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Sunflower of the Third Reich, A Novel
PROLOGUE
Heinz Stettner sat on the train from Berlin to his hometown, a day’s travel, if everything went well. He leaned forward and watched the countryside go by hurriedly, plain houses alongside the railroad tracks rushing past him, and then hills, gently sloping, marked like a chess board with fields in brightly hued squares. At the foot of slopes, villages nestled around alabaster churches, their spired steeples reaching for the sky. For an instant, patches of forest and pines that grew close to the railroad tracks obstructed the view. Then, streams and rivulets snaked through lushly green lands until they united. Without stopping, the train raced through small towns past waving children with knapsacks on their backs walking home from school.
Later, Heinz passed endless flat country of farmlands stretching from one horizon to the other with piles of clouds above, white against the azure sky; in the distance, he spotted cheerful farmhouses and people working in the fields. It seemed there would be enough food for all of Germany, but Heinz knew better. It all went to the Front to feed the hundreds of thousands of soldiers.
The monotonous countryside made his eyes tire, and he was about to doze off, when a different sound overriding the thumping rhythm of the train caught his attention. What he heard was a deep humming noise, gaining in power as if it were closing in. An upward glance through the window confirmed his suspicion when, through a break in the clouds, he counted at least twenty advancing aircraft, their roar intensifying by the second.
The noise did not go unnoticed by the other passengers, and the shrill voice in the next compartment was the starting signal of the confusion that followed.
“Die Engländer kommen, the English are coming,” a woman screamed. It was as if lightning was about to strike. The two toddler girls seated across from Heinz, who had quieted down after their first exciting reaction to riding a train, were beginning to whine, sensing danger. Widened eyes directed at Heinz, their young mother wrapped her arms around them tightly and covered their eyes with her hands as if that way, she could protect them from the enemy.
Even the serene face of the countrywoman in the corner, who had been staring out the window for hours, had become frenzied. Judging by the lace scarf tied around her hair and her black wool stockings, Heinz thought she might be a Franconian peasant woman on her way home. After she moved away from the window, she jumped up, fumbling frantically in the pockets of her dirndl skirt until she found her rosary. With trembling fingers, she worked the clear crystal beads as she prayed the “Our Father” aloud. “Unser Vater, der Du bist im Himmel, geheiliget sei Dein Name. . . .”
The train had slowed abruptly only to pick up its fast tempo again, causing passengers to cry out as they were knocked around in their seats. It seemed as though the engineer was trying to outrun the planes overhead. A man in a blue conductor’s uniform rushed through the car, sticking his head into each compartment, repeating his shouts for people not to panic. However, with his face framed by deeply furrowed brows, he clearly was troubled himself.
On the left, the cement control tower raced by, the outline of a man visible in its window. Railroad tracks met dozens of other tracks until they spread out like a maze. When the train rolled into the cover of the station and came to a screeching halt, the conductor ordered the passengers out.
He was yelling something about seeking shelter, but his voice was drowned out when the piercing air raid sirens of town came on at the same time. Scrambling passengers fell over each other, wanting to be the first to open the heavy doors and head for shelter.
Heinz got up to help the young mother struggling with her children, too frightened to listen to their mother’s pleadings. One on each arm, he picked them up and carried them to the exit doors and down the steep steps to the platform. By now, the droning of the planes was directly above, filling the air with vibration. With the bombers overhead already, the siren was pretty late, Heinz thought. Someone was not doing his job or else the radar was not working.
Back in the car, he watched people scurry into the building of the train station, a one-story house built from granite stone, its facade filled with small windows. Heinz didn’t feel like running but he was thinking fast. If the bombers were going to attack the train, the station house would also get it, or vice-versa, because there was not enough distance between them. One bomb would wipe it all out. With the mass of people crammed into the house, it would be utter chaos, and he did not want to be part of it.
He decided to stay on the train, just where he was. He knelt down on the floor with his head pushed into the cloth seat, still warm from his body heat. He held his attaché case over his head for protection, should the luggage come tumbling down from the racks above. It was strange that he felt no panic; indeed, he was almost peaceful.
With the roaring of the planes straight overhead, everything in the compartment was shaking. The vibration caused the small serving tray under his window to rattle. He would just stay in that position until the noise stopped and the all-clear siren of town came back on.
He would be late arriving home now, he rued. Luise would probably be worried when his train did not get there on time. At the thought of Luise, a strong sensation of longing for her and the children took hold of him, producing a tender smile of expectation on his lips.
With the all-clear siren echoing through the station, the passengers started boarding again. The steam locomotive fired up slowly, and the train creeped along until it could pick up speed.
The image of another face entered Heinz’s mind, that of the woman he had left behind in Berlin.
“Do you have to go?” Maria had asked, anxiety reflecting in her voice, her eyes, and the arms that were holding him tightly.
“I have to see my family,” he had responded quietly and had removed himself from her embrace.
It had all started innocently enough. A year ago, tired of living in a hotel in Berlin, he had taken a room in a private house on Schillerstrasse. The widow, Maria Von Ehrich, had lost her husband, an officer in the Wehrmacht, shortly before and was glad to have him sharing her spacious house. The first three months living at Maria’s house had been pleasant; he should have left it at that. But Maria wouldn’t let up. Feeling lonely, she had never let an opportunity slip by to offer herself to him.
The turn of events had begun when he didn’t go out in the evenings any more. Usually, he had taken his supper at a small neighborhood eatery after work, its menu consisting of daily home cooked meals which had made him feel quite at home. But as food shortages and rationing became progressively more acute, the restaurant had nothing to serve but smoked herring or canned mackerel with old boiled potatoes. After supper, he used to go down to the cabaret to have another beer and listen to the war songs and chansons about the Fatherland.
In the beginning, he had enjoyed the city that was, unlike his hometown, very sophisticated. The Berliners seemed to have a different outlook on life, full of fun and free-spiritedness. He would sit close to the entrance of the cabaret, watching the couples enter, and the women in their furs trying to look like Marlene Dietrich. Some would flirt with him openly, but he would never pay much attention. What he did notice were the scrutinizing looks of the army officers of the Wehrmacht who were always sitting around the same corner table, leering at him as if he, in civilian clothing, didn’t belong.
After a few weeks, the newness had worn off and he had gotten tired of the whole scene. That was when he decided to take his evening meals at the house. He bought his food on the way home at the delicatessen near the S-train station where he got off. Many times, all they had to sell was a can of pork luncheon meat or fish and, when he got lucky, a Frankfurter and enough bread to prepare a cold meal in his room. When he asked Maria, if she could fix him a cup of tea to go with it, she insisted on bringing a pot of freshly brewed tea to him every evening.
Then she would stay on, talking and watching him eat. Her deceased husband Klaus had been the only heir to an aristocratic family and had come from old money. They had met when she worked as a singer in a cabaret, and the interesting anecdotes she had to tell about her work or their world travels both amused and fascinated him. Apparently, she had no money problems, having inherited the house from Klaus as well as receiving a sizable officer’s widow pension from the Reich. Heinz did not mind her company and was quite taken by her charm.
Only one evening after work, everything was different. When he arrived at the house, she met him by the door, pointing to the beautifully set table in the dining room, the lit candles and a bottle of wine chilling in a cooler. Heinz was surprised at the dining room table but even more astounded at the sight of Maria. Her blonde hair, normally worn in a tight bun drawn at the nape, was freely flowing around her face in loose curls. Wearing a pale blue silky outfit with wide pantaloon pants, she looked like one of the mannequins in the finest stores on Kurfürstendamm.
“Le dernier cri,” she said in French, with a slight alluring vibration. She was glowing in excitement as she noticed his appreciative glance and turned around twirling.
“Only, I’ve had it for years. Herr Stettner, no use to eat alone in your room every night. I thought, I have to eat . . . you have to eat . . . to put it simply, why not have dinner together.”
“This is quite a welcome change,” he said politely and somewhat reservedly, trying to take his eyes off her. She asked him to sit down. There was a platter with cold meat and cheese, sliced tomatoes on small plates, and bread.
“Unfortunately, the food is almost the same,” she laughed while pouring the wine. “Only the setting is different.”
After the meal, smoking endless cigarettes and sipping more wine, she talked about Berlin and the life she had lived with Klaus. When she got up and walked over to the gramophone to put on a record, he couldn’t help but let his gaze wander over her curvaceous body and the outline of long slim legs through the silk of her outfit. She had chosen the song Unter der Laterne, humming along with the soft tune and slowly swaying her arms as if she were back on stage. With every move, the tiny blue ostrich feathers around her décolleté were moving with her, playing against her skin.
The prevalent romantic mood was a combination of things, of her, the music, the wine and the candlelight. The setting did not make it any easier for Heinz to resist the great attraction he felt toward her. Oh God, he thought, he couldn’t slide deeper into this. He had to distract her from what she was apparently trying to do.
That was when he started talking about his hometown, and later, with tenderness about his family, his wife Luise, his son Thomas and his daughter Brigitte. She did not seem to listen at all and appeared disinterested; her eyes lost their sparkle and took on a far-away, envious look.
It was getting late when she put on a slow waltz, pulling him up with her hands to dance. Feeling her closely pressed body and smelling the aroma of her exotic perfume, his attraction turned to desire, growing with every step they took, and he knew that he needed to end it.
Abruptly, he stopped dancing and took a deep breath.
“I thank you for the enchanting evening, Frau Von Ehrich. It is time for me to turn in. And I have a business meeting first thing in the morning.” He bent over slightly and kissed her hand in a gentleman-like manner, reading the slight disappointment in her face.
“Heinz,” she suggested with a seductive smile, “and it is time to call me Maria.”
After that night, it had become natural for them to eat their evening meals together, sometimes in the kitchen, occasionally in the dining room when her rations allowed her to shop for something special. Once a week, he asked how much money he owed for the meals, and after some figuring at the kitchen table, he would reimburse her. Every evening, he thanked her for the meal and retired to his room.
Except for one night, about two months ago, when it happened. It had been a sultry summer day. The S-train on the way home had been crowded and sticky. When he entered his room, Heinz had only one thing on his mind. He wanted to take a bath to cool off and to sponge off the dirt of the day.
As he finished rinsing, he searched for his towels. There were none at their usual place, hung over the towel racks by the bathtub or the wash basin. He looked over to the door to see if he could manage to grab his bathrobe without making the entire floor wet, when he heard a short knock on the door.
“I am so sorry, Heinz. I completely forgot to bring you a new set of towels today.”
Before he could answer, she had walked in, the towels hanging over her arm, halfway covering up her slinky flowered robe which was loosely tied in the front.
Her gaze wandered over his body that was half immersed in water, lingering on his chest. While her eyes caught his and locked in with them for a moment, she knelt beside him on the floor next to the bathtub, her hand gently touching his face. She then let her finger run lightly down the middle of his chest over silky wet hair.
Trying to hold his breath, he could feel the sensuousness of her body. When she handed him a towel, her robe parted, exposing the white flesh of her inner thigh, and he realized she was nude underneath.
“Is there anything else you wish,” she asked with a deep sigh full of unspoken longing.
He was almost choking with desire as he stood up in the bathtub and grabbed her hands to pull her upward close to his body. “Komm her. Come here.”
Her robe and the towels had dropped to the floor when, almost brutally, he forced her arms to her back. His kiss opened her lips with a surging longing to which she responded, her small moans smothered by his kisses. Then she slipped away, and stepping back, she got free of his embrace. Handing him a towel off the floor, her breathless voice was more like a whisper.
“I have wanted you for a long time . . . let’s not waste another precious moment.”
Her hand grasped his tightly, leading him down the hall and to her bedroom. When she turned around, her ardent eyes were searching his as their wet bodies pressed against each other. He was overwhelmed by the need to touch her and pushed her down onto the bed. When she arched her body toward him, his response was instantaneous.
After their lovemaking, she lit two cigarettes, handing one to him. They smoked, lying side by side quietly. She finally spoke. “Was I good for you?”
“It was good, Maria,” he answered, relieved from the tension and loneliness that had been building up inside of him. She wrapped the sheet around her waist, walked over to the door and handed him Klaus’ silk robe that had been hanging on the hook.
After that eventful night, they had made love frequently. Heinz had not been in such a clear frame of mind or felt so carefree in a long time. There were no strings attached, and Maria had to know it. This is why he could not understand her palpable despair and forlorn pleading when he told her that he was going home to see his family.
On this day, sitting on the train to his hometown, the other thing Heinz Stettner could not know was that the bad ending was already written in the stars.
*****
HISTORY UPDATE—TO THE YEAR 1942
The war was raging in Europe. It had all started in 1939 when the German Army invaded Poland. Two days later, Britain and France had declared war against Germany.
It continued in 1940, when Germany invaded Denmark and Norway. Within a few months, taking Holland, Belgium and Luxembourg, the German Wehrmacht moved into France, coming all the way to the English Channel.
In September 1940, the German Luftwaffe heavily blitzed London, and Britain retaliated by sending their bombers over Germany. One month later, German troops entered Rumania.
In 1941, Germany signed a military pact with Bulgaria and invaded Yugoslavia and Greece, while Field Marshall Rommel’s “Afrika Korps” was commencing his troops in Africa.
In May Of 1941, Germany invaded the Soviet Union. Four months later, they laid siege to Leningrad and captured Kiev. Operation Barbarossa, an all-out attack by land and air on Russia, was Hitler’s latest grand scheme.
In December of 1941, Germany and Italy declared war on the U.S. At the same time, the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, and the U.S. declared war on Japan. The war in Europe had become a War of the World.
Hitler was determined to conquer it.
ONE
Luise Stettner and Brigitte had walked to the train station twice this afternoon trying to pick him up, only to learn that the train from Berlin was delayed. That was all the railroad official had told them. Immediately, the thought had struck Luise that the delay may have been due to an air attack on the train, which was so common these days.
“Luftangriff,” she murmured to herself, smoothing back her soft brown hair, and then stopped in mid-sentence, looking at her child. No use worrying her. They already had enough trouble, with the air raid sirens piercing through the night and the frenzied visits to the cellar.
During the day, the town was peaceful yet, schools were still open, and people were going about their business as usual. You could be thankful for that. However, at the thought that this could change suddenly, her soft features took on a tense expression as they always did when she was distressed.
They strolled back to the Italianate gardens by the river to wait some more. Shielding her eyes from the late afternoon sun, Luise watched Brigitte as she crouched between the iron stakes of a low stone wall, looking down to the river that rolled through the valley.
To her left, colored a soft red in the light, in full sight were the four towers of the renaissance castle built from sand stone, like a fortress surrounded by the old town walls. To the other side, where the river made a wide bend, Luise could see the boathouses of the rowing club with the rowboats lined up neatly in the water. When Heinz had still been living at home, he had spent a considerable amount of his time at the club coaching the boys, hoping that they would win the next regatta.
Brigitte started picking up small rocks, throwing them far down into the river, just as her brother always did. But they never hit the water, no matter how much she aimed for it. Time after time, they landed in the grassy knoll below. Then her eyes followed the alley lined with tall poplar trees on the other side of the river. From far up on the bluff, she could see the alley running into another little mansion, which they called the “Summer Castle.”
That was when she remembered something she had to tell her mother.
“Mutti, I always thought that the prince went there in summer because it was cooler. But Helga told me that it was no prince at all who lived there. She said that it was some Archbishop who lived in the big castle and kept his mistress in the summer castle across the river. And when she wanted him to visit, she put up a flag. The flag was so big, he could see it from his bedroom window, and he came right over.”
Then she paused and thought for a little while. “What is a mistress, anyway?”
An amused smile flickered over Luise’s face as she got up from the bench and walked over to the fence. “It is like a girlfriend.”
She wiped Brigitte’s little hands that were full of gritty sand and small rocks. “Don’t get dirty, Schätzchen,” she said, “you are wearing your best dress. Don’t you want to look pretty for your father? He hasn’t seen you in three months. Let’s go back and try the train again.”
As mother and daughter walked past the baroque church and up the cobblestone street through the old part of town with the narrow half-timbered houses, the church bells started ringing for Vesper. Brigitte slowed down to look up at the red geraniums that popped up from cheerful window boxes. The street was empty except for a couple of men on bicycles on their way home for supper, and a little girl swinging an empty milk can, running quickly into the dairy shop before it closed.
The whole town seemed deserted these days, with most of the men already called in for duty to the Wehrmacht or the Luftwaffe. Moreover, because petrol was scarce, there was barely any traffic. You saw very few cars on the roads and if you did, either they belonged to the police and government officials, or they were army vehicles.
Brigitte was getting impatient. “Are we going to see Papa now, Mutti?”
Luise never had a chance to answer. When they turned the corner, Heinz was already waiting on the steps leading up to the station, a suitcase positioned beside each of his legs. He gave his family a big wave with his arm. Brigitte let go of her mother’s hand and broke out into a run toward her father. They met up by the kiosk, which was plastered with pictures advertising the Hitler Youth and an oversized poster of the Führer saluting “Sieg Heil.”
Heinz wrapped his daughter in a huge hug, and she kissed his cheek that smelled of fresh cologne. Then he picked her up and twirled her around.
“You are getting to be a young lady, he laughed. “I brought you a pretty little hat and skirt from Berlin.”
When Luise caught up, he had a warm embrace for her while Brigitte kept her hand in front of her mouth to hide her happy giggles.
“Where is Thomas,” he asked, looking around.
“We wanted to pick you up in father’s car, but he couldn’t get any petrol this month. Thomas didn’t feel like walking and wanted to stay home with father. He was in the middle of his war stories; you know . . . the usual. And it was a good thing, with your train arriving so late.”
They started walking, each of them carrying a suitcase, and he told her about the air raid warning in Erfurt. “I imagine the Luftwaffe probably chased them back over the Channel,” he finished his story.
“We were worried,” she said anxiously, “it seems that it is getting more and more dangerous for you to come home.”
Their home was the house Luise’s father had built, a stately three-story corner house that came in full view as they turned the corner. He had built it, as he always reminded them, “to keep the family together.” Each story consisted of a spacious flat with several bedrooms. Inside the house, a wooden staircase with polished banisters led up to separate paneled foyers and entrance doors to each apartment. They lived on the third story.
It looked like they had been expected. From the street, they saw Luise’s mother waving out of a tall bay window of the round corner room which was built like a tower, and next to her was Thomas’ face pressed against the window pane. A minute later, he came running out of the downstairs door and through the front garden to open the iron gate for them.
With a broad grin, he shook hands with his father who gave him a brief hug.
“Son, have you been holding the Fort?” Heinz joked, handing the boy the suitcases to bring upstairs. On the way up, the door to the parents’ flat was slightly open which usually meant an invitation to stop in.
Eduard Hildebrandt was sitting comfortably in the living room in his moss colored lounge chair of many years. He appeared to be reading a book which he put down in his lap when they entered, his eyes lighting up with joy under the reading spectacles he was wearing. His wife Emma came walking swiftly out of the dining room where she had poured two glasses of Port as a welcome. Heinz noticed with still amusement that she had brought in the antique, colored crystal glasses Eduard had brought back from France, which were only used for special occasions.
Because they were late eating supper, they only stayed for a few minutes, sipping the wine and talking about Heinz’s eventful journey.
Upstairs, while Luise was getting dinner ready, Heinz unpacked his suitcases. When he had finished hanging his clothes up in the bedroom’s armoire, he handed Thomas some coins and his beer stein with the tin cover to get it filled with cold draft at the Gasthaus, the pub down the street.
“I am glad Brigitte is not coming,” Thomas snickered on his way out. “She always slurps the foam off the top.”
But Brigitte was not interested in coming along. She was impatiently eyeing the presents her father had stacked up in a corner of the living room. Then her glance wandered over the festive table which she had helped set in the early afternoon. Through the window, the last rays of the evening sun illuminated the silver and put a bright sparkle on the crystal glasses. Although they were only going to have fried potatoes and green beans, all her mother could find at the market this morning, she thought that Papa would like this.
After eating ravenously, taking frequent sips of beer in-between, Heinz wiped his chin with his napkin and walked over to the presents. “It is nice to be home, Luise. Thanks for the good meal.”
“It wasn’t much,” Luise replied with a deep sigh, carrying the dishes into the kitchen, “but at least, we are together.”
There were three boxes, all wrapped the same in silver paper with gold ribbons, wrappings so elegant that they could only have come from Berlin. When Heinz handed the presents out, it felt like Christmas.
Luise held up a pale mauve nightgown made of silk with a lacy collar and ribbons to tie in front. Pleased, she walked over to kiss Heinz lightly on the lips.
When Thomas tore open his small flat box, he was surprised to find a pocketknife, its handle made of horn with a deer carving. After he opened up the shiny sharp blade, he looked at his father, slightly baffled.
“But Heinz,” Luise exclaimed, “don’t you think he is too little to have a knife?”
“Not hardly. He will be joining the Hitler Youth next year and will be needing a knife,” he said, his voice full of pride at the mention of his son joining the Hitler Youth. Thomas’ reply was an enthusiastic “Jawohl” as he made his way over the paper littering the floor to shake hands with his father.
Brigitte wanted to save the pretty paper, and her struggle to open the present without tearing it was finally rewarded when, underneath the white tissue paper, she found a bright blue hat with a brim and a matching skirt. Both pieces were made of felt and appliquéd with different colored flowers. It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. She held up the skirt in front of her body and danced around in circles.
“I hope it fits,” her father said. “Let me put on the little hat for you.”
Brigitte rushed up to him, kissed him on the cheek and whispered, “Thank you, Papa. You are the best!”
He patted her dark brown curls back and fitted the hat with the brim up, patiently binding the ties under her chin. “This is how I thought you would look in it,” he smiled. “Now you have a new outfit for church on Sundays.”
Brigitte sat on her father’s lap, touching his cheeks with her little hand, feeling safe and loved. He leaned over and kissed that piece of her forehead that was sticking out from under the brim. Swaying her back and forth on his knees, he started singing her favorite song about the “Schwarzwaldmädel,” the girl from the Black Forest. The words were about a girl with brown eyes and hair, and Brigitte knew the girl was supposed to be her, although she wasn’t from the Black Forest. She thought she could never be happier in her life.
When Thomas asked with a slight tinge of jealousy if he could switch on the radio in the living room until it was time to go to bed, his mother noticed the knife he was still holding in his hands.
“You had better keep this knife in the buffet drawer until next year. You are not allowed to keep it in your room.”
The boy’s face blushed. He ordinarily would have thrown a fit of temper, but maybe if his parents didn’t see the knife for a while, they would forget its existence, at which point he could hide it in his room. As he closed the drawer with a sense of humiliation, he thought about joining the Hitler Youth. “Soon, just wait, I am going to show them all. . . .”
Then Thomas stalked off to listen to the radio, but all that was on was some dramatic music, which he made out to be a lengthy Wagner opera. So he asked permission to go to his room because he knew, when their father was home, the children had to sleep in their own beds.
For a few months now, ever since the air raids had become more frequent, his mother, Brigitte and he had slept together in the big bed in the parents’ bedroom. That way, when the sirens started up, they could go downstairs to the cellar together without losing any time. They slept in their navy warm-up suits so that they would be dressed right for wherever they may have to spend the night. Even his mother kept on some clothes and her blouse, draping her skirt over the bedside chair and putting her shoes under the bed within easy reach. When the sirens came on at night, everyone jumped out of bed and grabbed his own small suitcase packed with a change of clothing. His mother’s bag also contained some of her jewelry, valuable papers and money. All three pieces of luggage seemed to be incorporated into the furniture, at all times standing next to Luise’s dressing table. Because Brigitte was always half asleep, and his mother was in a hurry putting on her skirt and shoes, it was Thomas’ duty to open the right cabinet of the dressing table where the gas masks were kept. He would take out three black rubber gas masks and hang them over his arm. Although the blackout shades were always drawn down, his mother never failed to make sure that all the lights were out before they left their apartment.
It was a routine they had practiced many times before they ever had to do it. The family ran down the six flights of steps to the ground floor, the children’s mother taking Brigitte firmly by her hand so that she wouldn’t fall. Then they cornered the staircase and walked through a short hallway of the foyer to a wooden door in the rear. There were two more flights of steps leading down to a basement cellar. Once in the basement, they passed through another door and several more stone steps down to the wine cellar.
The wine cellar was damp and cold with ugly stone walls. Wine racks lined the sides of the cellar, but only a few bottles of wine were left in storage. As the family’s potatoes and carrots were also stored in the cool cellar, some of the wine racks had been divided into three sections, one for each flat. That way, nobody would take anyone else’s vegetables by mistake.
On the far end of the wall, their grandfather had built the bombshelter. Although the shelter was part of the wine cellar, grandfather had erected a thick brick wall separating it from the cellar itself. There was a heavy steel door leading into the shelter, which was firesafe. Wooden studs in the middle and cross beams reinforced the ceiling throughout the shelter. As one entered, the facing wall contained a large built-in First Aid cabinet and several fire extinguishers; hanging on hooks were long-handled axes and shovels. Below this stood a metal box filled with dried apple pieces and a container of water. Against either side wall stood a cot with folded blankets.
It took the family a few minutes to get down from the third floor, but they usually made it by the time the sirens ended. Grandfather would wait by the steel door until his family had assembled, making sure everyone was there. Only then would he close the weighty door and rotate the steel wheel, which locked it from the inside.
The Stettner Family was lucky to have its own bombshelter. Grandfather had built it after the first few nights of serious air raids, knowing that the situation was not likely to get any better. At least way down deep, it was safer, and it muffled the crescendo of noises on the surface. Here, the family could wait until the bombers left and the sirens came back on.
Most people weren’t so fortunate. They had to rush to a public shelter somewhere down the street or had to sit inside their houses in the dark listening to the thunderous sound of the airplanes roaring above their roofs. Barely able to contain their panic, they would wonder if this were the night that a bomb would render their home to rubble.
At first, it seemed like an adventure for Thomas to go downstairs in the middle of the night. There, the family was huddled together, some still in their robes, but most of them dressed in case they had to leave in a hurry. Eventually, though, the awful reality of a bomb actually striking the house, trapping the family in the cellar until rescue workers could clear the rubble and free them, pervaded Thomas’ thoughts. As night after night was passed in the bomb shelter, it was no longer a game to him.
Grandfather’s hulking presence in the cellar made everybody feel somewhat protected, however. He knew all about war and combat because he had fought in France during World War I. Many times, Thomas had looked at the old photo in the silver frame, which was kept in the living room. It showed his grandfather in full uniform with a pointed helmet and a long sword to one side. In the photo, Grandfather was wearing a turned down mustache, waxed at the ends. The picture fascinated Thomas.
His grandmother looked different in the cellar. Her hair, sternly arranged in an upswept hairdo in the daytime, was woven at night into a thick braid that hung down her back to her waist. Even her eyes, which were usually twinkly blue, had a sleepy and watery look at night.
Then, there were his two aunts. The youngest, Aunt Lilli, was only eleven years older than he, and with her brown eyes and brown hair, looked like his mother. Aunt Marianne had blonde hair and blue eyes, and, Thomas thought, had quite the princess look.
When his Uncle Robert was still living at the house, he used to come to the cellar at night too until he joined the German air force, the Luftwaffe. He was now being trained as a fighter pilot and every so often, he would come home on short leaves. Thomas’ grandmother and aunts adored Robert. The only son of Eduard and Emma Hildebrandt, Robert was quite handsome and manly looking with his steel gray eyes and sandy blonde hair. In jest, Aunt Lilli once made the comment that Robert was a true specimen of the Aryan race, the embodiment of the Nazi ideal. Thomas longed to be just like him when he grew up.
Thomas also had another aunt, “Tante” Rosi, who was the oldest of the sisters. She was married to his Uncle Wilhelm and occasionally, they brought their children, Thomas’ and Brigitte’s cousins, to play with them. They were rarely ever in the wine cellar with the rest of the family, since they lived in the middle of town in a business house and had their own bomb shelter.
Last week, the Stettners were awakened by air raids night after night. Thomas had only one desire—to sleep one single night through in his own bed. His last wish was:
“Not tonight, especially with Papa home.” With these thoughts flowing through his mind, Thomas drifted off to sleep.
He could barely hear his mother’s voice saying softly “Gute Nacht, Thomas,” and in the next room, “Good Night, Brigitte.”
* * * *
Luise had drawn a hot bath for Heinz and had laid out his nightshirt. Through the dividing wall to the bathroom which was built from glass blocks, she heard the noises of water splashing, and she could barely make out the shadow of Heinz’s arm as he scrubbed his back. Luise slipped into her new nightgown from Berlin and fastened the lilac ribbons of the lacy collar in front. Critically looking at herself in the mirror of the dressing table, she started brushing her hair, which hung loosely almost to her shoulders. She was pleased at how the color of the nightgown accentuated her brown eyes and brought out the golden highlights in her hair.
She was also a little nervous. The slight migraine headache she felt coming on was enough to make her uncomfortable. She pulled down the eiderdown covers and fluffed up the feather pillows. Having counted the days to her husband’s return, longing to be held in his arms, she was overjoyed to see him. Yet, at the same time, she found herself wishing that he would just leave her alone tonight. She wanted to pull the covers over her head and go to sleep, but she knew that after Heinz finished his bath and shaving, he would want to be with her.
Waiting for him, Luise lay on top of the covers, images of the difficult week that had passed crowding her mind. Earlier this week, she had become upset that there was very little food in the stores. While she had wanted to have a special dinner for Heinz’s home-coming, she had only been able to scrape up a meager meal of green beans and potatoes. Today had been especially trying for Luise. When she wanted to buy a pair of new pants for Thomas this morning, several stores downtown informed her that the factories were now only making uniforms for the Front. Thomas would just have to wear his Lederhosen for another year. However, the worst of the day was her fear that something had happened to Heinz when the train had not arrived on schedule. When she was waiting at the station, her throat had closed up so tightly, she could hardly swallow.
Her husband looked good, Luise thought. He didn’t look at all as if he had been on a train all day. She saw his white starched shirt crumpled on the floor, which he must have taken off on his way to the bathroom. Too tired to get off the bed, she picked up the shirt with her toes and noticed some small gray embroidery on one of the cuffs. Holding it closer to the lamp, she could make out the initials “KVE”. The shirt was of fine quality, and she wondered why Heinz had bought a designer shirt. But then, she had to remind herself that as Director of Sales for the new paper factory in Berlin, he was paid very well and did not have any great expenses. He could very well afford expensive things, just like the beautiful presents he had brought home.
Luise remembered as if it were yesterday the time she took the train to Berlin to be with Heinz, right after he had moved into the new place on Schillerstrasse. She had liked the house and the widow whom she had met briefly when the woman had welcomed her in a most gracious manner. It was the first time Luise and Heinz had had the opportunity to be alone together since the children were born, and they had made love repeatedly, gently and wild, taking small pauses to catch their breaths. Laughing and joking in Heinz’ rented room, they had told each other everything that had happened since they last saw each other. They had giggled like children, wondering if the widow could hear the sounds of their passion.
It was good, Luise thought. A second honeymoon, she smiled to herself, remembering that Heinz had planned to show her all of Berlin in the three days she was there, but they had ended up devoting two entire days to staying in bed. After sustaining themselves for two days on nothing but champagne and nibbles of cheese and fruit, they finally had to leave the room on the third day for more substantial food. Heinz had still wanted to show her the city, but then the couple had strolled along Kurfürstendamm, admiring the chic displays in the shop windows. They had decided to eat an early lunch at the Hotel Kempinski, where they had ended up staying all afternoon. Luise had taken the evening train back, traveling all night and arriving home exhausted. On the train, soldiers going home on leave had sung and yelled obscenities all night.
Lying on the bed now, Luise was overcome by the vague feeling that something had changed since Berlin. Perhaps it was all her fault if Heinz had slipped away from her, she reasoned. After his transfer, he had made plans for her and the children to move to Berlin, but she had not been ready to leave her familiar surroundings and her family for a big city. When she refused to join him, Heinz had been very disappointed.
Through the glass wall, she saw Heinz’s tall shadow arise from the bath before he walked into the room with a towel wrapped around his waist. She took in his well-built body and the broad shoulders from swimming and rowing, and as usual when she saw him like this, her heartbeat accelerated. Water drops beaded on his muscular arms and slowly ran down his chest.
“I am too tired to shave tonight,” he said casually, looking down at her.
She stretched out her arms to pull him closer, and when he was close enough, she noticed his erection. With a small, almost naughty laugh, she peeled off the towel and threw it to the floor.
“I am not even dried off yet,” he protested and bent down to kiss her slowly on the mouth, his lips wandering down her neck. He undid the ties and pulled down the shoulders of her nightgown, cupping her breasts.
“I have wanted you all day, Liebchen,” he said close to her ear. She felt aroused, and that sweet feeling entered her loins.
“Ich liebe Dich,” she whispered back, “I love you so.”
She had completely forgotten why she thought he had changed.
TWO
Heinz, his muscles still aching from the long train trip, knew without checking his watch that it must be close to eight o’clock for Thomas to be leaving the house. He heard Luise call out for him to come home straight after school. Yawning, he slid out of bed, pulled on his robe and followed the coffee smell to the kitchen where Luise was preparing breakfast. Through the open doorway, he detected Brigitte sitting at the table, licking her fingers.
“Come sit down, Heinz, and have breakfast,” Luise said with a certain smile as if they were sharing a secret. “I made fresh malt coffee.”
In the middle of the table, he saw a basket of hard rolls and a jar of honey, which was apparently what Brigitte was sampling.
“I got up early to fetch the fresh rolls from Baker Hirsch,” Luise commented matter of factly, “but there is no margarine, and this is our last honey left.”
“And isn’t my little sunflower going to school today?” Heinz turned to his daughter, a teasing look in his eyes.
“But my school is closed this week, Papa, didn’t you know?”
Luise broke in with the explanation. “It is closed because of the air raids. This nightly wake up call really gets people out of their routine.”
Heinz quickly poured another cup of coffee. “I am late getting dressed,” he said. “I want to pay a visit to my company. I have important papers to bring to Direktor Mühlheim, which they didn’t want to send by mail. Most probably, they also want to hear the latest report on how our factory in Berlin is coming along.”
Luise, who was sorting the laundry in the corner by the laundry basin, flipped her hand in an irritated gesture. “But Heinz, you only just got home. And at that, you can only stay three days. I had hoped we would spend the day together, wait for Thomas to come home from school and do something nice. The four of us.”
Coming across his shirt, now folded neatly in the basket, she was reminded that she wanted to ask him about it. She turned to him with a question mark in her eyes.
“By the way, you bought a new shirt. A fancy one. What do the initials KVE mean?” “Klaus Von Ehrich,” he spurted out, taken completely by surprise. “Maria . . .” Slowly taking another sip of coffee and clearing his throat to buy a little more time, he continued. “Hm . . . Frau Von Ehrich offered me her husband’s shirts since we have the same size. You know how difficult it is to find shirts these days, so I accepted them gladly. Good quality, and I like the way they feel.”
While his words seemed casual enough, he felt the blood rushing to his head, and the heat crawling up his chest. Why did he have to bring these shirts home, he thought. It would create nothing but trouble.
“I remember now,” Luise replied. “She had mentioned that her dead husband’s name was Klaus. . . . Ach, how is Frau Von Ehrich and how is she coping with her loss?”
“She is still grieving the death of her husband. Goes out very little.”
Luise turned back to her laundry. She might as well wash it while he was at the Paperworks. But here it was again. The same feeling she had last night before they made love. Things were different between them, but she didn’t know why.
Heinz got up, placing a light kiss on Brigitte’s cheek. “Be a good girl for Mutti,” he said.
“Are you on a first name basis with her now?” remarked Luise as an afterthought.
But he couldn’t hear her any more because he was already in the bedroom getting dressed. Carefully, he chose his clothes. He wanted to look his best when he met with Direktor Mühlheim. He finally selected his gray worsted wool suit, took out another one of Maria’s white shirts, and a silk tie he hadn’t worn in awhile. Then he pinned the golden stickpin with the swastika onto his lapel and wore his golden cufflinks, the finest he owned. He took his gray felt hat and the leather attaché case with the reports and headed for the door.
“I will try to be home for lunch,” he told Luise.
Heinz felt relieved that she hadn’t asked any more questions about Maria. Walking briskly through the park and alongside the pond, which stretched from one side of the grounds to the other, he watched people feeding breadcrumbs to the ducks. Park benches were placed in intervals between flowering shrubs for walkers to sit down and rest. Taking the route through the park was really a shortcut to the other part of town, which started across the bridge that spanned the railroad tracks. The paper mill was on the outskirts of the Eastside, and in the distance, he could already make out the smokestacks ejecting heavy, almost black smoke into the sky.
As he detoured from the main path to take the street leading to the bridge, Heinz heard a noise that sounded like hammering. It was coming from the narrow path to his left. Taking a few steps backward so that he could look down to the end of the pond, he observed two men with hammers pounding white signs into the ground by the benches. At first, he was not able to read the lettering, but as he came closer, he saw that the signs said in bold black lettering: JUDEN VERBOTEN.
Heinz shook his head; this was hard to believe. Why were Jews forbidden to sit on those benches? He had only seen this once, in a certain section of Berlin near the paper factory, when he had crossed through a small neighborhood park looking for a place to eat lunch. What were they doing, putting up signs in this little town where everybody knew each other? A shiver of unease ran through him, which he dismissed as he entered the section of town where he grew up.
While his parents had worked for the state and had always had enough to get by, the other people in the neighborhood had not fared as well. Heinz could still remember the long lines to the soup kitchens, his neighbors waiting patiently, their bowls in hand, to get the watery soup that would be the only meal of the day. Unemployment lines also had stretched out down the streets of town.
But that was before the Führer, Heinz thought with pride. The Führer had brought back prosperity to the Fatherland. He had not only corrected the mistakes of the Versailles Treaty, retaking the lands that legally belonged to the Germans, but he had built modern autobahns and bridges throughout the country, replacing Germany’s crumbling streets with one of the finest highway systems in the world. He had rearmed Germany and had created jobs for everyone. Yes, Hitler had taken poverty out of the country and had put all the hungry and desperate people to work, giving them back their pride and dignity. He was the one who had turned it all around. “In my heart,” Heinz thought, “I truly believe in the Führer.”
Heinz glanced down the street where he grew up, but he didn’t want to go by his old neighborhood. The row of high apartment houses attached to each other, their stone facades dirty from the smoke, were nothing to see. The small front gardens had not been kept up. The workers’ milieu, as Luise called it. Here, he and Luise had lived in a three room walk up apartment during the early years of their marriage. In the paper mill, he had worked his way up to become the Sales Manager for the Rhein Main area. But with the war effort going on in the East, the Board had decided it was necessary to manufacture their products closer to the eastern countries. Two years ago, they had appointed him Director of Sales of the newly founded Papierwerke Berlin, with a salary to match. It had also meant for him a transfer to Berlin.
As Heinz approached the reception area of Mühlheim’s private secretary upstairs, Mühlheim came rushing out of his office, handing her something to type. He was a medium built blondish man, impeccably dressed in a double-breasted suit.
“The report for I.G. Fabner, type it right away and bring it in. I need it for the lunch with Schmidt.”
Turning to go back to his office, he noticed Heinz who had taken a step forward, holding up his attaché case.
“Herr Stettner,” he exclaimed, “Sieg Heil. I understand you have some papers for me. Come in, please.”
They shook hands. “And how is Berlin and the big boys? I wish we could trade places.”
“Berlin is fine, Herr Direktor. But why the latter comment?”
“People are leaving,” he complained, “They are ordered to the Front. And no replacements, yet. We are having a hard time fulfilling our production quota. Even here in the offices, I am losing people left and right. But I hear you don’t have these problems in Berlin.”
“If we did,” Heinz responded, “there would be no use in having a new factory. The Government has assigned us workers for the war effort. Most of them come from the East, and of course, they need to be trained.”
“I understand your production is on line. But how are your Sales doing?”
“The private sector is pretty quiet. As you know, we are selling mostly to the Reich. The City of Berlin alone is swallowing up half of our production.”
Heinz took a folder out of his briefcase and handed it to Mühlheim. “The papers I was asked to bring will explain better. These are production and sales reports. We also have a new contract with the Deutsche Reichsbahn for transportation.”
Mühlheim glanced at the papers, then back up at Heinz.
“Herr Direktor Ernst thought you should be informed,” Heinz added.
With a knock at the door, Mühlheim’s secretary brought in the typed report. Heinz looked at his watch. It was a few minutes before noon, and lunch was probably set up for 12 o’clock sharp. He had met Schmidt who was an influential liaison man for I.G. Fabner briefly a couple of years ago, and he knew Mühlheim wouldn’t want to let him wait. And he was right.
“Fräulein Schmuck, get the chauffeur downstairs, prompto,” Mühlheim was ordering his secretary now.
To Heinz, he said apologetically but in a hurry, “I have to meet Schmidt at 12 at the Gasthaus Zum Hirschen.”
On impulse, Heinz burst out, “Herr Direktor, I wish to speak to you about a personal matter. If you could spare some time after lunch.” He had no idea what possessed him to say that. He waited, hoping that his spontaneous request would not annoy Mühlheim.
Mühlheim hesitated, flipping through his desk calendar. “Jawohl,” he finally agreed, “but make it after 2.” With this, he was out the door, the I.G. Fabner report in his hand.
Heinz knew that he couldn’t make it home in time for lunch. Besides, he would have to turn right around to meet Mühlheim. He started walking in the direction of his old neighborhood where he remembered a pub at a street corner. He would wait there, with a Bratwurst and a beer. He could certainly use the time to work things out.
When Heinz entered the pub, he noticed a pay phone in the darkness of the back room. He wanted to call Luise’s father to let her know he wasn’t coming home for lunch. But when he reached the phone, he saw the “Out of Order” sign.
The place was empty and smelled of stale smoke and old food. He took a seat by a window, covered by an ugly lace curtain that needed washing. A fly buzzed against the windowpane. The church bells of the old Jesuit Church around the corner were ringing when the waiter came up to the table, wiping his hands on a soiled apron.
“Give me a couple of Bratwurst and a draft,” Heinz ordered.
“You’re out of luck. We haven’t had Bratwurst in a while, but I can get you the draft and warm up a canned Frankfurter on Sauerkraut,” was the waiter’s offer.
Heinz wasn’t hungry but forced himself to eat, and lit a cigarette after. Ordinarily, he was not a smoker. But this was another habit Maria had taught him. Anyway, he needed a cigarette now to concentrate better. A strong feeling of guilt overcame him. He had to get out of this difficult situation, he thought. The tender lovemaking he had shared with Luise the night before, the closeness to his children, and the mere fact that he was home, made him much more conscious of his unforgivable involvement with Maria. He felt like a traitor toward Luise and his family.
Heinz checked his watch and ordered another beer. His pulse started to race when he thought of how he had betrayed Luise. How could he ever make it up to her? She must not ever know, he swore. He would end the relationship with Maria upon his return to Berlin. He would go on living as if this had never happened, and he would erase it from his thoughts.
There was an hour left until his meeting with Mühlheim. Now that he had surprised himself by requesting a meeting about a personal matter, Heinz had to concentrate on what he would say. As always when he wanted to examine every side of a situation, he put it in writing so that he wouldn’t forget the most significant points. He scribbled short notes on his paper napkin, while he turned every aspect of the matter over in his mind. By the time Heinz had to leave to meet Mühlheim, he had made his decision. He paid, leaving a generous tip for the waiter.
Mühlheim was late; however, he seemed to be in a jolly mood. Heinz guessed from his flushed cheeks that he probably had had a few glasses of wine with lunch. After going over some figures in the reports Heinz had brought back from Berlin, Mühlheim relaxed and settled back in his leather chair, reaching for a cigar from his desk drawer.
“Now, Herr Direktor, if you would lend me your ear on the personal matter,” Heinz addressed him.
“Shoot,” Mühlheim replied, lighting his cigar.
“With all respect, I am asking for a transfer back here to headquarters. Earlier, you stated yourself you were short on personnel, and I believe that you could use my expertise here. It has become more and more difficult to see my family, and my first priority during this war should be to protect them. And I cannot do that all the way from Berlin.”
Mühlheim listened intently, nodding his head in agreement, as Heinz continued.
“As you know, not long ago at the end of May, the British bombed Cologne and left nothing but rubble and disaster. Köln ist kaputt. If anything like that ever happened here, I would want to be with my family.”
Now, Mühlheim was shaking his head while he puffed on his cigar. “If that should happen here,” he said quietly, “God help us all. And, with Wehrmacht Headquarters just ten minutes away, and our smoke stacks pointing the way for the bombers, it could happen all too easily.”
He took a short pause to collect his thoughts before he continued. “Your reasons for wanting to return here make sense. Yet, you are forgetting one important point. What if the Fatherland needs you? What if you are called to duty? As I understand, you have the rank of Unterleutnant in the Reserves. As we speak, the Fourth Panzer Army has left Kharkov and is advancing toward Stalingrad. It looks like they might need every soldier they can lay their hands on to take Russia, including me. When they enter the heartland of Russia, they will have a tremendous shortage of soldiers to fight the war. Just recently, they have called two hundred of my workers to duty. This could happen to any of us, at any time.”
Mühlheim was pacing back and forth in his office, the forgotten cigar smoldering in the ashtray.
“Yes, I am an officer in the Reserves,” Heinz affirmed, “and, when the time comes, I will be proud to serve my Fatherland.”
“And I would be losing another good man,” Mühlheim mumbled. “However, with regard to your request, I will be talking with Mr. Adler, who as you know, is still in charge of personnel. He might be able to offer you your former position. I will set up a meeting with him next week. There are also other matters to be discussed—your salary and your expense account are not likely to stay the same.”
“Do you think the decision could be made sooner? I will have to return to Berlin in a couple of days.”
“We will let you know in Berlin. Herr Adler is on vacation this week.” Mühlheim was getting impatient and extended his hand. “Heil Hitler.”
“Thank you for your time, Herr Direktor.” After their handshake, Heinz stretched out his arm saluting Heil Hitler, and almost clicked his heels when he turned to leave the office.
“Good luck in Berlin!” Mühlheim shouted after him.
Yes, Heinz thought, I can use it.
Taking a different route home through town, he passed by the bank where he had met Luise for the first time. He noticed they had changed the name. It was now called “Deutsche Reichsbank.”
When he approached the house, it was almost four o’clock. Halfway up the steps to the front door, he met Luise who came running out, looking frantic.
“I am going to look for Thomas,” she cried out, passing by him. “He never came home from school. I can’t think of where he might be!”
“Wait a minute, I’ll come along. First, let’s get Brigitte.”
He could see his daughter in the yard by the rabbit cages, throwing and catching a ball against the wall of the back building. Instead of calling her, he let out the familiar family whistle, which was the signal to come right away. It was an imitation of a series of clear trills from a Warbler songbird, repeated three times.
* * *
When the bell rang, Thomas was glad that this boring school day was over. Especially the last period which turned out to be strange, rather than altogether boring. The whole school had a fire drill in case an incendiary bomb should hit the school building and spread its fire. The teachers had explained to the students that the school didn’t have an air raid shelter and that they would have to use the underground bunker on the other side of the adjacent soccer field. If they should hear the siren go off, they would have to line up in an orderly manner and walk quickly to the closest emergency exit, exiting to the soccer field.
Recently, two trenches had been dug out on either side of the field, running directly into the bunker. The students were told to move swiftly inside the trenches, keeping their heads down, until they had reached the bunker.
The actual drill hadn’t gone as planned. When the siren shrilled, the students did not stay calm and line up as they were supposed to. Instead, they ran to the exits, scrambling over each other, trying to force themselves through the doors. When they finally reached the trenches, there were too many students at one time, colliding with each other. It was only a practice, but the mere idea of a bomb hitting the school frightened them. The teachers had to halt everything with their whistles before someone got hurt. They said that they were going to try another approach and would practice some more, another day.
Usually, Thomas walked home right after school let out. But crossing the field, he noticed a soccer ball lying by the goal, and he started to give it a few practice kicks. Pretty soon, he was running and kicking all over the field in an attempt to get a good side kick in. The school was deserted now; only a few leftover students straggled behind on their way home.
Out of the corner of his eye, Thomas noticed a group of boys at the end of the trench watching him with distinct interest. Even from a distance, Thomas could make out their Hitler Youth uniforms. Showing off, he sped up, clenching the ball and finished off with a long kick landing halfway to the opposite goal.
He heard Coach Meiers yell from across the field, “I have to lock up now, so kick the ball over here!”
Aware of the boys on the hill still watching him, Thomas bunted the ball with his head toward the coach. The ball landed by the coach’s feet, who gave him an approving nod. The sound of his audience’s loud applause carried over to Thomas. He gathered his knapsack and was getting on his way, remembering that his mother wanted him home right after school, and that besides, his father was home.
The group of boys, maybe six or seven, were advancing toward him, grinning mischievously.
“You think you’re such a big shot,” shouted the stubby one with the round face. “We saw you use your knuckles.”
“I did not,” Thomas replied, annoyed.
“We know what we saw,” repeated the other boy positively. “Are you telling us that we’re wrong?”
The boy was tall and skinny, and as he picked up a handful of dirt, Thomas noticed large freckles on his arm. A split second later, a fistful of mud slapped Thomas in the face. Thomas wiped the dirt off his cheek and tried to edge past them. He didn’t want a fight; there were too many of them, and they looked much older than him.
“Excuse me,” he said, “I have to go home now.”
One of the boys grabbed his knapsack. “Home,” he blurted. “You must be a Mama’s boy!”
This remark was greeted with mean laughter. The round faced boy stepped up and stared closely into Thomas’ face: “What are they teaching you in this school anyway? Latin?”
“Ja, like Caesar in Rhenum navigat,” recited the red haired boy. “Caesar pees into the Rhein.”
The boys met this with loud shrieks. Meeting their eyes steadily, Thomas demanded in a firm voice: “Give me my knapsack, or I’ll tell Coach Meiers.”
“No more coach around here, Sissy, only us. Here, catch your verdammte knapsack!”
Maliciously, he threw it over Thomas’ head to the round faced boy who appeared to be their leader. Then, forming a circle around Thomas, they took turns hurling the bag from one to another, yelling, “Sissy . . . Sissy, fight for your bag.”
“Hey, how come you’re not in the Hitler Youth?” asked Round-Face. “Are you too little? You’re just a little bastard, that’s what you are!”
Thomas had had enough. He seethed with anger and, at that moment, jumped up to retrieve the knapsack they were holding teasingly over his head. In the process, he pushed one of the boys out of his way, knocking him off balance and to the ground.
The boy got up, with his fists held to his chin. “You started this. You want a fight? We’ll show you a fight!”
As if these words called the final signal to put up a fight, a howl went up. The burly youths started hammering on Thomas’ arms with their fists and punching him in the belly. Thomas raised his hands to protect his body from the punches and kicked the boys with his shoes, but his attempts to defend himself were futile. The boys’ attack was vicious and merciless. Thomas had to struggle to stay on his feet. When they thought that they had worked him over pretty good, they grabbed his arms and legs, picking him up in the air and swinging his body back and forth. Finally, they dropped him to the ground as if he were a sack of potatoes.
“Let’s beat him up some more,” Round Face suggested. They came at him one by one, aiming their blows at his chest. Then they lifted up his knapsack and brought it down to the side of his head with smashing brutality. Thomas cried out in pain and tried to get back on his feet. When the boys saw Thomas writhing in agony, they got scared and ran across the field and behind the bunker. Their laughter was fading away in the distance.
Thomas shook his head dizzily. He couldn’t get up because all of his bones and his head ached. He felt like vomiting. Something warm started running down into his mouth and when he touched it, it left a wet red mark on his hand. He lay in the dirt, hurting and sobbing, and just wanted to die. He had lost his first real fight.
* * *
When Luise, Heinz and Brigitte arrived at school, everything was locked up, and there was no sign of Thomas.
“Maybe he has soccer practice,” Heinz said. “Let’s look around the field.”
They walked behind the school building and across the meadow leading to the soccer field, but it was deserted. All of a sudden, Luise gasped and grabbed Heinz’s arm, pointing to a small figure clad in Lederhosen, lying in the middle of the field.
“It’s Thomas,” she exclaimed, and they started running toward the body slumped in the dirt. “Thomas!” they yelled. “Are you all right?” Luise was the first one by his side.
“Ach Gott, Thomas, are you hurt? Please say something!”
Thomas moved, crawling along the ground, and finally sat up. When Luise spotted his face, she let out a scream and aided him to his feet. Through the mud on his face, a dried-up trickle of blood ran from his nose. In awe, she saw his swollen lips and an ugly red bump on the side of his forehead with a cut in the middle.
“Come, son,” Heinz said calmly, holding him steady. “What happened to you?”
Brigitte started sobbing quietly because her brother was hurt. Luise was feeling up and down his bruised legs.
“They got me,” Thomas muttered, his lips cracked from dryness. “They beat me.”
“Who in the world would do something like this to my little boy?” Luise said vehemently, in disbelief.
“Some boys from the Hitler Youth. They called me a sissy. I was on my way home, when they picked a fight. There were six or seven of them, and they all beat me up. Then they ran away.”
Heinz got his handkerchief out, walked over to a water faucet by the building and brought back the wet cloth, gently wiping the dirt and blood off Thomas’ face.
“Here,” he said, “hold this to your swollen lips and let’s get out of here. There is nothing we can do now but give you a bath and see about your injuries. On Monday morning, I will speak to the principal about this incredible incident.”
“The boys weren’t from my school,” Thomas replied, choking on his words, “I had never seen them before.”
After they had been home resting for a while and Thomas had taken a bath, he felt better. Brigitte was playing dominoes with him, and for once, they were not fighting.
From the other room, Heinz heard Thomas say: “Brigitte, do you want to hear something funny?” She nodded her head in anticipation. “Caesar in Rhenum navigat,” he went on.
“What does that mean,” Brigitte asked, “Is this our New World language?”
“No,” he said, “it’s Latin and it means “Caesar pees into the Rhein.”
“Oh, oh,” she giggled, wiggling her finger back and forth in front of his face. “You aren’t supposed to talk like that.”
Heinz tried to read the newspaper but couldn’t keep his mind to it. What an eventful day, he thought. There was no use talking to Luise about his plans tonight. She looked worn out and tired, still cleaning up the kitchen. She needed him more than ever, and he would do everything in his power to get transferred back. Heinz was enraged about Thomas’ ordeal and felt sorry for him at the same time.
Later that night, Thomas sneaked into the dining room, where he quietly took the knife out of the buffet drawer and hid it underneath the schoolbooks in his knapsack.
* * *
Luise strode into the bedroom and for one last minute, checked her church outfit in the mirror. Looking behind her, she swirled the skirt of her orange and black flowered georgette dress until she was certain that the seams of her silk stockings were straight. It was Sunday morning, and she was taking the children to mass. Heinz very rarely ever went to church, except at Christmas and Easter, and she didn’t expect him to come with them today. Besides, he was still shaving and seemed to be immersed in thought.
“I will read the paper and go for a stroll,” she heard him say through the glass wall. “It is such a beautiful morning. The crispness is almost like the first day of fall.”
“It won’t be long now,” Luise said absent mindedly. “Let me go and inspect the children. Brigitte is wearing her new outfit, and Thomas needs a new bandage on his forehead. And don’t forget, we’re having dinner with mother and father at one o’clock!”
There was the noise of the door being shut, and he heard their footsteps going down the stairs. White shaving soap still on his face, he crossed over to the bedroom window and watched his family walk down the street. Luise was carrying her head high and walking with poise, her hips swayed in slight motion with the flowing movement of her dress. Brigitte, wearing her new hat and her skirt a little too long, was clutching her mother’s hand. Thomas in his Lederhosen and ironed white shirt seemed to be limping, having trouble keeping in step with them. It looked like he was still sore from yesterday, Heinz thought.
“Let’s go a little faster,” Luise said. “You hear the church bells ringing already?”
“I can’t, Mutti.” Thomas distorted his face into a grimace but made his steps longer.
Since the church was in the new part of town, and designed in a rather contemporary style, it did not possess the unique architecture and history of the churches in the old section. As they approached the building, they saw churchgoers congregated into small groups everywhere, talking to each other.
“Church must really be crowded today,” Luise said, going up the stairs. “I hope we can get a seat.”
Luise and the children were met by more people in Sunday clothes walking towards them who appeared to be leaving before church had even started yet. When the crowd cleared, several men wearing black leather coats came into view that had positioned themselves against the stone columns of the entrance.
“Gestapo,” Thomas mumbled only loud enough for his mother to hear.
The Stettners were slow and hesitant, walking up to the church portal, when two of the men stepped in front of them with stretched out arms, blocking them from going any farther.
“Heil Hitler. Ein Moment,” one of the Gestapo said. Luise knew this voice and knew this face. It was Hans Oberfelden, a long time school friend of Heinz’s. Every so often, they would see him at the social functions of the rowing club. Relieved that she was acquainted with this man whom she could ask what was going on, she stretched out her hand, smiling graciously.
“Guten Morgen, Herr Oberfelden,” she greeted him. He completely ignored her outstretched hand and did not seem to recognize her.
At that moment, the other man came up, holding a clipboard in front of him, which looked like some sort of a list. He was still scribbling when he glanced up. He asked for her name in a commanding voice. “Name?”
“I am Luise Stettner, and these are my two children, Thomas and Brigitte.”
He wrote their names on the list, his boots tapping impatiently on the floor.
“Adresse?” he inquired in the same tone, this time looking her fully in the face with steely eyes.
By that time, Luise was slightly confused and hoped to find an explanation of what all this was about. She gestured toward Hans Oberfelden.
“Herr Oberfelden here knows my husband. They went to school together. Why are you asking all these questions?”
Hans, with his jaw set hard, glanced right over her head with eyes riveted to the doorway as if she did not exist. Standing almost at attention and very erect, there was something different and strange about him, but there was also another thing you could not miss, standing out against his black leather coat. When Luise spotted the red armband with the swastika in its center, she felt shivers running down her spine.
“I am doing the talking,” the other Gestapo informed her sternly. “Once more. Your address?”
“Goethestrasse 8.”
After he had added the address beside her name, he put the pen behind his ear and gave her a hard stare as if this were an inquisition. “And why do you come here?”
Luise’s anger was mounting but all she could do was give him a curt reply, so she shrugged her shoulders. “I like to bring the children to mass on Sunday morning.”
At the mention of her children, the Gestapo shot a quick glance at them, both standing beside their mother immobilized. Thomas, with his patched up forehead, gave him an alert, almost arrogant look, while Brigitte’s expression was timid and fearful as if tears were soon to follow.
The Gestapo started pacing up and down in front of them, both hands at his waist, his boots thudding loudly on the stone floor. Then he stopped abruptly and turned his head toward her. “The Führer is not in favor of religious affiliations or gatherings. I advise you strongly to keep your distance from this place. Your name has been placed on the list. The first time, alright—but more than once will have serious consequences.”
Luise could not believe what she was hearing. Too dumbfounded to react to his speech, she tried one more time to catch Hans Oberfelden’s eyes. He did not blink, however, and remained staring straight ahead.
The Gestapo took her by the elbow, directing her to the stairs. “You and your children will be better off going on home now.” Then, stretching out his arm, he saluted her. “Heil Hitler.”
Taking the steps down, Luise took several deep breaths to regain her posture. In her confusion, she almost ran into people still on their way up, and she couldn’t help but wonder if they would receive the same treatment.
“On the way home, Brigitte said, “Mutti, sei nicht traurig, don’t be sad. Maybe we can sneak into church on a weekday when the bad men aren’t there.”
Thomas did not like the Gestapo either, but at least he didn’t have to go to church anymore.
“Dein Kamerad,” Luise told Heinz when they got home. “Your comrade and good school friend Hans Oberfelden, I can’t wait to tell you all about him!”
“Where in the world did you see him?”
Giving him a rapid report, her voice became increasingly shrill as she came to the end of her story. “I am furious. And on top of that, the whole Sunday is ruined,” she complained. “I felt so helpless. Why wouldn’t I stand up to them? Who are these people telling us what to do?”
Heinz had listened intensely and was now gently touching her arm. “Please, calm down, Luise, and lower your voice. You shouldn’t talk like this in front of the children. They might tell their friends.”
“Ach Gott, Heinz. Can you imagine someone intimidating you so that you cannot take your children to church anymore?”
Heinz’s reply was non committal. “I never heard of the Gestapo doing this in church.”
“Ja,” she interrupted him, “this should not happen. Especially since Hitler’s motto is the three K’s—Kinder, Küche und Kirche. Children, Kitchen and Church. That’s all he had ever intended for a woman to do until he found out that they make good factory workers for the war effort. But whatever happened to the third ‘K’, the Church?”
Heinz shook his head. “If you remember back ten years ago, there was plenty of trouble. The Pope and the Führer didn’t see eye to eye on a lot of issues. Maybe now it’s all starting up again. During his last speech in Berlin, our Führer said . . .”
Her interruption came suddenly and with great exasperation. “I am totally disinterested in what he had to say. . . . For me, this is not the last word! I’m going to find out what’s going on. Father is good friends with the priest of our church, Father Humboldt. Anyway, they meet for a walk almost every morning. I’ll find out through my father what is happening.”
Heinz’s fingers drummed restlessly on the table, making a noise Luise could not stand. “I want you to proceed with extreme caution,” he said wearily. “Maybe I can find out something from Hans. Last time I was home, I heard rumors in the rowing club that he had joined the Gestapo. I am very proud indeed that I went to school with him.”
His words only brought on greater irritation for Luise. It was apparent that she did not get much sympathy from him. It wasn’t Heinz who got turned away from church; it wasn’t he who had experienced this humiliation. It was she. Instead of figuring out a way to get her name off the Gestapo list, he was praising the Gestapo man who had put it there. They definitely did not share the same view on this subject.
“Let’s not get your hero Hans involved in this,” she snapped with a tear rolling down her cheek. Wiping the tear off her face with his finger, Heinz took her gently in his arms.
“Liebchen, please let’s not argue. I know how you feel and I’m sorry this happened, but there’s nothing I can do to correct it. The war will be over soon, and everything will be different. Just have a little patience.”
Her anxiety vanished with his words, and a little smile stole into her face.
“That’s better,” Heinz said, getting up. “I brought up a good bottle of wine from the cellar, but instead of bringing it to your parents, guess what—we’ll drink it ourselves before we have to go downstairs for dinner.”
Her arms reached up and around him. “Without you, I don’t know how I could stand it. With you, the world doesn’t look so bad, after all.”
THREE
The family had assembled around the dining room table, staring in amazement at the open serving dish placed in the middle, which contained a little body covered with gravy.
“What is this?” Thomas asked, his emphasis on the word this.
“Your grandfather hunted a wild rabbit,” explained his grandmother with a twinkling in her eyes.
Luise, trying to hide her laughter, was playing up to her. “Is this why we could smell that delicious aroma all the way upstairs?”
“It’s a shame, this wild rabbit only has four legs, and there are eight of us,” Heinz joked as they all looked at each other with a puzzled expression. At the same time, they were seriously trying to figure out how this rabbit was going to be divided into eight portions to satisfy their appetites.
Brigitte knelt on her chair so she could watch her grandfather as he skillfully carved up the meat into thin slices and served it onto plates. The rabbit was soon gone, with only a small round piece left in the middle of the dish.
Brigitte held up her empty plate. “And me?”
“Ach, we almost forgot Brigitte, but as little as she is, she can eat the brains,” said her grandmother, “and if it’s alright with her mother, she is allowed to use her fingers.”
The head of the rabbit was falling apart, as Emma managed to slide it onto Brigitte’s plate, smothering it with gravy.
“She could sure use some brains,” a grinning Thomas had to put in his few words, his smirk coming to a sudden stop when his grandfather bowed his head in silent prayer.
Brigitte consumed all of the rabbit’s brain, digging her fingers into the small cavities between the bones to get all the white stuff out which they told her was the best, and dipping her bread into the brown gravy.
“Do you remember when we ate pheasant every Sunday?” was Emma’s rueful remark as she glanced over to her husband. “Times have certainly changed.”
Luise almost interrupted her. “I also remember when I was a little girl and you sent me to the bakery with bags full of paper money because a loaf of bread cost a million marks!”
“The aftermath of World War I,” Eduard responded. “We should be grateful for what we have.”
He clinked his spoon lightly against his crystal glass to make an important announcement. “In absence of our son and your brother Robert, I want to say a “Prosit” to congratulate him on his graduation to Luftwaffenpilot. I received his letter only yesterday. He was promoted to the rank of Oberleutnant and is going to fly the skies for the Luftwaffe.”
Obviously pleased, they lifted their wineglasses and toasted to the good news. “Also,” he went on, looking toward his two youngest daughters, “Lilli and Marianne who have been enthusiastic members of the Bundesmädchen for years, are being ordered to serve the Fatherland full time. Alas, starting next week, Lilli is going to work in the munitions factory across the river. She is going to be trained as a welder. This is welcome news because she can continue living with us at the house. On the other hand, Marianne here has been ordered to Bad Tönz near Munich, and she will be leaving us in two weeks. Here’s to good luck to both of them.” In another toast, they raised the glasses.
Still debating the surprising news, they heard the sounds of megaphones coming from the street, which prompted Brigitte and Thomas to run to the windows and look down. A police car was riding by slowly, its mounted megaphone pointing upwards to the houses, and a voice was blaring, repeating itself.
“Achtung, Achtung. The parade is about to start. You citizens of the Reich, fly your flags. Citizens, put out your flags. Our parade is starting. Sieg Heil! One People, One State, One Leader—Our Führer!”
“Schnell, Thomas, quick,” said his grandmother, “the parade is coming. Get the banner from the kitchen balcony. Your grandfather will hang it outside the window.”
With the swastika banner placed securely in the flagpole, loud drums and march music approached from the distance. The whole family stood by the windows of the round room, taking in the happenings on the street. It was a good vantage point; they had an excellent view in both directions and were able to watch everything coming and going.
“We have the best seat in the house,” Emma said, scanning the street.
By now, banners and flags were sprouting from houses and windows on both sides of the street with the crowd filling in, cheering and waving. The marching brass band rolled into sight, the echo of swelling march music drifting up to the houses. On the sidewalks, spectators with children on their shoulders kept in step alongside the band, the children’s small banners fluttering in the wind.
All of a sudden, the music came to a halt, with the band leading into the slow rhythm of the Reich’s National Hymn: Deutschland, Deutschland Über Alles—Über Alles in der Welt. Germany, Germany Above All—Above All in the World.
Just from listening to the powerful piece of music, goose pimples played on Luise’s bare arms, which she tried to erase by moving her hands up and down over her skin.
“Why are we having another parade,” Thomas wondered out loud. “We just had one in April for the Führer’s birthday.”
“Because they want to show us their power. And besides, the soldiers have to practice for Russia,” said his Aunt Lilli.
Marianne cast a side-glimpse at Heinz, mockery playing in her eyes. “Your Father here loves parades. When he returned from the Nuremberg Rally three years ago, he shook hands with the Führer and he never wanted to wash his hands again!”
“Did you ever wash your hands again, Papa?” asked Brigitte naively.
With playful anger, Heinz shook his head at his sister-in-law. He remembered the Nürnberg Rally in 1939 well. Inspired by Hitler’s speech, he had pushed his way through yelling, screaming people and had made it to the podium just as the Führer was leaving. While retreating from the enthusiastic crowd, Hitler was shaking hands at random, and Heinz’s outstretched hand happened to be one of the lucky ones grasped briefly by the Führer.
Except for Hitler’s speech, things in the street were not too different today. Behind the marching band, soldiers in dress uniform were goose-stepping to the rhythm of the music, shiny helmets glistening in the sunlight and black boots polished with spit. Then, troops of foot soldiers armed with rifles began singing a different tune, which became muffled by the rumbling of Panzer tanks and artillery coming from behind. The tanks rolled by slowly and noisily, too numerous to count. Next came several rows of motorcycles with sidecars, keeping in exact formation. In the back of Wehrmacht trucks, infantrymen stared blankly straight ahead.
Except for Luise and the children who still watched the procession out the window, the rest of the family had retreated to the inside. Tired of waving and overwhelmed by the parade, they had pulled up chairs to rest. When the thunderous noise finally subsided, a new tune drifted up from a regiment of parading infantrymen carrying a flag emblazoned with the Nazi Eagle. The men were singing the lyric sung by soldiers when they prepare to leave their hometowns and their sweethearts behind. Muss I denn, muss I denn zum Städele hinaus, Städele hinaus, und Du mein Schatz bleibst hier….
“Those poor devils,” Luise said, turning away from the window, “they are leaving for the Front.”
As she watched the lines of soldiers passing by, she thought of Heinz and how glad she was that he was not one of them.
Then, Luise noticed a group of men dressed in black leather at the street corner, peering up and down the houses and windows. With a gasp, she turned back to her family.
“The Gestapo are in the street, watching our house. We better stand by the windows and wave.”
Heinz jumped up from his chair and walked eagerly towards the window. “Are they the ones from this morning in church? Is Hans with them?”
“I don’t recognize any of them.”
“Let’s go, everybody,” Emma said, pulling her husband up. “Wave out the windows.”
The scene had shifted; apparently, the parade was coming to an end. Lines of Hitler Youth marched by, carrying swastika banners. The boys seemed to be arranged by age and rank, with the older ones in front. Some of the boys in the back seemed no older than 9 or 10. Thomas, leaning out of the window, watched with a sharp eye but he could not detect “Round-Face” or “Freckle-Arm,” as he had taken to calling his tormentors.
The parade, quite a spectacle to watch, had taken up most of the afternoon. The brilliant display of military strength had been impressive yet frightening at the same time, leaving everyone with their own thoughts and impressions.
Typically, Luise had not minced her words and had cynically called it “The Greatest Show on Earth,” to which her mother had whispered, “Shh . . . the children.”
Even Heinz had not experienced the same high-spirited emotions and pride he had felt in Nuremberg. This time, the display of forceful strength had left him with a faint feeling of foreboding. He knew there was no stopping what had started.
Grandfather had said “Déjà vu,” and shrugged his shoulders, keeping silent about whatever memories the spectacle had triggered.
Lilli had second thoughts about serving her Fatherland unconditionally. Having to work in a noisy dark factory all day long doing manual labor was not what she had planned for her life. After graduation from school, both she and Marianne had finished the Reich’s mandatory “Pflichtjahr,” a year of duty during which they had worked as nannies with an assigned family. Wanting to go on with their education, they had hoped that such servant-like tasks were over for them. But once more, they had no choice and were ordered to help with the war effort.
The recruiters from the “League of German Girls” had not told Marianne what her specific duties in Bad Tönz were to be, but they had chosen her from many eager young “Bundesmädchen.” As far as Marianne knew, there were no factories in Bad Tönz, and she was looking forward to spending some time in the mountains of Southern Bavaria. But, like so many young people, she most looked forward to being away from home.
The streets had nearly emptied of people and the noise of the crowd had subsided. The family sat on the sofas in the living room, talking about this morning’s unfortunate incident in church. Luise asked her father to speak to the priest about it during the upcoming week. Heinz announced that he was retiring and said his good byes to his family because he would be leaving in the morning. On his way out the door, he remembered something.
“By the way, Father, I passed by your bank the other day and saw the new sign that the Reich had taken over. Whatever happened to your infamous banker?”
“Oh, Luise could have told you. Aaron Wertheim disappeared overnight, taking all the money with him. Thank Goodness, I did not have my life savings with his bank.”
Surprised, Heinz asked, “How did it happen?”
“I don’t know for sure. Rumors are, he packed up his family and made it into Switzerland, leaving plenty of angry people looking for their savings. God only knows how much trouble I had with Aaron over the years, with his threatening to foreclose my construction loans and trying to take over my business, just so he could bleed me dry with his high interest rates.”
He started shaking his head vehemently. “I am a Christian man, but all I can say is ‘Good riddance!’”
* * *
Inspired by the march music of the parade, Brigitte was practicing her flute upstairs. In disgust, Thomas held his hands over both ears to tune her out.
“I have to study for school tomorrow,” he complained, “can’t she play her flute downstairs in the yard?”
Luise gladly granted her permission to do so, and Brigitte chuted down the banister of the staircase, her flute tucked tightly under her arm. She meant to sit under the pear tree and play a tune for her rabbits.
Her grandfather had built two wooden crates with meshed wire to house the rabbits. For support, they were placed against the back building of the yard, and under the pear tree for shade. Brigitte had been playing with the rabbits ever since her grandfather had brought the tiny creatures home. In the mornings, she would usually bring them cut up carrots and watch them nibble, poking her fingers through the wire to pet their soft fur. She would chatter happily to them or play her flute to them for hours.
Now she looked from one crate to the other, once more, and back again. She could not find the big white rabbit she had named “Poldi.” Fearfully, she counted them once more—there were only three of them. Panic gripped her, as she ran around every bush and shrub in the yard, trying to find the hole where she was sure he was hiding, calling his name frantically.
She finally realized in awe that her rabbit was really missing and, with tears streaming down her cheeks, she rushed upstairs.
“Poldi is missing, he’s not in his cage. The men in black took him, and he’s probably dead!” she cried out emphatically.
Luise knelt down by her and lifted her tear-wet face to hers, cradling her in her arms.
“I am so sorry, Schätzchen. Your rabbit must have escaped. Maybe there was a hole in the wire. I will ask Grandfather to fix it tomorrow. He might find a safer place to keep their cages.”
Luise, still kneeling and comforting Brigitte, turned to Heinz with a distraught look. “I didn’t even realize when we, you know what . . .” she whispered. “In a time like this, I wish I had a piece of chocolate as a consolation prize.”
Later that night, they lay still next to each other in bed. Heinz reached for her, his arms drawing her closer to him until her head rested on his shoulders.
“We have to talk, Luise,” he said quietly and pulled up her chin until their eyes met. She raised herself on one elbow and responded with resignation.
“I’m too sad to talk—you are leaving in the morning. Oh Heinz, I’m trying to be brave, but I’m so afraid. Please, hold me . . . hold me tight.”
“That’s what I want to talk to you about. You need me around to protect you. What would you say, if maybe soon, I could stay with you and the children forever?”
“But nothing would make me happier, Liebchen,” Luise assured him. “You know that. But what about Berlin?”
“I’ve changed my mind about Berlin. I feel that the most important thing is to be with you . . . not my career or the money.”
“Heinz, you’re talking about miracles—just say Abra Cadabra,” she snapped her fingers sarcastically, “and you’re back! Don’t do that to me.”
Her nonchalant little laugh carried an undertone of warning. Then he started telling her about the meeting with Mühlheim and his request to be transferred back. Luise listened, curiously at first, but when it dawned on her what he was really saying, her eyes shone with exhilaration.
“You know,” she said, “I’ve been praying for this, calling on all my Saints. Do you realize what this means? For starters, we’ll have a regular family life, you and I, Brigitte and Thomas, and . . .”
“And we’ll be together, you and I,” he broke in.
She was getting anxious. “But how long before you will be back?”
“This is why I hesitated to tell you right now. Please, don’t assume that this is going to happen. I think it will, but I don’t want you to be disappointed, if it doesn’t work out.”
His realistic words were dashing her hopes, causing her eyes to well with tears. Heinz took her in his arms, feeling as guilty as he ever had in his life. For in an instant, Maria had flashed through his mind. He could not imagine why he would think of her at an intimate time like this.
“Luise, we are going to have to see this through together.”
For a moment, he didn’t know what he meant or what they had to see through together. But she nodded, squeezing his hand. They stayed silent for awhile, becoming increasingly aware of their togetherness.
“Since we don’t have any chocolate, how about a different consolation prize,” Heinz begged with all his charm as his mouth found hers. “I want to please you, Luise, and I want to be with you, forever.”
He had said it with urgency and fervor, and it had sounded to her like a commitment.
Heinz packed early the next morning. His train was scheduled to leave in two hours, and Luise had insisted she would walk him to the station. But first, he had some unfinished business to take care of. He had awakened in the middle of the night, outraged at the remembrance of the humiliating incident that had happened to his son. He remembered Thomas explaining that he had never seen the boys before. Apparently, they were from another school district, and there was no use talking to the principal. Marianne had told him yesterday about a special investigative police unit within the Hitler Youth, for reporting misdemeanors within their own ranks. In his eyes, this occurrence was criminal, and he concluded suddenly that it needed to be reported.
Since he did not have enough time left to take care of it in person, he went downstairs to use the phone. He got the number from information, and after several rings, a voice came on.
“Heil Hitler. Ahrendt speaking.”
“I need to speak to someone in the Police Unit of the Hitler Youth,” he requested.
“This is Investigation. Police Unit.”
“I want to report a misdemeanor. My son was beaten up by some of your boys on the grounds of Goethe Elementary School last Friday. I want these boys found and reprimanded.”
“Moment,” answered Ahrendt. “Goethe Gymnasium. Wait, I saw something on my desk this morning.” Heinz could hear the rustling of paper being shuffled.
“Ah,” he said, “here it is. The parents of a boy made a complaint against a student from Goethe School. Are you the father?”
“Wait a minute.” Heinz interrupted, “I am the father, but we did not make such a complaint—yet.”
“But I have the report right here. Apparently, this boy was picked up by a patrol car after curfew. They brought him to his home, and after talking with the parents, this report was filed. It seems he was attacked by a student from Goethe on their soccer field. He had a torn uniform, bruises, etcetera, etcetera. . . . The parents want to find the attacker,” he read from the report.
Heinz’s mind raced. From what Ahrendt was telling him, the tide had turned, and they were looking for Thomas.
“What is your name, address. And your son’s name,” the official inquired in a gruff voice.
“Never mind,” Heinz said hurriedly. “It was all a mistake. We don’t live here, and our train is leaving for Berlin in a few minutes.”
And just as he heard the man’s voice again, demanding his name once more, Heinz hung up the receiver, feeling quite disparaged.
The train roared into the station. People, afraid that they wouldn’t get on, ran alongside the lumbering train before it stopped. Heinz had to push his way through flurried people hauling unwieldy luggage and fighting to be the first ones to occupy a compartment. He finally found an empty seat, after having hurried through four cars. He was boxed in between two heavy women and he hoped they wouldn’t travel too far. He pushed open the compartment window and leaned out to let Luise know where he was. He spotted her yellow dress first, as she ran along the platform to catch up with him.
Breathlessly, she reached her hand up to the window.
“I am glad we left Brigitte home, in this mess,” she yelled up. “Have a safe trip! Next time you come, I hope it’s to stay. And please, bring chocolates and oranges from Berlin, Brigitte has never seen any!”
The conductor blew his whistle as he grabbed her hand. “You know,” he shouted, “you are wearing a yellow dress. Do you remember?” She nodded her head and gave him a bright smile of recognition.
The movement of the train broke off their handclasp. It was too loud to talk any more. Heinz settled down between the two women, carefully keeping his elbows to his sides so that he would not have to touch their dimply arms.
This was typical Luise, he thought with affection, reminding him of the chocolates for Brigitte. Where in the world was he going to find chocolates in Berlin where things got worse by the minute? She must still think he can just walk into a store to buy such luxuries. What he hadn’t told her was that he got the presents he had brought home at the Black Market. One of his salesmen had connections with a gypsy family who sold goods out of their house. One evening, Heinz accompanied him to a run-down section of the city. The people barely spoke German, but he was amazed at the volume of products stored in the backrooms of their shack. Some items, still in their original boxes, were no doubt stolen from stores, warehouses or factories. Heinz did not ask any questions but made his selections and paid dearly. Neither had he told Luise that the festive wrapping paper and ribbons that she had exclaimed over had come directly from Maria who had a supply at the house, leftover from better times.
Heinz closed his eyes and pretended to be sleeping, memories flashing through his mind. Luise had worn a yellow dress to the station, just as she had when they met for the first time by the bank. Not only did she wear a yellow dress then, but she also drove a yellow Citroen when she almost ran over him. She was eighteen, the first woman in town to drive a car, as she had later explained to him.
It was after work, he remembered. He had a voice lesson scheduled in Frankfurt, for which he was running late. Trying to catch the train on time, he had decided to ride his bicycle and to leave it at the train station, chained to the bike rack.
Riding along at a good speed, he had attempted to cross an alley that led to the rear parking lot of the bank. He had observed the yellow Citroen signaling a right turn and had estimated that he could beat the car to it, but he had not calculated the steep bumps on either side of the driveway. This had caused the front wheel of his bike to lift up in the air, slowing his speed.
As the car bumped the side of his bike, he had lost his balance and had been thrown to the ground. He had scrambled to his feet quickly, meaning to ride away and try to catch the train. His side hurt, and under his pants, he could feel the brushburn on his leg. Then, he saw that the car had stopped.
“I am so awfully sorry,” the girl said, getting out of the car. “Are you hurt?”
He shook his head, eager to be on his way.
“It’s all my fault,” she apologized. “I was in such a hurry. I should have seen you.”
“It’s alright, I’m not hurt,” he replied, looking at her for the first time. The sunlight danced on her dark brown hair. Her eyes appeared bewildered but compassionate, with a glimpse of amber in their brown. He was quite taken by the picture she made, standing there in her yellow dress by the yellow car door. Somehow, it reminded him of a figure out of a movie.
“But, look at your bike,” she went on, “it is all damaged!”
When he bent down to inspect his bike, the front wheel appeared crooked and badly misaligned. He would surely never catch his train now.
“Yes,” he said, shrugging his shoulders, “it will probably ride like an egg, but I’m sure it can be fixed.”
“Please, let me fix it for you. It’s the least I can do. I would feel so much better if you accepted my help.”
“I’m trying to catch a train,” he explained, pointing in the direction of the station.
“And I’m in a hurry too, I’m late for an appointment with the bank president. But I’ll tell you what. My father owns a garage, and our mechanic just fixed my own bike. I’ll bet he could make yours look like new in no time.”
Her hands were stretched out to him with palms up, as she pleaded, “Come on, please. My name is Luise Hildebrandt and our house is at Goethestrasse 8, on the other side of town. The garage is right around the corner. The mechanic can fix your bike tomorrow when he’s on duty. What do you say?”
He had been hesitant to accept at first, but then, it would be a good excuse to see her again. He was sure he had missed his train already, anyway. “Thank you, I will try and come by after work tomorrow.”
“Till then,” she motioned with her hand and got in the car, giving him a smile that showed off a dimple on each side of her upturned mouth.
He walked his bike home, realizing ruefully that he had missed the train by just three minutes. She hadn’t even asked my name, he thought disappointedly. Off and on during the evening, her image in the yellow dress returned to his mind. He knew she was special. He was friendly with a number of cute girls from the swim club, but nothing like this. He hated to admit it, but for some reason, she had made a huge impression on him. He looked forward to tomorrow, when he would see her again.
Carefully, he had lain out the clothes he would wear. Not too dressy, and not too casual. He had selected an open collared white shirt with a beige sport jacket, and as a last touch, he had folded up a white handkerchief, draping it just so into the pocket of his jacket. Nobody would have thought he came from the east end of town.
The next afternoon, he had arrived at the address she had given him. It looked like a residential home in a well-kept neighborhood. When he couldn’t see a garage, he had rung the doorbell, asking for Fräulein Hildebrandt. The woman answering the door was, he assumed, Luise’s mother.
“Oh, you must be the young man with the bike,” she said. “Luise told me about you. She was so sorry that she knocked your bike down. But I expected a younger man.”
Heinz shook hands with her, with a nervous laugh. “Heinz Stettner. I was trying to catch a train to Frankfurt and thought the bike would be faster to get to the station.”
“Luise is at her office. Please go around the corner through the archway into the yard, her office is in the building to your right.”
He thanked her and walked his bike around the corner. The archway turned out to be an entrance to a building facing the other street. The driveway was wide enough to fit two cars, and then he could see why that made sense. Entering the large cemented yard, it looked like a square, bordered by several buildings. In the middle of it all, close to the archway, was a service station with gas pumps.
Through a window of the office building on his right, he could see Luise sitting at a desk. She was on the phone when she noticed him through the window and motioned him to come inside.
“I’m glad you showed up,” she said, getting off the phone with a smile prettier than yesterday.
“You must be a very important person,” he joked, “to have your own office.”
She shuffled some accounting books over to the side. “I’m working for my father,” she explained, “mostly accounting, but also anything else that comes along.”
“My bike is leaning against the wall, outside. Are you sure this won’t be too much trouble?”
All of a sudden, she looked very guilty. “Now, I feel even more terrible than yesterday, because our mechanic had to leave early. I wanted to call you to let you know, but I didn’t even know your name or where to reach you.”
“Sorry I didn’t have the chance to introduce myself. I am Heinz Stettner.”
“I wish we had met at a social event, Herr Stettner, instead of in the street,” she said coquettishly, extending her hand.
He was amused by her remark. “I’m sure we could correct that mistake.” Looking flustered, she made no response. She led the way out the door and inspected the bike against the wall.
“Herr Kumpel will fix it tomorrow. Business is somewhat slow right now, everyone is on vacation. Let’s bring it to the garage and lock it up. You don’t mind too much that you’ll have to come back?”
“Not at all. Not if I have the opportunity to see you again.” It had come out as too sure of himself, he thought. Slightly embarrassed, he looked around the yard. “What are all these buildings here?”
“Ach,” she said, “this is my father’s ‘little kingdom,’ as he calls it. He’s a homebuilder, you know, but we also have this gas station. And then, to the left, he built about thirty garages, which we rent out to people to garage their cars. But once we build their new houses with garages attached, we are out of business,” she added with a laugh. “Looks like where my father is concerned, one business works against the other.”
“You wouldn’t know all this is back here, when you come from the other street and first see the house. You must be keeping busy, managing all of this.”
“Yes,” she said, “he’s difficult to work for sometimes. He came up the hard way and expects everyone to really put in a day’s work. But he is a fair man and he lets me be my own boss . . . sometimes. Anyway, he lets me drive his car,” she shrugged. “Speaking of cars, since your bike is out of action because of me, I’d be glad to give you a ride home.”
Heinz thought fast. At this point, he didn’t want her to see where he lived. He checked his watch. “I almost forgot, we’re having a swim club meet. If you could just drop me off by the pool’s clubhouse?”
Heinz had come back twice before the mechanic had repaired his bicycle, enjoying the opportunity to sit in the cheery office and talk with Luise. Two weeks later, he had mustered all of his courage and invited her to an informal dance at the swim club.
She had worn an ankle-length cocktail dress of white organza with swirling pastel colored flowers. The bodice of the dress, smocked in tiny squares, showed off her small waist. The theme of the dance was “Dance by Candlelight,” and accordingly, candles were lit everywhere, in candleholders on tables and in flower baskets hanging from walls, lending a festive touch to the clubroom. Later in the evening, while they were dancing, a drop of hot wax from a candelabra landed on her shoulder. When she emitted a small cry of pain, he had bent down and pretended to kiss the drop away.
Then he had led her out through the French doors onto the patio. With his arms around her, they had walked down the steps to the fountain between the two swimming pools.
Rays of moonlight had been shimmering on the cascade of water when he asked her gently: “May I kiss you, Luise?”
She answered by raising her face expectedly to his, and he saw the reflection of moonlight in her eyes. Yes, he was in love with the girl in the yellow dress in that yellow Citroen.
Heinz, lost in his reminiscing, had almost forgotten that he was on the train, until the woman on his right raised herself out of her seat, nudging his elbow. She was trying to get her luggage down from overhead. Heinz got up and lifted her bags to the floor. The train had stopped, halfway to his destination, Berlin.
* * *
Eduard Hildebrandt groaned from morning stiffness as he got dressed for his walk. He could barely get his shoes on. The night before, he had massaged his aching joints with a muscle ointment of eucalyptus oil, but his pain was only worse this morning. Yesterday, Dr. Schätz had patiently explained to him how important walking and exercising was for keeping old joints mobile. So, he was off for his morning walk once again, hoping to meet up with Father Humboldt when he passed the church.
Arthur Humboldt usually started out around 9:30, after he had finished his second morning mass and had locked up the sacristy. Then, strolling through the inner garden, he would admire the roses in bloom, which were planted along the walkways, and thank God for this wonderful creation. Out in the street, he would linger awhile and wait for his long-time friend Eduard Hildebrandt. But Eduard hadn’t showed up for their walks in over a week, and he had assumed that he was ill.
Consequently, when the priest got sight of the brown wool topper and the beige straw hat coming around the corner, he gave a sigh of relief. At the same time, he also noticed that Eduard’s walk was not as brisk as usual and that he carried a walking stick.
“Good Morning, Padre,” Eduard greeted him with a slight grin. “My arthritis is bad today . . . I have to get the old bones moving.”
Father Humboldt nodded regretfully. “Arthritis may be the oldest known ailment on earth, and I guess there’s not much we can do about it. Even the uncovered mummies in Egypt had it. I’ve missed our walks together, Eduard.”
Eduard, using his walking stick for support, started up the hilly street that would bring them to the entrance of the park outside the city. This so called park was actually a forest kept in its natural beauty, heavily wooded, with walkways stretching for miles. Ducks swam lazily in greenish ponds, and lookout points with benches were placed strategically along the paths. Over the years, the old friends had mapped out their own walking route, taking paths that formed a loop so that they would return to their point of entrance. They never walked more than five kilometers. But today, Eduard suggested a stop long before they reached their halfway point.
“Hey, Padre,” he said, leaning on his walking stick, “you’re killing me today. Let’s get past the Madonna and sit down on that bench over there.”
The Madonna was a shrine of the Virgin Mary set back off the path, ornately carved of sandstone. Between two stout columns, the Madonna smiled warmly down toward her visitors from a niche in the stone, her cloak painted a bright blue. Someone had picked some field flowers and had put them in a weathered green vase by her feet.
Father Humboldt stopped for a short prayer and then took his place next to Eduard on the bench.
“We need to talk,” Eduard started the conversation. “My daughter Luise is highly upset about the Gestapo forbidding her to attend Sunday Mass with the children. She is also concerned about her name being on the list. What can you tell me about that?”
“We are all concerned,” Father Humboldt hesitated, “me, the Bishop, the Cardinal and the Vatican.” He looked around to make sure they were alone and even got up to see if anyone was praying by the shrine.
“You can’t be careful enough,” he said apologetically. “There has been a lot of adversity between the Vatican and the Führer for many years, which lately seems to have flared up again. Do you remember 1933, when he closed down Catholic organizations and threatened to imprison the Catholics in their own churches?” His voice hardened. “Catholics became outcasts in our society.”
His eyes took on a troubled look as he continued. “There is nothing I personally can do to keep the Gestapo from coming into my church. Maybe they need our church building. . . . They’ve been known to seize buildings and convert them to their own use. It’s breaking my heart, you know. My parishioners are dwindling down to nothing, they are afraid to attend mass. This morning, I counted six believers. They are praying and looking over their shoulders at the same time. They don’t want to be caught, and they don’t want to be on the list.”
“Speaking of the list,” Eduard interrupted, “what happens to the people whose names have been listed several times, and do you have the power to get my daughter’s name off?”
“I have no control over the list. The Gestapo came for two consecutive Sundays now, reporting my parishioners. I do not see this list; they are taking it with them to headquarters. But I do hear rumors . . .”
“What rumors?” Eduard interjected.
“The rumors are that parishioners have been questioned and interrogated. They were threatened to be sent away.”
“Sent where?”
“Nobody knows, but they have camps for adversaries, they are sending them east. I have to be very careful of what I am saying myself,” he added, looking around again to make sure no one was within ear’s reach.
“We have been friends for thirty years, and I do trust you not to repeat anything. I cannot get into the same trouble as Father Hauser did.”
“Pfarrer Hauser?” Eduard asked in astonishment. “I thought he was transferred to a new parish five years ago.”
“Not exactly,” Father Humboldt was now whispering. “After his very outspoken Sunday sermon, they came to the sacristy afterwards, put a pink armband on his cloak and arrested him. No one has seen him since. He just disappeared. They told the Archbishop that his sexual preference was undesirable and that they would send him to a place where his illness could be treated.”
“But this is unbelievable,” Eduard muttered. “I always had the highest respect for Father Hauser.”
“You’d better believe it. They rounded up other priests and carted them away with pink armbands on.”
This incredible information alarmed Eduard. Distressed, he cast his glance at the ground. Close to his shoes, he observed a stream of ants struggling to carry a twig through the sand.
“Looks like this is all we are anymore,” he said angrily. “Ants. Ants to be stepped on. What’s going to happen next? Where is all this going to lead?”
“I am not a prophet,” Father Humboldt replied, “I am only a priest. We can’t fight against any of this; we can only use our heads. And this brings me to a request I have of you. I’ve been praying and praying for enlightenment, and now, that we’ve had this talk, I need to ask you for a tremendous favor.” Closely, he watched Eduard’s face to read a reaction.
“You know, Padre,” Eduard said lightly, “I’ve helped you for many years with your construction problems. Yes, I painted the whole inside of the church for you one year. But my men are gone and at war. You could say I am almost out of business. On top of it, I got an order to give up my offices. Next month, they are coming in with twenty-five little tables and sewing machines, and twenty-five young women will be sewing flags for the Reich. My offices will have turned into a flag factory.”
Arthur Humboldt interrupted him with a shaking of his head, holding up one palm.
“No, no,” he said quickly, “that’s not at all what I wanted to ask of you. I wish it were that simple. My request is of a different nature, it has to do with my family.”
“Go on.” Eduard was surprised since he had never mentioned his family before.
“My sister Ruth lives in Kassel. She was married to a Jew thirty years ago, and they just heard that they are being resettled. Jacob’s sister Rachel is older, unmarried, and in ill health. They don’t want to take her . . . they think she may not survive the long train ride. They want to send for her when they are settled and she is in better health.”
All of a sudden, he stopped. Folding his hands in prayer and looking up toward the sky, he said, “God, forgive me as I am a sinner. My friend deserves the truth.”
He turned toward Eduard and faced him, seeking his eyes. “The story I was telling you is too good to be true. I’m sorry that I almost lied to you. The truth is,” he continued, “my sister and her husband are being sent away. They don’t know their destination. Jacob’s sister has been ill for years and they kept her in the house. Since she never went out, no one on the outside ever knew she was living there. Therefore, the order that came was for Ruth and Jacob only. They now want to find a safe hiding place for Rachel. I am their only family, and they asked me to take care of her. But I cannot have her stay with me, especially with the Gestapo coming and going. After long deliberations, I thought I would ask you to take her into your home. I plead with you. You have plenty of room, and I know that you will be able to put her up.”
“Of course, she is Jewish,” Eduard said cautiously. “I don’t know what the consequences are of having a Jewish person in my house. I have to think of my family.”
“It would be best to hide her,” Father Humboldt appealed. “Maybe you have a small place in your basement. Your family would never even have to know.”
“I have no secrets from my family,” Eduard responded. “My wife and my daughters would have to know. But I really don’t have the space.”
“Please, think of Rachel. I am going to Kassel in a few days to pick her up, together with her few belongings. She only has a few years to live; the war will be over shortly. And you would be doing a Christian thing, one that will guarantee your entry into the Holy Kingdom.”
Eduard nodded, but hesitancy was written all over his face. “It would be the Christian thing to do. Let me think about it and talk it over with my wife.”
For a minute, he sat in meditation, his fingertips touching, uncertain of the risks involved in accepting Arthur Humboldt’s plea.
“You are my only hope,” Father Humboldt said with resignation. “I promised my sister to do anything I could to find a safe place for Rachel. Please! You are the one person I can trust!”
“If we agree to help you, it will, of course, have to be worked out to the finest detail and to the crossing of every T. Nothing can be left to chance.”
“Does that mean you are going to help?” Arthur Humboldt asked with renewed hope.
“My wife and my daughters would have to take care of her. Moreover, they would have to feed her, with food getting scarcer by the minute. This would be a great responsibility on them. I just don’t know….”
“I am not a business man, but I would like to compensate you. I own a plot of land by the railroad tracks uptown, close to your house. It’s a vegetable garden where I go on weekends, after mass. There is a small gardening shack on it, and I am planting potatoes, carrots, green beans and tomatoes.
I will turn this land over to you in exchange for taking care of Rachel. With food supplies getting shorter, it might be a good idea to have a back up of vegetables to feed your family . . . and Rachel, of course.”
The priest had caught Eduard’s attention. The dwindling supply of potatoes and carrots in the cellar had been weighing on him, and the possibility of growing vegetables with a garden so close to his house was promising. Food was one of the necessities his family needed to survive this war.
“What is her full name?” he asked.
“Thank God,” Father Humboldt replied with relief. “You accept. Her name is Rachel Rosenthal. However, no relation to the Rosenthal china conglomerate,” he joked.
“Let’s work out the details, then,” Eduard said. “My attic is rather large and has a window. There are some old pieces of furniture standing around, so we could make her a small living space with a bed, dresser, table and chairs. A separate door and steps go into the attic from the outside of our third-story flat. This is the only place I can think of that my grandchildren would not discover. I can trust my wife and daughters not to disclose the secret, but with children, you never know. So, it has to be the attic.”
“It sounds wonderful,” the priest said. “I will go, no later than Friday, to Kassel and bring her back. I’ll keep her at the sacristy until dark and then bring her up to your house. If you could arrange the furniture and—not to forget—of course she will need a commode.”
They discussed the details some more. When Eduard finally got off the bench, his joints felt stiff again, and he had trouble walking. As they passed by the Madonna shrine, he stood there for a minute, talking to her silently.
“I hope I did the right thing by you. And you too, Fräulein Rosenthal.”
As they started walking back, Eduard realized that a question was still nagging at him.
“Where are they sending them—the Jews, the priests, the people on the list, the adversaries, the child molesters, the homosexuals—where do they all go?”
Father Humboldt stopped and stood still for a long time. Then he slowly shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said helplessly. “Nobody knows.”
FOUR
After a long day’s journey, Heinz Stettner entered Schillerstrasse 48. It was late, and he did not want to see Maria. Carrying his suitcase, he stepped quietly through the foyer to get to his room, until he saw that the double doors to the living room were wide open.
Dressed entirely in black, the rhinestone sparkles on her jersey and her dazzling earrings rather conspicuous, she sat on the edge of the flowered chintz sofa against its curved arm, smoking a cigarette.
“Welcome back, Heinz,” she called out and lifted her wineglass at him. He noticed a bottle of wine and something that looked like caviar on the cocktail table. “I have already started celebrating, waiting for you.”
From the slur in her speech, he was not surprised at that. He lightly bowed to her from the hall, keeping his distance. “Guten Abend, Maria.”
Her laugh was wild as she quickly put out her cigarette, flipped her hair back off her shoulders and threw her hands up in the air. “Oh, I see. No welcome kisses. Your family must be on your mind . . . but not for long, I assure you.” The way she said it, it sounded almost like a threat.
“Excuse me, Maria,” he said coolly, “I had a long train ride. I am very tired.”
Wanting to get away from her, Heinz started walking down the hallway. In an instant, Maria had rushed up and clung her arms around him from the back, her face pressing against his shoulder.
“Please,” he said, trying to get free of her strong embrace.
“I have been longing for your touch for days, Heinz,” she whispered harshly against his jacket, “and waiting to make love to you.”
“Maria.” He was raising his voice defensively. “We will have to talk about this tomorrow.”
He turned around and moving slowly, he grabbed her arms with both hands until they stood face to face. Maria’s eyes were searching his, pained and surprised. So, it was over—but she was not going to give up that easily. She reached up and cupped his face with her hands. “But, Liebling,” she said, “I can understand that you are tired tonight. We will keep the wine for tomorrow after dinner. I will help you unpack and fill your bathtub with hot water.”
“No, Maria,” he cut her off, “but since you don’t seem to understand, we had better talk tonight. Right now.”
He led her back down the hallway through the doors into the living room and made her sit on the sofa. Lighting another cigarette, she looked up at him obediently, almost like a child. He pulled up a chair across from her and rested his palm on her knee.
“Maria,” he said smoothly, “I do not want to hurt you—it has never been my intention to hurt you. You are very lovely . . . but you knew from the start that I was married. My family needs me. Our relationship has to end.”
“Nein,” she cried out, “this is not fair! I have fallen in love with you, Heinz. While you were gone, I realized that I love you. More than anything, more than life itself.” She stared at him, compressing her lips, and he could read the fear in her eyes. “I need you so badly,” she repeated. “You just can’t do this to me. Tell me this is not so. Take it back. Take it all back.”
He let his gaze slide away and took his hand off her knee. “There’s something else, Maria,” he said. “Shortly, I will be transferred back home and I will have to leave Berlin.”
“Leave Berlin?” she cried out, “and I won’t even be able to see you?” Plainly distraught, she started to weep and covered her face.
Heinz reached into the inside pocket of his suit and handed her his handkerchief.
“Please,” he begged, “don’t make this so hard on both of us. Try to see the reality of this situation. We were two adults when we started this, and you could not possibly have thought that I would leave my family. You simply had to know that our affair would be short-lived.”
“Affair?” she was yelling now, her voice turning into a crescendo. “Is this what you’re calling an affair? What am I to you, a mere play toy? You men are all alike!”
Her shouting turned into choking, as her throat closed up from her rage. When she suddenly stood up, she grabbed the wine bottle and hurled it violently across the room over Heinz’s head into the mirror. He heard the clanking of broken glass and the thump of the bottle on the wooden floor as he grabbed her roughly to prevent more harm. She struggled to get free, her face distorted with fury. Without using too much physical force, Heinz pushed her back onto the sofa. She was breathing in gasps, and he thought she would get sick. Holding her down, he looked across the room and got a glimpse of the broken bottle as the last of its wine gurgled onto the floor in a small stream, making a dark crimson puddle on the parquet floor. Her body was trembling all over. Heinz feared she was going into shock. He stretched her out on the sofa and elevated her feet, covering her body with a throw that he grabbed from an armchair in the corner.
“Please, Maria,” he begged almost helplessly. “Calm yourself down now. Can I get you anything?”
Her blank eyes wandered to his face as if she had just awakened, only to fill with tears again. She was quiet now, breathing steadily. She shook her head slightly, her whispered words nearly inaudible.
“I don’t want anything. What I want, I can’t have.”
Heinz caressed her forehead with his fingers, running them gently along the side of her neck. “I’m truly sorry. Maybe we can talk some more tomorrow.”
“There’s nothing more to talk about,” she breathed and closed her eyes, falling into an exhausted sleep.
During the following days, he did not catch sight of her. The doors to the dining and living rooms were kept closed. Occasionally, late at night, Heinz thought he heard the gramophone playing while he was in the murky depths of half-sleep. Sometimes, he heard Maria talking, and since he knew nobody was there, she must be talking to herself. The faint smell of cigarette smoke drifted into his room, making him get up and open a window.
He knew that the proper thing to do was to move out immediately, but he hated to even think about it—his transfer could come through any day now. So far, though, he hadn’t heard a word from headquarters about his transfer. And he continually heard horror stories from salesmen at the office about how difficult it was to find rental places in Berlin. Officers were taking up half of the housing, and new people were streaming in from the East every day. He would just have to wait out the week; then hopefully, he would be able to find another place or get a room at a hotel. Besides, what would Luise think if he were to move all of a sudden?
Afraid of another confrontation with Maria, he spent as little time as possible at the house. He went back to his old habit of eating at a small neighborhood restaurant after work, getting home late.
One evening, as he was fumbling for his keys, he heard voices, muffled but clearly angry, through the entrance door. One voice was distinctly Maria’s, and the other was a female’s voice that he didn’t recognize. They were arguing vehemently. He could only make out fractions of sentences, as their voices alternated between fierce mumbles and shrill accusations, until an inner door slammed and he could hear them clearly in the hallway.
“I told you, I need a place to stay and I have no money,” the woman said.
Then he heard Maria’s response. “There is no more cause for this, Klaus is dead. All these years, you certainly got enough from me.”
“But you owe me,” the woman protested hysterically. “You left me, and put me into that terrible place.”
“You know I had no other choice.”
“You could have taken me in when you married Klaus. But no, you were ashamed of me!”
“That’s right,” Maria yelled, “because you are nothing but a tramp. Why don’t you go back to your ‘Reeperbahn!’”
“And you go back to ‘Eichstatt,’ that’s where you belong!” The voices were getting louder and more vicious.
“I’m tired of keeping this secret any longer,” the woman said.
“And I’m tired of your blackmailing!” Maria screamed. “This is the last time. Here, take this money. It’s a thousand Reichsmark. But I never want to see you again after this!”
“Don’t you push me,” he heard the other woman whine. “I’ll find my way out.”
Heinz quickly took the steps down onto the street and disappeared around the corner. He hated to be a witness to arguments like that and did not want to get involved. He had listened long enough to know that these two women were enemies, whoever this other woman might be. Maybe a niece, or a relative of Klaus, he thought. He was well aware of the Reeperbahn, the red light district of Hamburg where the sailors go for pleasure when they first arrive in port and get off their ships. But he had never heard of Eichstatt and didn’t know what it meant. Apparently, it was nothing good, the way this woman had wished for Maria to be back there.
It was a cool night out, and as Heinz strode through the streets around the block, all of Berlin seemed to be in darkness. The streetlights were out. With the blackout shades drawn down, there was not one visible light in any of the houses. Only every once in a while, could he see a little shimmer of light through a crack where the shade didn’t quite fit the window.
The conversation he had just overheard was still on his mind as he stepped into a pothole filled with rainwater. Perhaps it wasn’t such a good idea to go for a stroll on dark streets, especially with racing clouds obstructing the moonlight. When he returned, the house was in darkness, just like any other, and he slipped quickly into his room.
What happened the next day seemed to be happening to another man, at another time, and another place. At first, Heinz had real doubts that this had actually occurred until cold realization descended upon him.
When he entered the house, his eyes fell on a pale blue envelope propped up against a flower vase on top of the chest in the vestibule. It was placed so that it could not be overlooked. His gaze remained on his name written in bold black ink in Maria’s handwriting. At last, he stepped over to the chest and picked up the envelope, wondering whether he should open it, and whether he really wanted to know its contents.
The house was still, as if nobody was there. But somehow, his instincts told him that she had not left and that she was somewhere in the house. Heinz wandered through the living room and glanced into the adjoining dining room, where he stood motionless for awhile looking at the envelope.
When he finally decided to open it, he ripped it hastily. The pale blue stationery had Maria’s initials imprinted on the letterhead in navy. The whole page was filled with her prominent cursive.
As Heinz read the words, not fully comprehending their meaning at first, his hands passed wearily over his eyes. It read:
“Dearest, I take my leave of you now, before you get around to leaving me. I cannot bear the thought of never seeing you again. I love you with my whole being; I cannot live without you. Please do not ever think that it was your fault. This is the only way out of my problems. There is no hope . . . I will never make anybody happy. Don’t grieve, dearest, it will only take a few minutes and it is all over. With eternal love, Maria.”
Instantly, Heinz felt a twisting pain in his stomach and sweat formed on his forehead. If this was another one of her confrontations, it was a tasteless joke. He had to find her and end this bad dream forever. Almost running, he went down the hall and opened her bedroom doors. There was no sign of her. The bed was made up, the drapes were closed, and everything looked normal. Her bathroom was empty.
He panicked suddenly, realizing where she would be, and raced through his room. When he opened the door to his bathroom, she was there.
The first thing that caught his eye was her face. It was ghastly white like chalk, her eyes staring blankly up at the ceiling. Her closed lips had a bluish tint and showed a faint smile, as if in satisfaction. Her silvery blonde hair was spread out all around her face and appeared glued to a blue pillow that he recognized as his own. Her limp upper body was held up by the pillow propped against the back of the bathtub. Maria’s hands, folded on her stomach, were half submerged in water so red, it looked like pure blood. She was dressed in a lacy white negligee that had been dyed pink from the red water. Her legs, barely visible through the water, were lined up together neatly with her toes touching the end of the bathtub. The body was slouching; if not for the large pillow behind her, she would have sunk beneath the water.
His long-handled razor, which he used to shave every morning, was perched on the end of the tub. Black-red blood drops trailed from the inside edge of the tub over its rim, ending in dried spurts like sunbursts on the white floor tiles of the bathroom.
Heinz found himself frozen to the scene, his eyes glued on the horrible tableau before him. Stunned, he stared at Maria’s face, which looked almost peaceful. The sweat had soaked through his shirt, and he could feel the contents of his stomach coming up. He dropped Maria’s letter to the floor as bile violently rushed up in his throat. With a few quick steps, he reached the toilet and leaned over just in time.
When he was finished, he found his voice and repeated, “Oh God, Maria . . . Oh God, Maria,” vaguely realizing that he could not stop saying it. Finally, he got ahold of himself and stepped across to the body. With two fingers, he felt for a carotid pulse. Of course, he knew there would be no pulse.
This was really happening, he thought. He had to face the fact that Maria had killed herself with his razor. Because of him.
It was too ghastly to think about right now. He closed her eyes gently and picked up the letter off the bathroom floor, leaving his blood-soaked razor at the edge of the bathtub. He placed her letter in his briefcase and walked into the hall to the telephone. Crouched on the floor next to the telephone table, he waited for the police and the ambulance. With his face buried in his hands, his guttural cries were muffled. He was able to hear the sounds, but it was as if they were coming from another person.
When the police inspected the scene, they found Maria’s identification card in the kitchen drawer where she kept her purse. They asked Heinz questions about who he was, and how he happened to find her. He explained that he was a boarder and said nothing more, as the lieutenant in charge scribbled notes on a paper pad. When asked about Maria’s next of kin, Heinz realized he didn’t know of any.
The police seemed to be under the impression that Maria had been dead for about two hours before Heinz found her, but they said the determination would be left to the coroner. The statement was made that is was definitely suicide. However, they seemed curious why she had committed suicide in the boarder’s bathtub, rather than in her own. Heinz winced when the inspector looked at the broken wall mirror in the living room with its jagged glass edges still sticking in its frame. But if he thought it was strange, he didn’t say so. All the while, the medics from the ambulance were doing their job in the bathroom. As they rolled the stretcher down the hallway carrying the body wrapped in a gray blanket, the lieutenant handed Heinz a business card and told him to call him at the precinct, should he remember anything else. They left the house with the official Heil Hitler greeting.
Heinz stood paralyzed by the window as the medics loaded the stretcher into the ambulance. With the police car leading the way, both vehicles took off together. He watched the rotating blue lights disappear down the street.
All of a sudden, an extreme weakness suffused his body. He thought he should leave and find a hotel room somewhere, but he was unable to move. He sat down in Maria’s armchair for a long time, staring at the broken mirror on the wall, not thinking about anything. Then he stepped over to the liquor cabinet, searched for the bottle of cognac Maria had kept for special occasions, and took a big slug straight out of the bottle. The warmth of the cognac running slowly down his throat made him feel better, and he headed for his room.
The medics had left the door to the bathroom locked, but he didn’t care. He never wanted to go in there again. As he started packing, he remembered Maria’s letter and took it out of his briefcase. Tearing it up in small pieces, he flushed it down the toilet in the other bathroom.
With two packed suitcases next to him, he laid down on the sofa in the living room and fell into an exhausted sleep. He dreamed of a death mask made of white gypsum, hanging down from the middle of a broken mirror in an ornate frame. As the wind picked up, the yellow hair around the face of the mask waved back and forth with the flow of air, turning into golden stencils like a decoration on a Christmas tree. Eventually, he became aware that a shrill sound had invaded his weird dream. When the sound repeated, he woke with a start, realizing that the doorbell was ringing.
In a trance, he made his way to the front door and opened it. At first, he couldn’t make out who was there, with the morning sunlight shining directly into his eyes. Then, squinting, he saw that a girl was standing in the doorway, looking him over carefully.
“Who are you?” she finally asked. Her voice seemed familiar.
“Uh . . . I am Heinz Stettner.”
“That’s interesting. I am looking for her. Are you her lover?” she said in a flippant tone.
“No, no,” he answered quickly, “I’m a boarder here. Who are you looking for?”
By now, he was awake enough to take in the girl’s whole appearance. She was holding a bunch of white carnations wrapped in green tissue paper, primly in front of her. The way she was dressed, he thought that she was selling flowers from door to door. He was about to tell her that he didn’t want any, when she said:
“If you let me in, I’ll wait for her. I know she takes forever to get dressed, and it’s early in the morning.”
Suddenly, Heinz recognized the voice and the clipped accent. It was the woman’s voice he had heard arguing with Maria just two nights before. Apparently, she was looking for Maria.
“Oh God,” he said, “Please come in.”
She passed briskly by him and went straight into the living room, as if she knew her way. “Is she leaving?” she asked, pointing to the suitcases by the sofa.
“No,” Heinz responded, “I am. Please sit down.”
“It would be just like her, leaving and everything, when I need a place to stay.”
With a nonchalant gesture, she threw the flowers on the coffee table and made herself comfortable on the sofa. She wore a tight black dress with a heavy chain link belt under a purple crocheted vest. As she crossed her legs, he noticed the black patent leather boots ending right below her kneecaps. Her apparel was so different from the fashions he saw in Berlin or the more provincial clothing he was used to from his hometown, that Heinz wondered where she came from. As he studied her face more closely under the blonde tousled hairdo, it struck him in an instant. She was the spitting image of Maria, but younger and with coarser features.
“Are you a relative?” he asked cautiously.
“Well, it all depends. Sometimes I’m her daughter and sometimes I’m her secret.”
“I didn’t know she had a daughter. Come on, are you her niece or something?”
She flashed him a bemused smile. “As a plain old boarder of hers, you probably wouldn’t know anything about her life.”
She was getting up, staring at him with her violet eyes. “Where is she, anyway?”
Whoever she was, Heinz felt he could not delay any longer and had to tell her the truth. “There’s been an accident,” he said hesitantly. “Maria Von Ehrich committed suicide last night. She is dead.”
He watched as all color drained from her face and tears started rolling down her cheeks. “But I just saw her the other night. She was fine,” she sobbed, her voice barely audible. “It’s all my fault,” she went on. “We had an argument and I blamed her for giving me up. I wished it on her—I wished she was back at Eichstatt.”
She gazed at him with Maria’s violet eyes and, attempting to catch her breath, she whispered: “She was my mother, you know. . . .”
Heinz was stunned at this revelation. Maria had a daughter no one knew anything about and who was now blaming herself for Maria’s death. He felt the pain swelling up once more. It looked like they were both in the same boat. He had to talk to the girl and bring her some comfort. “What’s your name?” he asked.
“My name is Erika, Erika Hansen. It was my mother’s maiden name.”
“Come, Erika, let’s have a cup of tea in the kitchen and talk about everything.”
“I’d better put these flowers in water. I wanted to apologize to her with these. Looks like I bought the right color for her funeral,” she added in a trembly voice, once more breaking out into tears.
While sipping their tea, Heinz explained how he had found Maria and how he had called the police, all the while omitting any details that would upset her too much.
“At least she looked peaceful,” Erika concluded, “and not the way I have seen her, distorted and frightful. When I was little, they had to take me away from her so that she couldn’t hurt me. That’s when they put her into Eichstatt for the first time.”
“What exactly is Eichstatt?” Heinz asked. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“You don’t know Eichstatt? You must not have been in Berlin too long. They call it a sanitarium, but it’s really an insane asylum for crazy people. My mother was in . . . two, perhaps three times, but they let her out again. One time she was in, some crazies raped her, and the doctors sterilized her. She couldn’t ever have any more children. That was before she met Klaus. With him, she was normal for awhile, and I thought for sure, she would take me out of that terrible children’s home and have me come live with them. But I think I reminded her of her past, and she refused to see me for a long time. Then, she tried to commit suicide again. The doctors said she suffered from paranoia. Klaus had a lot of money, so they didn’t put her back in the loony bin. She kept me a secret from Klaus. I ran away from the home when I was fourteen, and after that, I lived in Hamburg with a boyfriend. It wasn’t easy, but she helped me out with money as I got older.”
“And where do you live now?”
“I have no place. A guy came to Berlin with me, but he left me last night and took every Pfennig of the money that my mother gave me. He had a knife at my throat and threatened to kill me.”
Heinz looked thoughtful as he poured another cup of tea. So this was why Maria had seemed so guilty and hopeless. Her illness had touched some lives, and not for the best. With pity, he looked at this young girl who, had she known a normal upbringing, would have turned out altogether differently.
“You might have a place to stay after all,” he said. “Let me make a few phone calls.”
First, he called his office, letting them know that he wouldn’t be in until later. There were no messages for him. Then he phoned the police precinct and asked for the lieutenant who had handled Maria’s suicide. Heinz told him that he found a next of kin to Maria Von Ehrich. Would the lieutenant come over and take her statement?
The lieutenant showed up right away and took Erika down to the precinct with him to verify her identity.
Just as Heinz was about to pick up the receiver to call his office again, the telephone rang. It was Luise. Her voice faltered as she spoke, and it sounded as if she had been crying.
“I’ve been trying to get you for an hour,” she said. “Your receptionist told me to call back and that you were on your way to the office.”
Immediately, Heinz was alarmed. “Is everything alright with you and the children?”
“It’s not us,” she said. “It’s you.”
There was crackling on the phone line, and he couldn’t make out what else she was saying. Apparently, they had a bad connection. Something about a chair.
“If you have a chair, please sit down,” she repeated, and went on more urgently. “There was a letter for you in the morning mail. It looked official, so I opened it. A yellow envelope . . . you know, from the Wehrmacht.” She was crying openly now and was hard to understand.
Instantly, he knew what it was about. Overwhelmed by the events of the past twenty-four hours, his head was swimming. He didn’t even have to ask, but he asked anyway to let Luise know that he was still listening. “Einzugsbefehl?”
“Yes,” she confirmed his fear. “They are calling you in for duty. You are to report to Infantry Headquarters at Hof exactly two weeks from today.”
“Oh God,” he said once more. His own voice sounded strange to himself, and he noticed his hand trembling.
“Heinz,” Luise sobbed, “this is not at all what we wanted. All our plans are ruined now. I’m afraid for you—I am afraid they might send you to Russia.”
There was nothing he could do but obey orders, Heinz thought, and forced himself to appear calm. “Luise, please don’t be upset. This is inevitable, something I have to do. The war won’t be long, and there will still be plenty of time left for us. I have to take care of a few things here, then I’ll take the train home in a few days. I’ll call you at your father’s and let you know.”
Heinz hadn’t mentioned Maria’s suicide; matters were complicated enough as they were. He would attend her funeral and be out of Berlin.
“Der Mensch denkt und Gott lenkt,” he said out aloud; “Man thinks but God wills.” This time, God had something else in mind for him other than living out his own plans. A sudden thought struck him. Could this all be his penalty for his wrongdoing? No; he dismissed the idea quickly. To serve his Fatherland was not a punishment; it was his patriotic duty and an honor.
Recent events unfolded in his mind in a flash. Maria’s face appeared, the woman he had sought momentary refuge with to ease his loneliness. What happened could not be undone. He pictured Luise on the telephone, sobbing, and in his vision, she was crying about his deception.
Then another scene flashed through his mind, his conversation with Mühlheim not too long ago, but which seemed like an eternity. Mühlheim had been so right. Heinz could see himself standing in his office, proclaiming the words “when the time comes, I will be proud to serve my Fatherland.”
It had felt easier then because it had not yet been his turn. But now, his time had come. His final resolve was that he would serve his Fatherland honorably, that he would meet the challenge and fulfill his duty to the best of his ability. For one good soldier more would make a vast difference in winning this war.
* * *
It was Weihnachten in Germany, Christmas time. This year, the Germans were not allowed to have Christmas trees. The winter was harsh, and with electricity rationed severely, all trees of a certain height had to be cut down and used for firewood. It was also the first Christmas without Heinz. It didn’t really feel like Christmas at all. Air raids were getting more frequent, and many nights were spent downstairs in the cellar. It was almost becoming a way of life, unpleasant yet routine.
Luise set an advent wreath with four lit candles in the middle of the table on Christmas Eve. While Thomas and Brigitte were singing the last passage of “Oh Tannenbaum,” Luise took Heinz’s latest letter out of the pocket of her heavy wool sweater and stole herself into the kitchen. She had to read his letter one more time.
The letter from Hof was dated December 10, and it had taken almost two weeks to get there.
Dear Luise, mein Liebchen! I hate to give you the old cliché about good news and bad news. As for the first, our long vigorous training has paid off. It left me in good shape, and with so many well trained soldiers, we should win this war soon.
I just heard from my Major that I shall be sent to the Officers’ School in Minsk where I will be advanced to the rank of First Lieutenant. I am looking forward to being called “Oberleutnant” Stettner—can you imagine?
This is welcome news for me, but pleased as I may be about that, my mental state is not the best. The unfortunate thing is that we are leaving on the 15th of December, and I won’t get any leave to be home with you for Christmas. It will take several days to get to Minsk. As you know, it is in occupied Russia, and we will be traveling into the winter.
As I write this letter, we are still holding Stalingrad, and the Führer announced we won’t retreat from the Volga. With the reinforcement troops he is sending, the battle should be over soon.
It is hard for me to imagine Weihnachten without you, and I will miss you and the children greatly. This new order came as such a surprise that I was not able to get you and the children anything for Christmas. Not that there is anything to buy here except maybe a wooden nutcracker. But they say, once we are in Minsk, there is plenty of vodka, and I will send you some to help warm you on these chilly nights.
I hope everything is all right on the homefront. I shall miss you and the children, but will write as much as I can. Be embraced and kissed, Your Heinz, and your Father.
HISTORY UPDATE—Germany 1943
A Message from Hitler to the German Army, the Wehrmacht: Fight to your death.
General Paulus’s Sixth Army was cut off and isolated in Stalingrad during the harsh Russian winter. The soldiers had no winter clothing or medical supplies and were short on food and fuel. General Paulus was forced to surrender to the Red Army on January 31. Of his 300,000 men, only 5,000 ever returned to Germany.
In July, the great tank battle at Kursk was lost. Two and a half million German soldiers with no supplies and fuel were facing a Red Army of five and a half million.
When the third Russian winter set in, it became grim and hopeless for the soldiers. In the Ukrainian Steppe, the Wehrmacht was caught by the first freeze. They used the dead corpses of their own soldiers like sandbags to protect themselves against the wind. The Wehrmacht was crumbling and the disheartened soldiers began their withdrawal. “Operation Barbarossa” seemed to have failed.
Another battleground had erupted in Italy. In July, General Patton moved his troops into Sicily. Mussolini, Hitler’s closest ally, was overthrown and arrested by his own people. By October, southern Italy was in Allied control, while German forces were occupying Rome. On October 13, 1943, Italy declared war on Germany. Guarding the route to Rome was the monstrous German-held fortress of Monte Cassino.
Hitler had withdrawn from his generals and lived like a recluse at his “Wolfsschanze,” the Wolf’s Lair, in East Prussia. By his side were his mistress, Eva Braun, a counsel of party fanatics, and his personal secretary, physician and astrologer.
Inside Germany, the air raids and bombings escalated. In January, the Churchill Roosevelt conference at Casa Blanca had sanctioned Allied area bombing of Germany, day and night. The destruction of Germany’s most beautiful cities and the suffering of her citizens were just beginning.
Things were going to get far worse before they got better.
FIVE
Headlines of the local newspaper “Die Berg Zeitung” on January 28, 1943 read: “Erste U.S. Bomben auf Ludwigshafen—Stadtzentrum total zerstört.
“First U.S. bombs on Ludwigshafen—Inner City totally destroyed. Half the city flattened and turned into rubble. Schools and hospitals in flames. It is too early to determine the number of deaths but it has been estimated that 70,000 people are homeless.”
Luise read aloud to her father who, upon seeing the headlines, had rushed upstairs, waving the newspaper. He was now looking at her for a thoughtful moment.
“That’s not far from us,” he commented, “one hour’s drive. They are coming closer and closer. Now the Americans are in on the bombing.”
“But why schools and hospitals?” Luise’s voice had a sharp edge to it. “Can’t they tell the difference from the air?”
“Wherever the bombs fall,” he shrugged. “Area bombing. They could care less, as long as they are bombing us Germans. Now they are doing it in the daytime.”
“I think I will keep Brigitte out of Kindergarten for awhile. Thomas has no other choice. He has to go to school.”
“From now on, just be careful that you and the children don’t go too far from the house. Our “Luftschutzkeller”, our air raid cellar, is well built.”
She gave her father a distraught look. “On top of everything else, I am really worried about Heinz. I haven’t heard from him in three weeks. He usually writes once a week.”
“You know, Luise, how unreliable the mail is these days, especially from Russia. It could take four weeks to get a letter all the way from Minsk.”
She sighed deeply but was unable to diminish the lurch of fear in her stomach. “I am so afraid he might have to fight in Stalingrad.”
“Don’t worry your little head about Stalingrad,” he said, shaking his head from side to side. “Stalingrad is lost.”
She interrupted him, holding out the palm of her hand. “This can’t be, Father! I just heard on the radio that the Wehrmacht is holding. . . . How do you know?”
Coming closer, he winked one eye at her as he whispered near her face. “You are listening to the wrong radio station. You should try the English BBC Radio sometime. They said last night that the reinforcement troops never made it to Stalingrad, and that Feldmarschall von Manstein had to retreat. The Red Army is surrounding the city, and unfortunately, our soldiers are trapped in it. It won’t be long now, and they will have to give up.”
“But do you think you are hearing the truth, or is it just propaganda?”
“At this point, we can’t be sure, but I believe what BBC is saying.”
“Does anybody else know that you are listening to Radio Free Europe? It is punishable by death!”
“They can’t punish me for something they don’t find out about. Of course, my English is not the best. I had a hard time putting it all together. But your English is excellent because you went to the English School like your Mother.”
“How do I listen to this broadcast?” she asked. “What is the frequency?”
He took her by the arm and pulled her through the kitchen to the living room. Standing in front of the radio together, he pointed out the range of the frequency.
“When you listen, you be careful, mein Kind. The children might hear it,” he warned. “You’d better do it at night when they are sound asleep.”
Folding up the newspaper on the kitchen table, he said, “Let me go, I want to show this to your mother.”
He was by the door on his way out, when he turned around. “I almost forgot to tell you that I was able to buy a sack of grits this morning. I am going to divide it up and bring you half for the children.”
“I don’t know how much longer the children will eat grits for their supper. But I guess it is still better than those old cellar potatoes with their sprouts sticking out.”
“Just wait until springtime,” Eduard said with a promising smile. “We will plant fresh vegetables in our new little garden, and they will last us all summer. That reminds me of something. Lilli is not going to be home tonight—will you bring some grits up for Fräulein Rosenthal’s supper?”
Luise nodded her head. “I need to talk to her anyhow. She’s too noisy and walks around with her shoes on. Brigitte can hear her above her bedroom at night. I told her that there were squirrels in the attic.”
“She also needs new candles. Father Humboldt was going to bring her some from church. But I haven’t seen him lately, and I guess, as cold as it is outside, I will have to meet him for our walk tomorrow.”
Luise never got to listen to BBC that night. Thomas had come home from school excitedly because he was admitted into the “Jungvolk,” a preparatory group for the Hitler Youth. His uniform would be provided, but he had to buy his own shoes. He had begged his mother to go in town right away.
“Thomas,” Luise had said, looking at his imploring face, “your shoes will have to wait. You see that we are busy right now and in the middle of something we can’t stop. I have to finish knitting this scarf, which I’m going to send to Russia in time for your father’s birthday.”
With Brigitte’s help, she had just started the project. Together, they were unraveling one of Heinz’s old knit sweaters, wetting down the wool with water and wrapping the yarn tightly around the straight backs of the kitchen chairs. After the yarn dried, it would be straight and could be rolled into a ball for knitting. This was rather tricky because the wool yarns tangled easily.
“What’s more important,” Thomas said unhappily, “his scarf or my shoes?”
“Thomas,” Brigitte replied forcefully, “it’s much more important for Papa to be warm in the Russian winter.”
* * *
Eduard Hildebrandt was aware of the chilly wind coming straight from the north. Looking up to the winter sky, he skeptically observed the dirty white clouds hanging low like cottonballs.
“Looks like snow,” he mumbled to himself and fastened his scarf higher around his neck. And as if he had wished for snow and the wish had been granted immediately, the first snow flakes began to fall. Small at first, the flakes grew heavier and closer together, with large flurries attaching themselves to the shrubbery along the street and covering the pavement. Shivering, he drew his cloth coat about him more closely.
There were two more street blocks to walk to church, and he doubted that he would make his usual route through the park today. At best, he would visit with Father Humboldt for a few minutes and get the candles for Rachel.
When he turned the corner, the first thing he saw was a black Mercedes stationed in front of the church building. Even from the distance, he could hear the noise of its diesel engine idling. Through the heavy snowfall, he noticed three figures making their way from the church garden into the street, walking briskly to the parked car. Eduard sped up, his face pale with tension, as he recognized Father Humboldt in the middle of the group. The priest seemed to be resisting the two Gestapo, who had a tight grip on his elbows on either side, dragging him along.
Eduard started running, gasping for air, and met up with them as they opened the car door. “Ein Moment,” he addressed them breathlessly, waving his hand. “Where are you taking this man? He is our parish priest!”
“Bitte weitergehen! Please go on,” ordered the Gestapo, placing his hand over the pistol in his belt.
When Eduard glanced over to Father Humboldt, he instantly recognized the fear and pain in the priest’s eyes. He threw his arms around his friend and asked, “Warum? Why?” But he got no comment or response from him.
With a jerk of his head, the other Gestapo pointed to Eduard: “Ausweis, bitte. Identification, please.”
Eduard wasn’t sure he had the ID card with him that, by law, civilians must carry with them at all times. He took off his gloves, and with his arthritic fingers even stiffer from the cold, he started fumbling in his coat pockets. He’d better find it, or he would be in trouble. It was with a sigh of relief that he finally drew it out of his inside breast pocket.
The Gestapo examined the card and handed it back to Eduard. “Herr Hildebrandt, this man here is a reported Communist. We are taking him to headquarters for interrogation.”
“But it can’t be. He is a devout priest. This is all a mistake,” Eduard replied, knowing he was out of line.
“Would you clear the way now, please.” With this final command, they grabbed Father Humboldt’s head and pushed him into the back seat of the car.
The priest’s voice was shaking when he said, “This is the Inquisition, Eduard. You take good care . . . you know what I mean.” Eduard could only nod his head.
“Genug, enough. Weitergehen, go on,” said the Gestapo as they got in the car and banged the doors shut. As the automobile drove off, Eduard could hear the muffled yell from the back seat: “Pray for me, Eduard!”
Eduard stood motionless in the street for a long time, snowflakes collecting on his mustache, until he realized there was absolutely nothing he could do. Before he put his gloves back on, his fingers slowly closed and made a white-knuckled fist. He had just come to understand the power and “Schrecklichkeit” of the Gestapo.
Back at home, his wife Emma brewed him a cup of ersatz coffee and got the hot water bottle ready to warm his frozen feet.
“This morning,” she said, “when you took out your heavy wool coat to wear, I removed your ID card from your gabardine coat and put it in your pockets. I know how forgetful you are.”
“What would I do without you,” he replied with affection and kissed her cheek.
Off and on, for the rest of the day, they discussed this morning’s sad event. They were confronted with several issues that needed to be dealt with. Was it safe for Rachel Rosenthal to keep on living with them in hiding? Was it wise to have her in the house? Would the Gestapo find out that Father Humboldt had Jewish relatives, and what would happen if he confessed under pressure that Rachel lived here? No, it was not safe for any one involved. Yet, Rachel had no family left and Eduard had taken on the responsibility of caring for her. Another great concern to them was that, if it were discovered that they were hiding a Jew, it could have serious consequences for Eduard and his family. They might be sent away, too.
Eduard’s mind was preoccupied with this dilemma all day, until late in the afternoon, a sudden idea struck him. “Emma,” he said, “we have to let her disappear. She was never here, do you understand?”
“No,” Emma laid down her knitting. “What do you mean?”
“She could live with my cousin Johann in the country. His house is so hidden in the forest, nobody will ever find out she is there.”
Emma’s face lit up. “That’s brilliant. Utterly brilliant. Besides, she would have a much better life in the country. I’ve been worried about her during the air raids up in that attic, all alone. She told Lilli how frightened she is at night.”
“The only problem is, I don’t know how to get her there. I have no petrol to drive the car. Unless . . .” he stopped short and fingered his mustache thoughtfully.
“It’s still snowing like crazy,” Emma cut in. “There must be twenty centimeters of snow on the ground. We could get her to your cousin’s house in a sleigh. You remember Bertrand who did the carpentry work for you? He has a sleigh drawn by two horses. Why, we could walk over to his house tomorrow morning and ask him if he will do it.”
Eduard’s eyes sparkled as he looked at her, and he emitted a low whistle. “You women totally amaze me. For your age, you still have a clear mind.”
“I thank you kindly,” she replied and laughed almost like a young girl.
As they laid their plans, Eduard could not get his friend, the priest, out of his mind. “You know what Pfarrer Humboldt said not too long ago, during one of our walks? He said, ‘We cannot fight against any of this, we can only use our heads.’ I hope he is using his brains right now.”
“Poor Father. The way we talk about him, it’s almost as if he were dead.”
Eduard, deep in thought, offered no response. The least he could do was to take care of Rachel as if she were a member of the family. This had been his silent promise to his friend as they carted him away.
“She will be better off in the country. No air raids, and they have more food,” he said softly to his wife.
“If this war gets any worse, we might all end up in the country one day,” she murmured.
* * *
Rachel Rosenthal was confused when they told her the sleigh was waiting in the back to take her to the country. In her hiding place in the attic, she had felt safe from any intruders, although she was deadly afraid of the nightly air aids. Listening to the roaring of the planes right over her head, prayer was the only thing that kept her sanity.
“They took away Pfarrer Humboldt, your brother-in-law, and it might not be safe for you here any longer. You will be better off in the country,” Luise explained to her, gathering her things and packing them into a worn-out leather suitcase.
“They took him away too? Now, I don’t have any one left in this world,” Rachel lamented, tears streaming down her cheeks. “You won’t send me away with the others?” Her lips tightened as she continued in a shaky voice, “You promise that I will go to the country, and not to the place where all the others go?”
Luise stared at her in bewilderment at first, until she understood the old lady’s fear of being sent away to an unknown place.
She placed her hands on Rachel’s cheeks. “Oh no, Fräulein Rosenthal, you must not think such things! My father is downstairs waiting in a sleigh to bring you to his cousin’s house. There, you will have your own room with a window to look out of, and there are no air raids in the country,” she reassured her. “My father says you are one of the family now—you must trust us.”
Luise took the old woman by the arm and tied a black woolen scarf with pink roses around her head, and then turned the collar of her coat higher to partially hide her face.
“You should look like a country woman,” she said, “riding in that sleigh.”
Rachel nodded her head, obviously no longer troubled. She looked around the attic room where she had spent the last few months. Her glance fell on a loaf of bread sitting on a wooden shelf over her night table.
“Oh,” she gasped, “I do need to take my bread.” With trembling hands, she reached up to grab it and hide it under her coat, close to her body.
“Fräulein Rosenthal,” Luise shook her head, “this bread is old and dry, and we don’t want to take it. Brigitte can feed it to the ducks.”
“You don’t understand,” Rachel whispered, taking the loaf of bread from under her coat, “unless I show you my secret.”
She placed the loaf onto the small table and hit it with her hand on one end, making the other end pop up. Carefully, she lifted the entire length of the crust out, showing Luise the inside. The interior of the loaf had been hollowed out and filled with jewelry. The glitter of the gold, diamonds, rubies and sapphires almost blinded Luise’s eyes, and she couldn’t help but stare at the jewelry in amazement.
“You see now, why I have to take it?” Rachel said. “They can have me, but they cannot have this!” She gave Luise a cunning look. Then she started to finger different pieces, holding up a ring and a necklace, only to put them back. Finally, she held up a bracelet with alternating rows of rubies and diamonds in filigreed gold. With another sly look, she wrapped it around Luise’s wrist.
“I want you to have this,” she said, “it will bring you good luck.”
Shrugging off Luise’s impulsive hug, she closed the crust of the bread and placed the loaf between her dress and sweater securely under her coat.
“Now it’s time to go,” Luise gently urged and took Rachel by the arm to guide her down the attic steps.
When Luise got back upstairs, Brigitte told her that she had heard bells ringing which made her look out the bedroom window. “There was a sleigh with two horses in the snow, Mutti. Grandpa was in the sleigh with a strange lady. Who is she?”
“Oh Brigitte,” Luise said, “that was only the egg lady from the country who stopped by to sell your grandmother some eggs.” The lie had come out lightly enough, but at the same time Luise had silently recited a short prayer for forgiveness.
“Can I go on a sleigh ride sometime?” Brigitte asked and, without waiting for an answer, she said in a bewildered voice: “There was something strange about that egg lady.”
* * *
Marianne Hildebrandt opened the window just a little wider to let the crisp winter air rush into the room, moved her chair directly into the beam of morning sunlight, and began filing her fingernails. They had told her to take good care of herself, and that’s what she was doing. After a while, she closed her eyes and started daydreaming. Lifting her chin, she let the warmness of the sun’s rays fall on her face and thought about how good and pure it felt. “Die Reinheit des Körpers und der Seele” was what they emphasized at every meeting. Purity of body and soul, both to be given to the Führer.
She must not forget today’s meeting in the Assembly Hall, or she would be punished. The housemother had told her last night that she would no longer be a server in the cafeteria, but that she would have new duties right after the meeting, starting today. This morning, she was the only one left in the barracks. Her roommates had been working in the cafeteria since sunrise, and none of them had been summoned to the meeting.
All of a sudden, she felt chilled. Shivering, she stood up and closed the window. She was still dressed in her one-piece physical training uniform with the nazi eagle embroidered in front from this morning’s PT in the gym, and she would have to change her clothes for the meeting. Not quite yet . . . in a little while, she thought and let her gaze wander past the wooden railing fence up to the meadow.
The snow-capped peak and the range of mountains behind were still obscured by the morning fog. It would be almost noon before she would be able to see their tops clearly, even on a day as sunny as today. Marianne couldn’t wait for springtime to arrive again, to watch the cows graze on the mountainside and to hear their bells once more. When the farmers had come at the end of October to drive the cattle down into the village, it was almost as if the beautiful times were over. With the first snows in November, there was no more hiking on trails, no more swimming by the waterfall and no more sitting around campfires at night, singing folk songs.
Instead, in addition to their assigned duties, the girls at “Lebensborn” had been taught all winter long how to sew little infant garments and how to knit and crochet socks and sweaters for the children’s home. Nonetheless, even this had been good, sharing fun and laughter with newfound friends.
She stepped over to her built-in locker and put on her uniform, the navy skirt and the white blouse, the wool stockings and heavy brown laced shoes, and she brushed her blonde hair to the back. As an afterthought, she picked up her little hand mirror and applied a small dot of rose colored balm to her lips and cheeks, rubbing it in carefully to make her face look blushed and healthy. They were not allowed to wear make-up, but her sister Lilli had sent it for Christmas, disguised in a candy box.
She had to leave or she would be late. Grabbing her warm overcoat, she almost ran past the rows of beds, night tables and chairs, and past the shower stalls, and slammed the door to the barracks.
Hurriedly, she walked downhill past rows of barracks and the cafeteria building toward the gray two-story blockhouse encased in rough-grained stucco. The wooden shutters on the many windows had been painted the same color with dark gray, almost black, diagonal stripes. A fence of wrought iron railings set in heavy stucco pillars ran the width of the house. Several clusters of tall fir trees stood on either side of the entrance. The large green sign over the entrance gate said “Willkommen zum Lebensborn,” Welcome to the Fountain of Life.
Marianne took her seat in the Assembly hall, surprised at the small number of other girls present. Usually, the room was packed with people when they had a meeting. She was wondering what her new duty would be, when a robust woman dressed in uniform entered the room, accompanied by a thin man wearing a lab coat. The man seated himself by a desk in the corner. Standing in the center of the podium, the stout woman cleared her throat loudly before she offered the usual greeting. “Heil Hitler!”
The girls responded with Heil Hitler and stood up, their arms outstretched.
“Please sit down,” the woman continued. “The girls in the back move to the front, and I will call out your names.”
The thin man in the corner handed her a list, and when the woman started calling out ten names, Marianne Hildebrandt’s name was among them. Marianne acknowledged her presence.
“I see that everyone is here. So let’s start. Welcome, once more, to Lebensborn. You Bundesmädchen are here because you have been chosen over many others from the League of German Girls. In the past, you have served our Fatherland well. In your hometowns, you have fulfilled the tasks that have been asked of you, and you have been marching for the Führer. Here, at Lebensborn, we offer you the opportunity to enrich your lives while serving our country.
“As outlined in our previous meetings, our program at Lebensborn has several stages. During the orientation stage, you new girls were assigned to be helpers in our cafeteria. At other stages, there are more rewarding assignments, such as hospital helper in our Children’s Hospital or Maternity Ward, which for some of you could lead to becoming a degreed nurse. There are duties to fill in our Children’s Home or as assistants in our Medical Research Lab. We always need housemothers, clerical workers and seamstresses. This compound is huge, with many different functions.
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