”
soothed Helga, “but surely it’s worth a try. If the Meyers have the
passport and he goes to them, they’ll give it to him. If he
doesn’t, then we are no worse off than if you have it. If he
contacts us here…”

“He won’t,”
Ruth interrupted bleakly. “He won’t remember Edith’s address, and
he certainly won’t know the phone number…”

“He might. And
if he did you’d be able to tell him where to go to collect his
passport.” Helga sat up in the darkness. “Come on, Ruth, this isn’t
like you! You’ve been so brave and done everything you could for
the children. Now you must try and do this for Kurt. Let’s face it,
darling, his passport is no good to him in Austria if he’s in
Germany.”

“All right,
Mother,” agreed Ruth wearily, “I’ll send it tomorrow.”

“Good!” said
Helga with satisfaction. “Now then, stop brooding and try and get
some sleep, or you’ll be no good to anyone in the morning.”

Ruth gave a
shaky laugh. “Yes, Mutti!” she said.

 


Friday 10th
December

We moved out of Uncle
David and Aunt Edith’s yesterday. Mutti has found us a home of our
own. It is not very big, just three small rooms and a toilet in the
passage. Oma, Inge and I sleep in one room, Mutti and the twins in
another, and we live in the last. It has a stove, so it’s quite
warm, and there is a table and some chairs and a cupboard to keep
things in, but we haven’t got many things to keep. There is no room
for anything else because the room is so small. I’m glad we have
left Aunt Edith’s house. Everyone was very strict and seemed to be
cross with us all the time. I’m scared of Uncle David. I think my
cousin Naomi is too, but she loves her Opa. Everyone else is
frightened of him, but Naomi isn’t. My other cousin, Paul, is nice,
but he’s much older than we are. He’s at the gymnasium. He’s very
clever and says he is going to be a doctor like his papa when he
leaves school.

Our apartment
is near a big fairground. Mutti says we might be able to go there
one day soon. I hope so, I want to go on the big wheel, but we
haven’t got much money for fairgrounds.

Mutti has
found a school for me and Inge to go to. It is not very big, but my
teacher is nice. She is called Fräulein Lowenstein. Inge is in the
baby class, her teacher is called Fräulein Munt. We do arithmetic
and write stories, and on Wednesdays we have art. I’m not very good
at drawing, but Fräulein Lowenstein says it doesn’t matter as
different people are good at different things. I like Fräulein
Lowenstein.

Oma looks
after the twins as they are too little to go to school, and Mutti
has got a job in a shop.

All the shops
are decorated for Christmas. We don’t have Christmas, but I do like
the decorations.

 


Ruth had been
determined they should move out of Edith’s house as soon as
possible, and she’d set about finding them somewhere to live the
very next day. It took several more days, but eventually she had
managed to find a three-roomed flat in a tall tenement, in the
Leopoldstadt district. A twisting lane led off the street and
halfway down there was an old brick archway leading into a
courtyard, around three sides of which stood crumbling apartment
blocks. From the courtyard, flights of outside steps led up to the
flats above. Ruth and her family had moved into one on the first
floor.

Edith was
horrified that they should live in such an area. “It’s all low Jews
and working class,” she cried, “not for families like ours.”

“It is for a
family like mine,” Ruth retorted, “one that has no money and
nowhere else to stay.”

Edith looked
slightly abashed, but she didn’t suggest that they stay longer with
her, and it was David who paid a month’s rent in advance to secure
them the apartment. Ruth was sure that this was more from the wish
to get them out of his home than from true generosity, but she
didn’t care. They had a roof over their heads. Many of their
neighbours were Jewish and as they settled in there was the
faintest comforting echo of Gerbergasse in the community around
them. They were living very much hand-to-mouth, but they were in a
place of their own. Helga was there to look after the children, so
Ruth set out in search of a job.

For several
days she trod the streets looking for work, and because the shops
were busy just before Christmas, she managed to get a job in a
small haberdashery. The pay was poor and the hours were long, but
Ruth, running her own shop for most of her married life, wasn’t
afraid of hard work, and it meant she could provide food for the
table, and save enough for each week’s rent. She enjoyed working in
the little shop; it was interesting as always she enjoyed meeting
the customers and helping them to find what they needed. Frau
Merkle, the proprietor, soon realised that Ruth was an excellent
sales assistant, and that the customers liked her. So, after the
Christmas season was over, she decided to keep her on and offered
her a full-time job. The rise in pay made all the difference, and
before long the children each had a new set of warm clothes. Ruth
treated herself to a new coat and skirt, even though it meant the
repayment of a loan from Edith had to be delayed.

The girls had
settled well into a small Jewish school not far from the flat, and
Helga took on the care of the twins and the running of the
household. Everything gradually returned to a sort of normality.
All they needed now was for Kurt to join them and life would be
tolerable.

 


 


Ten

Kurt got off
the train in Munich. When Franz Beider had dropped him outside
Dost, Kurt followed his advice and made straight for the railway
station. He would get on the first train that came along, he
decided, wherever it was going. It was going to Munich, so that was
where he went.
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