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  CHAPTER ONE


Cologne, Germany, May 31, 1942, Near Midnight 
For the first time since Willem left for the Eastern Front, Karin broke curfew on her own. 
She slipped outside but pressed against the front door of their small house on Baumstrasse, her back tense against the cool wood. Willem’s instructions came easily, as if he were beside her.
“Step one—look up.”
She obeyed. The night sky stretched as a dark ribbon from one end of her narrow street to the next, dusted by breathtakingly bright stars, the only light above the blacked-out city. The beauty calmed her nerves and showed her the way to the park. She let out a slow breath and moved to the edge of the step.
Oh, how I’ve missed this. 
Her foot hovered a moment before touching the brick path. At the end of the hedge, she stopped. 
“Step two—listen and watch.”
Out in the darkness, the Hitler Youth patrolled. Teenage boys in black shorts, brown shirts, and dark side caps, roamed the streets with the zeal of their older brothers in the Wehrmacht and SS, searching for blackout and curfew violators.
Karin turned back to check her house. Any crack of light could be seen from above—light that led bombers to their targets. All was dark. She had made sure.
“Walk ten steps. Stop. Listen. Look.”
Willem was clever. One didn’t just run for the park. Patrols had to be detected and evaded. Having been an active member himself, Willem warned her about their zeal. Roaming the streets after curfew was intoxicating, especially to the youngest. Karin scoffed once, but once Willem was gone, she understood. Paying attention was essential.
She began to move.
One, two, three, four...
At ten she stopped, her heart racing again. Trusting Willem had always been easy. Trusting herself was far harder. The stars were glorious, but the street still a dark channel. 
She looked back at the house. She could retreat in but a few seconds.
Willem’s words were waiting.
“The first ten steps are the hardest. Let your eyes adjust, relax, and keep going. Remember why you need this.”
Willem was wise. She needed their night walks. In the weeks since he left, she had begun to forget. Wartime life pressed in from every side, from rationing to blackouts, propaganda and school. Everywhere listened to and watched. Tonight, Opa grumbled over thin soup and stale bread. And earlier, a telegram from Berlin:
Aus: Berlin 31 Mai 1942
Verlobt mit Heinrich
Mutti 
Engaged to Heinrich, Mother
Just like Mother, Karin thought. Moving on and up in ten words or less.
She couldn’t argue with a piece of paper, but she could have told Opa to keep his complaints to himself. 
Instead, she broke curfew.
She took another ten steps, then twenty. The darkness softened. Shapes emerged—peaks of roofs, the edges of step overhangs, the dark globes of the streetlights jutting into the sky. Her frustration began to recede, too. She repeated the cadence Willem taught her: walk, pause, listen. 
Baumstrasse ended at its junction with the wider Aachener Strasse. At the corner, Karin pressed against a tall iron lamppost and looked right. Toward the city, the street narrowed into a canyon of black apartment blocks. To the left, it continued one more block before opening toward the great Ring Park, where the canopy of stars seemed to touch the horizon. 
She pushed away from the post and walked faster. Her steps clopped without counting. Willem would not have been pleased with her carelessness, but she wasn’t thinking of him now. Her heart surged, pulled by the wide-open space, the quiet. The freedom.
Beyond the shadows of the apartments, the familiar iron arch rose up, black against the stars. 
She began to run.
Ring Park encircled old Cologne where medieval fortress walls had once stood, long ago torn down and transformed into lawns, gardens, and crushed-stone walkways lined with mature hardwood trees. Now, anti-aircraft guns lay shrouded beneath nets camouflaged with cut branches. If one believed the radio, the guns were simply a precaution. The mighty Luftwaffe would protect the city from bombs. 
Karin chose to believe it. The park was her only escape. 
Seeing the arch, her pace quickened. Each step loosened the grip of daily life. Home, once filled with Oma’s gentle singing and the smell of fresh baking, now echoed with Opa’s groans. School, where once she had loved to learn, was now a gauntlet of Nazi purity tests. Berlin, where Mother lived, was the epicenter of everything she hated.
The Park was the last place those things could not reach her.
She slipped beneath the arch. Willem had assured her that the Hitler Youth would never venture beyond it. 
“They’re afraid to go in there. It’s too natural, too wild. Not enough pavement and concrete.”
She smiled and let out a long breath. Mist swirled around her head, and she offered a silent prayer of thanks. 
She had made it. She was free. 
Long strides carried her into the park. The narrow streets of the Old City were left behind. Ahead lay a broad, rounded lawn, dotted by the silhouettes of trees. Beyond, the rooftops stretched low against the horizon. She was just a speck beneath the vast canopy of stars.
One night the previous summer, Karin had opened the blackout curtains, unable to sleep, and threw open the windows to the midnight air. Oma’s garden, lush below her in the backyard, whispered in the night breeze. Karin climbed into the windowsill to stare at the stars. Moments later, a gentle hand touched her shoulder.
“The heavens declare the glory of God,” Oma had said, quoting her favorite Psalm from the Bible. “It’s the one blessing of the blackout.”
Karin missed her grandmother more than ever.
Stone crunched beneath her feet. Above, the stars gleamed like the dust of diamonds. Freedom and fresh air combined to bring calm—perhaps even hope. She had been cooped up too long since Willem's departure. He was right. It was time to change. Could she start over? Make a friend at school?
The next thought startled her.
Could she even join the BDM? 
The annual recruitment drive for membership in the Bund Deutsches Mädchen, the League of German Girls, was on. For two years she had managed to avoid it with carefully curated excuses. But loneliness had a sharp edge, too. Most of the Mädchen seemed happy enough, laughing and singing together in their uniforms. Not everyone was like Elfreda, who cared nothing for friendship and only for power and advancement. Unlike the Hitler Youth, preparing boys for the Wehrmacht, the BDM was about forming good German wives and mothers. Politics was everywhere, but the girls managed to have a lot of fun training on cooking, sewing, and caring for the sick and needy. 
The idea seemed impossible, like a surprise tomato plant in the dead garden. Willem would not have been surprised. He knew what she was going to need when he was gone.
Fresh air. Open sky. Stars.
And tonight, a gift. 
In the strip of damp grass along the hedge, a rabbit hopped out of the moon shadow. Karin smiled. If Willem could see her, he would smile too.
A shadow moved across the path. The rabbit retreated into the hedge.
A figure emerged from behind a lamppost and crunched to the center of the path. 
“Do not move, fraulein.” 
The voice was confident. A boy—not yet a man—advanced with his arm held rigid, clutching a night stick. For a heartbeat, Karin thought of running. Did he have a dog?
He closed the distance too quickly. Slightly taller than she was, his features were lost in the darkness.
“Papers, bitte.”
Karin froze.






  
  CHAPTER TWO


Karin couldn’t speak. Willem had not prepared her for this possibility. He had assured her the Hitler Youth would not venture into the park, and the voice sounded too young for Gestapo. Who was he? Could he demand to see her papers? 
“Fraulein, I will see your papers. Now!” As his voice rose, shocked by what he took as defiance, he also took a step closer. Now Karin could see clearly the black shirt, belt across the waist and shoulder, close tucked cap, and high leather boots. Hitler Youth after all. 
Karin fumbled at the small pouch strung inside her blue wool sweater. Like all Germans, she had learned to never be without identification. By fortune of habit, she had slipped it on in the foyer before leaving. She held out the card to him with a hand shaking with fear.
The boy snatched it away and slipped the stick in his belt. From his knapsack he retrieved a flashlight and, covering it mostly with his hand, examined the information. In the faint glow, she could see the outline of his face. He looked familiar, though she could not place him. His face was round, almost puffy, and glistened in the light. 
He looked up.
“Fraulein Blik, why are you here?”
She pondered how best to answer, and thought to lie, but fear drove any creative options from her thoughts. She considered it a joke when Willem once said that if they were ever caught to let him do the talking because she was a terrible liar.
“Taking a walk,” she answered.
He cocked his head sideways.
“A walk? At this time of night?”
“It’s quiet and peaceful.”
“It’s against the law. I can have you arrested.”
The declaration was not a surprise to Karin, though she noticed he mentioned arrest merely as a possibility, not a certainty. She was tempted to be angry with Willem. He had always assured her he knew what he was doing. He had protected her. He made it possible for her not to worry. His absence now became all the more terrifying.
“Please, I was only looking for some fresh air.”
The Jugend didn’t respond. 
“Blik,” he said, pondering. “Blik—I know that name.”
Karin said nothing. The Jugend shined the light in her face. The bright light stung, and she drew back.
“Maximillian Blik,” he said.
“My father.”
“Ah yes, the great hero,” he declared, with Karin wondering if his voice carried any hints of sarcasm. She remained silent.
“He served the Fatherland with distinction. Copenhagen, Paris, Luxembourg. I recall now. I pass under his portrait every week at Gestapo headquarters. A great man.”
Karin knew that same portrait at home, a smaller version in a wooden frame on the table by the door. Father’s sharp chin, sand-colored hair swept back, one eyebrow lifted just enough to signal confidence. Even in death, his eyes saw her going up the stairs, crossing the room, leaving the house. 
I know your secrets, they seemed to say. 
“You disgrace his memory, fraulein.”
“You didn’t know him,” she replied.
As if interrupted by a new thought, he twisted his head slightly.
“Shhhhhh!” he hissed and took a step forward. 
Karin froze, as a sudden, awful thought occurred to her about his purpose.
Before she could react, he had closed the distance between them and snatched her by the arm. His grip was strong and pinched the soft flesh above her elbow. He pushed her sideways off the path onto the strip of damp lawn, where beyond stretched a row of bushes. Karin’s stomach turned over, and a sensation of fire rose in the back of her throat.
“You can’t do this,” she said, twisting, but unable to free herself from his grip. She was walking, stumbling backwards and terrified, suddenly, that she would fall.
“Let me go, or I’ll scream.”
The boy seemed not to hear her. He kept pulling her closer to the bushes. The panic rose inside her. She had heard of Hitler Youth assaulting girls this way. Her legs started to weaken. In the darkness grew white spots that spread across her vision. She opened her mouth to scream but couldn’t breathe.
His head turned back, watching for something. In the next seconds, his gaze was fixed behind them on the path.
He dragged her on and kept glancing over his shoulder. Then, within a meter of the bushes, he stopped. His mood seemed to have changed. He stared at her, and a kind of recognition swept over his face. This was her chance.
“Don’t flatter yourself,” he said. “You’re pretty enough, but what do you take me for?”
“Then what are you doing?”
“Perhaps you should tell me,” he replied. “A girl doesn’t break curfew on her own without a good reason.” 
She opened her mouth to repeat her explanation, but he cut her off.
“And a bit of fresh air is not much of a reason for risking arrest.”
“It’s the truth.”
“Hardly. A pretty mädchen like you, who, according to your papers, is not a member of the BDM, breaks curfew for other reasons. Would you care to explain?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You’re here to meet someone.”
“No.”
“Perhaps not just someone, but a group.”
Her arm was numb from the fierce clamp he kept on her arm. He jerked her closer. “Tell me what you know.”
“You’re hurting me! I don't know what you’re talking about, I swear.”
“Shhhhhhh!”
The boy dropped to a knee, yanking Karin hard in the process. She lost her balance and fell. Against her forearms, the grass was cool, wet, and sticky.
The boy looked back. Faint voices could be heard now above the rustle of leaves. Then, the outer edge of darkness seemed to move. From the far end of the line of bushes, just at the limit of their vision, three figures emerged, walking slowly toward them.
The boy pulled her close.
“Is he with them?”
“What are you talking about? Who do you mean?”
“The one they call Frei. You were meeting them, no?”
Absorbed by the approaching figures, Karin didn’t answer. She had no idea who he was talking about. They kept coming, seemingly unaware of Karin and the Jugend’s presence, although the trio walked not clumped together as one would expect with companions, but spread out in a kind of line, a few meters apart, as though they were on patrol. 
“Halt! Hands up! All of you!” the Jugend called from his crouched position beside her. At the same time, the beam of his flashlight found the center figure, who stopped dead and drew back, blinded by the light. 
Karin’s eyes widened at the sight of the target—a thin, wiry skeleton of a boy, about her age, in a grossly oversized pin-striped suit. His face was narrow, with a sharp chin, bony cheeks and dark, sunken eyes. Even more peculiar, his hair was cropped close on one side but hung almost to his shoulder on the other in greasy black strands. He looked malnourished and frightening at the same time.
The Hitler Youth wasted no time. Taking advantage of the momentary effect of the blinding light, he swung the beam to the left. It couldn’t help but find a huge hulk of a boy and cause the same reaction. This second one stood a head or more taller than the boy in the center. He had a broad face and flat nose that looked like it had been broken in the past. He wore a full-length military coat of gray wool that, despite his height and bulk, was still oversized and hung on him like a tent. He staggered back, swatting at the light like one would a swarm of bees.
Once more the Hitler Youth shifted his attack. The light sliced the opposite direction, past the boy in the center, and came to rest on a third figure—a girl. Her oversized coat confirmed the impression that they were more than just companions. These garments were a kind of uniform. Sprouting out above the upturned collar and her ghost-white face were shoots of carrot-red hair tied in a black bandana. The heavy makeup, which set dark eyes against ghastly white cheeks, tempted Karin to think of the circus, had the girl not looked so ghoulish. And unlike the other two, to whom the light was like a flaming torch to wolves, she defied the Hitler Youth. She didn’t flinch. A single hand was stretched forward, palm out, blocking the light as a traffic cop would block traffic. She refused to shrink back. To Karin, she was the most terrifying of the three.
“Not much of a weapon there, Jugend.” The voice came from the shorter boy in the middle, the apparent leader. 
The Hitler Youth swung the light back to the center. This time, perhaps inspired by the girl’s defiance, the leader did not shrink back. The Jugend’s light, focused on the boy’s face, transformed that single eye, the one that was not shrouded by the long black strands, into a solitary black diamond. 
“Your führer doesn’t trust you with guns yet, does he?” he asked, his lip curling up in a snarl. “At least not until you are out of diapers.”
His companions spit out laughs.
“Shut up!” the Jugend snapped. “Put your hands up, I said. You’re under arrest.”
The leader’s snarl turned into a devilish grin.
“Funny for you to talk so strong when there’s three of us and only two of you,” he said. “And all you have is that tiny little light.”
He snapped his finger and looked to the boy on his right.
“Take him, Ziggy.”
“Right-o, Daddy-O!” the taller boy said in English.
The phrase was foreign to Karin, but there was no time to consider it. The beam jumped to the taller boy and flashed against the blade of a knife. Karin twitched at the sight of it, but the Jugend’s grip held firm. 
The one called Ziggy took a step forward. The Jugend matched the move by directing the beam up to his eyes. Unlike with the other two, the light still had its effect on Ziggy. He stumbled and, like before, swatted at the light.
The Jugend thrust Karin forward.
“Steady now,” he warned. “I’ve got one of yours.”
The leader clucked his tongue, a signal. Ziggy stopped.
“One of ours? That girl?” 
The Jugend brought the edge of the light to Karin’s face. “Blik’s the name. Karin Blik. She was careless. And unless you want to see her hurt, you’ll stand back.”
The words hung in the mist.
“But I’m not one of them!” Karin said.
“Get up!” the Jugend snorted, ignoring her protest with a hard yank. She clambered up. Wet grass clung to her bare knees and palms. The chill had penetrated to her core, causing her movements to stiffen. He pulled her forward. The tremors of cold rippled up and down her frame as she stared out ahead. The trio was closing in.
In the next instant, she realized what the Jugend was doing. He had forced her between himself and the boy with the knife—as a shield. The understanding, which should have terrified her even more, began instead as disbelief. The feeling turned quickly to anger. Her eyes remained ahead. She calmly said, “You’re a coward.”
He ignored her. 
“Not another step! I promise, I’ll hurt her!”
Karin’s rage swept the chill away.
The leader cocked his head sideways. 
“Jugend, will you show her face again, bitte?” 
Fearing a trick, the boy flashed the light in Karin’s eyes only briefly before returning the beam forward.
“Zara, do you recognize her?” the leader asked.
“I’ve never seen her before in my life.”
Karin twisted against the Jugend’s grip. 
“Let me go and we both have a better chance. In this dark, we can both get away.”
Her suggestion barely registered in his shifting gaze. For the first time, with a sharp tug, he retreated a step.
“Look at her,” the girl Zara said. “Not a thing like us. She’s blonde, pretty, and most important, submissive. Everything you boys in the Jugend look for.”
“Don’t talk yourself down, Zara.” The leader’s tone was playful. “You’ve been blonde before, haven’t you?”
He looked to Ziggy for acknowledgment. The large boy thought for a moment. “I’ve known her a long time,” he began. “I don’t remember her as a blonde.”
“It’s a joke, Ziggy!” The leader shook his head.
“A stupid one,” Zara replied. “Like usual.”
Karin pushed back against the Jugend.
“What are you waiting for?” she whispered. If only the Jugend eased his grip, she could make a run for it. But the Jugend seemed to sense it. He slipped the hand with the flashlight around her waist and pulled her close. Every muscle and tendon tensed the length of her body. She had to do something.
“Now listen here, Adolf.” The leader had turned back to the Jugend, his expression drained of humor. “We can do this one of two ways. You and your little tartchen can wander back in the bushes like you wanted to in the first place and we’ll be on our way. Or else Ziggy here can keep coming. Your choice. And make it soon, because we’ve got an appointment.”
The Jugend’s light bounced from person to person.
Karin could smell his sour breath and feel his trembling through the grip of his hands and arms. She knew he was frightened, unsure of what to do. The longer he hesitated, the greater the danger.
“Let me go,” she pleaded. “I can’t help you like this.”
The circle continued to close. In the glow of the dancing light, Karin could see them all now more clearly. They were no longer bothered by the beam. Each wore a confident, defiant expression. The leader paused, threw his head back, and tossed the locks of hair away from his face, revealing his other eye. The lid drooped over a deadened orb that looked like a hard-fried egg. It didn’t blink or move with the live one. 
Slowly, his arm came up and hung in the air like a starter at a track meet. Ziggy and Zara tensed. When his arm swept down, they sprang forward. 
Ziggy attacked from the left, Zara from the right. Being quicker, the girl closed the distance first. The Jugend swung Karin around to block her. Karin stumbled, but the sudden movement snapped her instinct awake. She dove to the ground and rolled her body straight toward Zara.
Expecting a kick in the ribs, Karin saw Zara crouch and spring to leap over her instead. But Zara’s timing was off, or she lacked strength, and her leading foot caught Karin’s hip. As she fell, Karin took a knee in the stomach, knocking the wind out. Beneath Zara now, whose oversized coat felt like a canvas tarp, panic set in. Karin thrashed, fighting against the coat and Zara’s limbs and torso, and managed to throw the girl off with surprising ease.
A strange impulse kicked in. Instead of running, Karin scrambled to her knees, coiled and sprang, falling on what now was a lump of woolen coat and red hair. She held Zara to the ground with her own weight, while the girl, like a captured cat, wriggled and snarled. For her stature, Zara was still quite strong, and in the melee, her arm squirmed free. Searing pain sliced across Karin’s face in the wake of Zara's swipe, just before a hard blow exploded behind Karin's ear.
Stunned, she felt Zara wriggle out from under her as strong arms pulling her away. They deposited her next to the Jugend, who was face-down in the grass, unconscious.
Ziggy stepped back and waved his knife back and forth. “Let me cut this Nazi dog!” he snarled.
“No.” The leader’s voice was sharp. “Let’s get out of here before more of his goons show up.”
“You afraid of a little blood, Frei?” Ziggy asked. “You said you want them to pay. Here’s your chance.”
“I’ve told you who I’m after. Not this hundchen.”
The leader took a step forward and bent down where Karin lay. His breath, stinking of tobacco and schnapps, streamed over her. He was so close the long strands of hair from the side of his face brushed her cheek. The dead eye, sagging in the mangled socket, no longer bothered her. She was past being afraid. The spark was gone from his good eye. The lid was heavy. His expression carried an unspoken sadness. This one they called Frei—Free—did not look free.
“You picked a fine boyfriend,” he said.
He stood up and tossed his head sideways.
They were gone in an instant. 
Not long after, the Jugend awoke. He rolled to one side and pushed up on an elbow. The right end of his upper lip was a shiny crater of black blood whose flow had mingled with that from his nostrils. He wiped at it with an open palm and drew back. 
At least Ziggy hadn’t used the knife.
“Are you hurt?” he groaned, trying to sit up.
She dabbed at the growing knot behind her ear. “No.”
“Which way did they go?”
She pointed north in the vague direction of the arc of the park. 
He rose to one knee, unsteady, and winced. Karin took his arm.
“Surely you’re in no shape to follow them,” she said.
“We must report this at once. Perhaps a nearby patrol can intercept them. They cannot get away with this. They don’t know who they are dealing with.”
She helped him to his feet.
He stared after them into the darkness, but only the jagged line of the city skyline could be seen against the stars above.
“Who are they?” she asked.
“They call themselves the Freedom Gang. Their leader, the one in the center, is surely the one called Frei. A twist of Friedrich no doubt. As you saw, they are nothing but rebellious terrorists. They refuse to attend school or join the Hitler Youth. They only steal and vandalize. They terrorize children, women, and fight the Hitler Youth on the streets. They are no better than the Jews—vermin to be exterminated.”
“Do you believe me now that I’m not one of them?”
He turned back and looked her up and down.
“Yes, I suppose not.” He seemed hardly to care. He was kicking through the grass, looking for something. The flashlight perhaps.  
“You should see a doctor,” Karin said. “Your nose looks broken.”
“Not until they are caught,” he replied. “Let’s go.”
Seeing him face down in the grass, she had felt a twinge of compassion for him. It was gone now.
“Can I please just go home?” she asked. 
His expression was that of a hunter asked to let the fox go. 
“You’re coming with me. Curfew is not optional.”






  
  CHAPTER THREE


The Jugend kept a firm grip on Karin’s arm as they started off. Pulling her, they moved north through a line of trees, and then beyond, the open park stretched into the darkness. Karin was convinced they would never catch up. 
They crossed another gravel path and descended gently across a narrow strip of dew-covered lawn. The Jugend’s gait began to change. The rhythm grew irregular, and he paused frequently, pretending to study the horizon. They were losing precious time and not because he didn’t know the way. With every step, she could feel his grip tighten and his body tense at the pain. Among the unmoving silhouettes of benches, lampposts, and trees against the star-studded sky, the Freedom Gang had vanished. Yet Karin’s companion seemed all the more determined. She was not surprised—his type was common among the boys at school and more so since the rise of the Nazis. Physical weakness compensated by blind devotion and foolish resolve—exemplified by the Führer himself, if one was to believe the whispers—was exactly what they wanted.
At the wide but empty Aachener Strasse, they scraped across the warm pavement. Beyond the far curb, the park continued its wide arc around the northwest shoulder of the city. By the time they were across, the Jugend’s grip had weakened. She found herself supporting him now and had to lift him over the curb and onto the concrete sidewalk. Whatever his injuries, they were sapping him of strength. It occurred to her again that she might be able to break free. She was a strong runner, faster than many boys her age, and it would be easy to outrun this one now. Even so, her papers were in his pocket. She could run, but escape would not be permanent. He could easily find her later, and that would bring even more trouble. He knew her name. He knew her father. He had connections to the Gestapo. Papers or not, he would find her.
“Keep going!” he groaned. 
The Jugend took a single step forward and cried out in pain. His weight nearly pulled her over. Karin, nearly spent from the effort, was growing irritated.
“We need help. I can’t carry you.”
To her surprise, he didn’t argue. Instead, he unclipped the flashlight from his belt and turned it on. The beam cut through the mist as he swept it back toward the city.
The light reflected off a pane of glass and then settled at a shelter at the bus stop, and attached to it, a phone booth.
“Take me there!”
Karin dragged the Jugend to the booth, and he hobbled inside. Propping himself against the glass, which had been reinforced with crisscrossed wooden slats on account of the war, he lifted the receiver and tapped hard at the switch.
“This is Rudi Kohl, District 13 Commandant of the Hitler Jugend. I must speak to the police at once!” He was instantly irritated. “Hurry up, you idiot!”
He pounded a fist on the telephone’s metal box. “What do you mean, the circuits are busy? It’s after midnight, you fool!” 
Unsatisfied at the response, the one she now knew as Rudi Kohl rattled the glass with his yelling. “This is an emergency! Get this call through or I’ll have your head, do you understand?”
He had just paused to take a breath when the sound of a siren started up nearby. The wail rose quickly, drowning out anything he might have said into the phone. A giant beam shot to the sky in the park near to where they had just crossed the street. Karin spun around. In the span of a few seconds the horizon was sliced by a hundred searchlights come to life. Her throat seized. There had been air raid drills all across the city for two years. They drilled at school, diving under their desks at the sound of their teachers’ whistles, huddling like fools, she had thought, under their flimsy wooden roofs. At home, she had visited the nearby shelter during one drill, bearing the stale air and cramped quarters with dutiful neighbors. Opa refused to go. 
“I’d rather disappear without knowing than to suffocate with my neighbors,” he had complained. 
The drills were always during the day. The war was two years old, and yet the British had managed only small raids, a few planes testing the defenses around Berlin. This one registered in Karin’s mind with a different nature, both in time and scope. The city was aglow with searchlights and alive with sirens.
Rudi Kohl was still shouting into the phone. 
“I don’t care about a stupid drill! This is real, this gang must be apprehended at once! You don’t know who you are ignoring!”
Karin could hardly take her eyes off the larger scene beyond the phone booth, but she saw Kohl’s neck taut with rage. He held the receiver in both hands as he shouted, as if choking it. The sirens overwhelmed him, sending him to an even higher level of frustration. After a few seconds, he slammed the phone down.
“I’ll see to it myself. I’ll have her head, I swear it. Come on!”
Rejuvenated by the rage, Kohl jerked Karin by the arm just as another searchlight went live in the park nearby. The beam stretched toward the west and began to search. Karin was transfixed.
“Let’s go, fraulein!” Kohl repeated. But she could not move. Kohl followed her gaze into the sky. In the distance, the searchlights were slivers against the darkness. It seemed as though a section of stars in a narrow band were moving. Then, as they passed through the beams, Karin could make out the slightest outlines of wings. An instant later it was clear—a mass of bombers, too numerous to count, was headed straight for them.
She spun back to Kohl. Surely, he would share her fear—they should find shelter at once. In the glow of the nearby searchlight, she could, at last, see him fully. He had a strong-featured face, with the high cheekbones and prominent jaw that no doubt served him well as the leader of a Hitler Youth unit. Except for the black hair, he was the picture of an Aryan prototype. In the flash of light, Karin could imagine him jutting his chin and barking orders just like her father. 
The sirens cried out from all around, their wails in a chorus of despair. Then, beyond the nearby searchlight in the park, bright flashes and sharp booms pierced her eardrums. Karin slapped her hands over her ears and shrunk down. Hidden in camouflaged netting was an anti-aircraft gun, shaking the ground as it fired into the sky.
Karin leaned toward Kohl and shouted, “There’s a shelter not far!”
“I will not let them get away!”
“But Herr Kohl—look at the sky! We must seek shelter at once!”
The nearby gun opened up again, vibrating the glass of the phone booth with each round. The sounds, sharp and painful, left Karin’s ears to whistle. 
Kohl seemed angry, as if the air raid was some cruel interruption. 
People all at once appeared on the streets, many of them running, all of them in various states of undress from a raid that had interrupted their Saturday night’s sleep. One older couple floated along the sidewalk in white nightshirts, linked arm in arm like a pair of ghosts. 
Opa! Before Karin could react, a third and far more menacing sound rose over both sirens and guns—the drone of the bombers themselves. The noise over the park and the city like a tsunami. When she looked up at the sky again, the sight evoked such fear that she dove to the ground. A panic seized her, and she began to claw across the ground on all fours, desperate for the least bit of cover. She found it under a park bench, whose iron frame and wooden slats provided nothing more than the idea of a roof over her head. 
The view from the feeble shelter encompassed the western horizon. The bombers could be seen now in greater detail—oblong bodies bouncing on the drafts, wings stretched and straining under the weight of circular engine housings. The dark, wraith-like hulks, on the strength of powerful yet almost-invisible propellers, chewed ever eastward through the air.
Light beams searched frantically. Flak bursts from the anti-aircraft batteries popped all around. But the beams seemed unable to find the planes, and the bursts of flak seemed always behind where the bomber had been. Tiny black puffs littered the sky like harmless black cotton balls.
Karin couldn’t look away from the strange scene in the sky until dull thuds sounded in the distance. Bombs!
The explosions thumped, then boomed, and barked as they grew louder, more frequent, and nearer. Soon, their thunder shook earth and sky, catching Karin like a sudden storm. She fell to the sidewalk and curled up like an infant under the bench, clamping her eyes shut tightly. Panicked that the world would collapse on her, she tried to cover her head, but an arm caught against the slats of the park bench. She twisted frantically, afraid that in the next instant, she would be vaporized.
Hot air swept over her, choked with concrete dust and an oily scent that reminded her of Opa’s shotgun, but more intense. The smell seared her nostrils into the back of her throat.
The raid lasted only minutes or went on for hours—Karin did not know. Earth and sky and everything in them had merged in a singular cataclysm that seemed to absorb time itself. 
When it was over, the earth beneath her came to rest, but Karin’s body did not. She could not stop shaking. Though the danger had passed, she clutched at the iron foot of the park bench with all her strength. Then, she became aware of the pain from the sustained effort and let go. Her hands broke away like a melted chunk of ice, but the pain remained.
She became aware of her racing heart and tried to steady her breath. One eye cracked open and then the other. Searchlights cast a faint light over the pavement, still scanning the sky but less frantically. Then, one by one, the sirens relaxed. The black clouds from flak bursts drifted and scattered on the breeze. Eventually, the blanket of stars reappeared, having never been moved.
Karin crawled out from beneath the bench. The nearby flak battery had ceased firing, and the park seemed like before, dark and open. She was drained and dirty, completely bathed in sweat, but unhurt. A wave of gratitude swept over her. She had survived.
From her knees, Karin looked out on the horizon. Beyond the park, the suburbs west of Cologne were shrouded in darkness. For a moment, she felt hopeful that the anti-aircraft guns had protected the city. But then she realized her mistake. The city lay behind her. She turned and wished she hadn’t. Cologne was in flames.






  
  CHAPTER FOUR


Countless fires lit the eastern horizon, columns of smoke rising and merging into a singular blanket that spread over the city, obscuring the once star-speckled sky. Strange smells swept in with a hot wind, sharp odors of things not normally burned—oil, tar, and rubber. The spire of the great Kölner Dom stood in silhouette against the haunting orange glow from below. The destruction stretched as far as Karin could see. 
A skeleton of red and white metal was all that remained of the nearby phone booth, its wood slats having been useless in protecting the windows. Karin crunched over shards of glass and splintered wood. The Hitler Youth leader Kohl was nowhere in sight, and Karin’s stomach seized at the realization that he might have been blown to bits trying to flee. 
She staggered on through a field of debris. Boulders of brick-and-mortar chunks, many as large as automobiles, had been cast into the street. Something about the scene did not fit her memory. The proportions were all wrong. She recalled that the phone booth had been right next to the corner of an apartment building, but it seemed so far away now. For an instant, Karin wondered if she remembered incorrectly or had somehow been blasted deeper into the park. But then the explanation became clear. The building hadn’t moved; half of it had been ripped away.
“Is this 1400 Neumarkt?” asked a barefooted woman wrapped in a blanket. She was staring at a house-high pile of steaming rubble where the building once stood. 
Karin ignored the question and passed the woman by. Then others appeared, some half-dressed like the woman, some in full suits and dresses, carrying suitcases like they were travelling. 
Just past the destroyed building, people began to stream out from an almost invisible opening below the street level. These were the lucky ones—they had managed to reach the shelter in time. Karin remembered boys at school telling scary stories. 
“I’d rather the bomb hit me, because I’ll never know it,” one of them had boasted. “But if you’re in a shelter and it hits nearby, the blast sucks all the air out. You suffocate like rats in a chimney.” 
At the time, the story evoked squeals and giggles. Not now. The survivors emerged grateful, dusting themselves off, dumbstruck at the scope of the destruction. 
The sight of an old man and his wife snapped Karin to her senses.
Opa! 
She pictured him in the flimsy shed behind their house asleep in his chair. He had made a habit of ignoring the test sirens during the day and couldn’t help but sleep through them at night. He was a stubborn old man, and Karin had always thought it a waste of her energy to argue with him. The thought of him alone—or dead—seized her by the throat. She began to run.
The landscape was almost impossible to navigate. The pavement was torn, blistered, and in some cases burning. Intact buildings indicated streets, but destroyed ones often blocked the way forward. Some of the craters spanned the entire width of the street. She knew Baumstrasse was somewhere to the right, but soon it was impossible to tell north from south, east from west. One block looked as though nothing had happened at all, and the next was an indistinguishable mass of stone, broken brick, splintered wood and glass, and twisted iron. Wrecked cars parked beside untouched ones, while others had been tossed into the craters or swept through the front window of a shop. People wandered aimlessly, clutching loved ones, staring into the sky, rubbing their faces. Everyone was as lost as she.
The path ahead was blocked by a giant crater wider than the street itself and almost as deep. The blast had not only gouged out the enormous hole but blown away the entire front of a three-story building.
Karin looked up in shock. Half of the structure had been torn away and strewn across the crater and street below. What remained of jagged brick, twisted pipes, and splintered beams was exposed from top to bottom like a bizarre, life-size doll house. 
A crowd had assembled at the edge of the crater. Everyone seemed to share in the sense of disbelief. Why bomb a street full of shops, apartments, and innocent people?
A few flashlights began to flicker against the exposed structure. Like the doll house, each floor seemed undisturbed. A light came upon a table where a glass vase still stood, its flower standing unaware of the devastation only a meter away.
Next to her, a man studied the third level with slow sweeps of his flashlight. The faint circle of light passed over something moving in the darkness and stopped. Karin sucked in a breath—the beam, faint as it was, had settled on a child.
Excited by his discovery, he returned the beam to his target and urged others nearby to do the same. Soon the details were clear—a boy, about three or four years old, in his night clothes. He held a small blanket in one arm and a yellow stuffed giraffe in the other. Flooded by the sudden collection of lights, the boy raised an arm to shield himself and, in the process, lost hold of the stuffed giraffe. It sailed out into the open space and plunged into the crater, eliciting a wave of shrieks. A woman along the edge of the crowd fainted and nearly fell into the crater. The quick reaction of her neighbors saved her. 
The boy staggered forward in his confusion, coming only centimeters from the edge of the floor. The crowd sucked in a collective breath. The boy mouthed something inaudible above the stirring voices below. 
The man beside Karin waved his arms for everyone to be silent.
The faint voice echoed. “Mama? Mama?”
Subsequent words were lost in the crescendo of shrieks. The crowd surged in all directions at the terror of what they all expected to happen next.
“Take the lights away!” Karin yelled. “Turn them off!” She pulled the man’s arm down. A few lights moved off the boy, then others. 
“Take your hands off me! I’m in charge here, fraulein! Kindly step back and let me decide what to do.”
Only a few people heard Karin and moved their lights away. The boy raised his arms against those that remained and began to swat at the light beams swarming around him. Eyes blinking, head twisting, his entire body began to spin only centimeters from the precipice. Transfixed, the people refused to realize what they were doing. 
“Stop it! Turn them off! You’ll pull him right over the edge!” Karin’s voice was lost in the swirling commotion. She tugged at the man’s arm again. “Look at him! He’s confused. He doesn’t understand why there is no more floor. You’re going to kill him. Do something!”
Incensed, the man turned to Karin in a slow, deliberate motion. He bent down, drawing his blood-red eyes level with hers. 
“You’re just making it worse,” he steamed. “I have this under control. So, for the last time, beat it!”
Before Karin could react, the man raised his suitcase like a shield and gave her a hard shove. 
She fell back into the people beside her. One woman, fixated like everyone else, took advantage of the space in the front row created by Karin’s fall. In an instant, Karin found herself on the rubble among the legs and torsos of squirming gawkers, her hands and knees grinding painfully against the broken debris. 
The agony awoke an anger inside. The boy was only centimeters from the edge of the opening, and she refused to join those who would witness the horror, then wag their heads that something more should have been done. 
She clawed beyond the edge of the crowd and scrambled to her feet. Forgetting the fools at the edge of the crater, she moved sideways, away from the throng.
On the far side of the half-destroyed building lay an alley. Except for a layer of grit and broken glass, it seemed undamaged. Racing along the narrow canyon she came to an entryway. The door had been blown out, the only evidence that it had been there was what remained of the twisted metal hinges. Through the doorway she could see the expanse of the crater, and the swollen multitude along its edge, still scanning, still swooning. The stairs were gone, and how the remainder of the building, just a thin slice, stood upright was beyond her comprehension.
Further along the wall was her only hope—an iron ladder bolted to the side of the building—the fire escape. Karin ran to it and looked up. The bottom rung was beyond reach, but the only way up.
She scanned the alley and her eyes found a row of trash bins. There was no thinking.
She pulled the lid from the nearest one and, ignoring the stench, emptied it onto the alley. She dragged the bin, ignoring the pain from it, banging against her ankles and feet. Within seconds, she was back at the ladder and had turned it upside down. Metal had rusted and crumbled away in spots, but there was no time to look for a replacement.
The bin rocked on its bent lip and the uneven alley pavement. The bottom rim was sharp against her palms, but she steadied it the best she could, and brought first one knee up onto the bottom, then carefully the other. The bin teetered, the rim dug into her hands, but it held. 
Quivering with concentration, Karin began the process of standing up by sliding a knee forward and wedging her shoe along the rim. With as much of her weight on her hands, she fought the pain and slid forward the second leg. The bin miraculously held. Now the hard part—letting go and standing up. The lowest rung of the ladder was right above, within reach, if only she could keep her balance.
She strained to rise slowly, her thigh muscles quivering. The bin teetered but held. Her hands swept up past her shoulders, stretched above her head, and slipped above the first rung. Her fingers closed over the cold metal, and she stretched for the second rung. Thin flakes of paint and rust rained down into her face and eyes. In reaction, she snapped
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