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“He alone, who owns the youth, gains the future.” –Adolf Hitler

“The more [Hitler Youth/young people] die for a movement, the more immortal it becomes.” –Baldur von Schirach, Reichs Youth Leader in charge of the children’s evacuation program KLV

“Collective fear creates collective silence.” –Claus Günther, KLV participant
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Hilda

I wish I could tell you that what happened to me was an exception, that it was coincidence or just bad luck. The truth is that I was part of the greatest takeover of human minds, a clever plan concocted by Adolf Hitler and his henchmen. 

The program I’m talking about was called extended Kinderlandverschickung or KLV, Hitler’s mass evacuation program for children to the countryside. They called it a happy program, one to protect and nurture Germany’s youth by providing them with beautiful surroundings in the mountains and alongside beaches, feeding them delicious food, cultivating their minds with excellent instruction, and strengthening their bodies with sports, games and dances. 

All German kids were supposed to take part whether they were three months or fifteen years old. But undoubtedly, the focus of the KLV lay on its youth eleven and older, who attended camps overseen by the Hitler Youth. 

The story I’m about to tell is not unique, not even close. In fact things that happened to me and to my best friends happened to millions of German kids, all trapped by Hitler’s mad propaganda machine and his ingenious plan to separate Germany’s children from the influence of their families, friends, neighbors, clubs and their churches to mold them into national socialist puppets. 

Solingen, Germany, May 1943

Good, I’ve got half an hour before Mama returns from work, plenty of time to visit Peter next door. That’s when the doorbell rings and Peter stands there all red-faced and out-of-breath. Since he lives exactly thirty-two feet from my house—believe me, I’ve measured it—I’m not sure what to make of his appearance.

“Can I come in?” he pants before rushing past me into the kitchen. Our place is small, just a three-bedroom flat with a modest living room. I’ve got the windows open to let in the glorious spring air and the chatter from a couple of house sparrows that nest under the eaves. In the middle of the kitchen sits a wooden four-person table, though it’s been just Mama and me for the last few months. 

Peter sinks onto a chair, his eyes dancing. Somehow he seems much taller even while sitting. He’s been to the barber again, the hair above his ears shorn short. I like it longer, because he gets these funny curls on top, but the Hitler Youth requires all boys to keep their hair short as soldiers’. The best parts about Peter are his eyes: not quite brown, not quite hazel, some sort of curious mix of green mosses, bark and leaves like the earthy palette of a forest in fall. 

We both love nature, especially the woods, not just the way they smell and look, the oak and beech trees, their roots covered under a carpet of acorns and beechnuts, hazel and wild rose bushes, or the mass of elderberries blooming in the spring, but the critters living there. Peter knows them all. He’s even raised a baby squirrel. Right now he’s taking care of a black bird that fell from its nest. 

For years we’ve spent oodles of time in the forest. Maybe he’ll suggest one of these weekend hikes that last all day. We’ll carry a thermos and bread and jam. We might even swim in the creek. 

“Tell me already,” I say, noting how short his pants have gotten. I know something is up because I’ve known Peter as long as I remember, and I can read his expression like others read the paper. 

Peter leans back in the chair, taking in the carefully set soup bowls, glasses and spoons for two. 

“Something smells good,” he says with a grin. 

I huff. He knows how to push my buttons better than anyone. Not even my big brother, Paul, who joined the war four months ago, is that good at it. 

“If you don’t tell me this instant, I’ll strangle you.” I throw him a glance that is hopefully threatening, though I can’t keep the corner of my mouth from lifting. Peter always makes me feel good, even when he teases. 

“Your mom home yet?” 

I shake my head. Does it show that I’m thinking about us being alone? We’ve been alone many times before, but somehow this feels different. As if he’s hearing my thoughts Peter stretches out an arm. “Come here.”

I take a step, then another. My knees tremble as I place my hand in his. His closeness is taking my breath. I can’t speak right now and there is so much blood rushing through my head that my ears sound like a waterfall. I smell his body, fresh sweat mixed with chamomile soap, so familiar and— 

“Here! For you.” Peter waves the pheasant tale feather he’d found two weeks ago. It’s a gorgeous brown and cream with a pattern of black stripes. 

“But you love that feather,” I cry. 

“It makes a great bookmark. With you reading all the time...I mean...”

I take the feather from him and slide it along my cheek. He still holds my hand, his face so close, I see the tiny freckles on his nose. Is this the moment I’ve been imagining? Is he going to kiss me now?

“I’m going to Pomerania next week with the KLV.” Peter’s grin widens. “Our class is leaving together.”

Silence descends as the word Pomerania echoes through my head. Say something, my mind urges. “How long?” I finally blurt. I stand there, so close, his fingers warm against mine. 

“No idea. Maybe till the fall or Christmas.”

Trying to hide my shock, I tear loose my hand and hurry to the sink. I wipe at some pretend water drop, search for something to say. Anything. I can’t imagine staying here without him. The sink blurs. I force my shoulders to straighten and turn around. “Where in Pomerania?” All I know is it’s way north, east of Mecklenburg along the Baltic Sea. 

Peter shrugs. “They’ll tell us all the details tomorrow.”

“What about your mother?”

Peter looks at me funny. “What about her? It’s not her decision.” He jumps up and walks over to me. The waterfall returns to my ears. “Won’t be long anyway, six months at the most. I thought you wanted to go too.”

I shake my head. “I can’t leave Mama. It’s just...”

“What?” 

“Nothing.” I head to the stove to get away from his nearness. It’s distracting right now, and I’ve got to keep my face from showing things. “You better go. I need to finish dinner,” I lie. How can he be so happy to leave me?

“Fine then, I’ll go. I don’t know why you act like this,” Peter mumbles and shoves past me.

I close the door as the tears start rolling for good.

Peter

I don’t know what bites Hilda. She’s always ready to go on adventures with me, climb up the steepest hills and dig through brambles and stinging nettles—she never complains. Here I thought she’d be happy. Sure, it’d be great if we went together, but who knows, she may end up in the same camp. After all, she’s just a class below in eighth grade—

“Peter, why are you so late? I thought you were getting our bread today.” Mother’s voice is stern, so I hurry into the kitchen where she’s ironing. Walter, my little brother, lounges on a chair doing homework. He’s tall for nine and looks a lot like me with brown hair and square shoulders. But that’s where our similarities end. A scar cuts his right eyebrow in half, and he annoys the heck out of me because he’s terribly nosy—and loud.

Sure enough, he looks up from his math book and shouts dramatically, “We’ll starve and croak.” He rolls his eyes, grabs his own throat, and lets his head loll to the table.

Ignoring Walter, I sling an arm around mother’s shoulders. “I forgot.” I know she loves my hugs, especially since Father joined the war three years ago. 

She carefully sets the hot iron on a stone and leans back, a huge frown on her forehead. It makes the wrinkle between her brows furrow deeper. “Why are you smiling? You should be sorry. We won’t have anything for breakfast—”

“I’ll go in the morning.”

“But you have school.”

“Not till nine o’clock.”

“What about my breakfast?” Walter says, obviously back to life.

“I’ll go early, right at seven.”

Mother sighs and pats my back. “Fine then. Better help me with dinner.” She pushes me away, but then hesitates. “What is going on with you? Did we get mail? Did Father write?”

I note the hopefulness in her voice, her searching gaze at my hand as if I were carrying a letter from the mailbox. As guilt grips me, I begin to pace. “I’m going to camp in Pomerania.” Like earlier with Hilda, Mother’s eyes cloud over, so I hurry on. “You knew it was going to happen. The Führer wants us safe, and the Hitler Youth has it all set up for us. Lots of swimming this summer, hikes and campfires.”

Mother rubs the red blotches on her throat. “What about school?”

I grin. “Herr Zimmermann, our math teacher, will come with us. He’s going to make sure we have classes—most of the same subjects we have here. Big Z also loves literature.”

But the frown doesn’t lift from Mother’s face. “What if I don’t want you to go?” Her gaze wanders to the window. “We’ll be completely alone.”

“Come on! You’ve got...our neighbors...Hilda’s mother. And Hilda can run errands for you.”

“The girl is busy enough as it is.” Mother’s gaze wanders to the cardboard box on the sideboard. “What about your bird? I’ve fed him like you told me, but he’s yours at night.”

Damn, I forgot. I rush to Alex who squats on a sheet of newspaper, his shiny eyes on me. He hops and wiggles his shaggy feathers, his wings almost ready to support him.

“Hey Alex, you hungry?” I feed him an earthworm with tweezers. He swallows greedily, shakes himself and produces a tiny pile of poop that I pick up with a spoon. “Good boy.”

Fighting down my disappointment for leaving Alex, I grab the metal container with the remaining worms. “I’ll get a few more now. Alex will need another week, ten days at the most before he can be on his own.”

Walter leaps from his chair and wiggles next to Mother. “I’ll help.”

She musses his hair. “Of course, mein Schatz.” 

He grins his careless grin and sidles up to me. “What if you don’t like it?”

A tiny jolt coils inside me, but then I smile back. “Impossible. I’ve seen the pictures. The beaches up there are incredible, white sand and huge dunes. And they say we’ll get really good food—meat and gravy and pudding.” I hold out the worm box. “Here, you said, you want to help. Why don’t you dig up some worms for me?”

As Walter rushes outside, I notice a tear in Mother’s right eye. It’s shiny and hovers on her lower lashes. She angrily swipes her arm across. “I can manage the work. But you’re my family and I worry... If anything happens to Father...you know there are more and more soldiers killed all the time. Walter needs you too—especially after that attack...” Her voice falters.

How could I forget? Walter got beaten by a couple of older boys and dragged into the alley behind our house. I shake off the memory and say, “That’s why they want us kids to be in a safe place and away from the bombardments.” When she doesn’t answer, I go on. “You know there have been bombs in Köln. They may come here soon. We’ve got air raid alarms all the time.” My gaze wanders to my brother’s schoolbooks on the table. “Maybe Walter should leave too.”

Except for a few bombs on factories, Solingen has been spared so far. They say our town hides under fog or the clouds and there are lots of hills and valleys that are harder to maneuver for British bombers.

“What if I say no?” Mother straightens a bit, her voice louder.

“You can’t,” I cry. “The entire class is going. They told us there won’t be any more school around here soon. The teachers are going with us and...” Realizing that I’m shouting, I lower my voice. “Do you want me to be without school?”

“No, no...but there must be another way.”

Dinner is muted and I’m the first to clear the table. From the corner of my eye, I see Walter remain on his chair. He’s pretending to study, but his pencil just hovers. I hesitate because suddenly I feel the urge to put an arm around his shoulder. But then I remember my mission and grab the drying towel. Normally, that pleases Mother but tonight she silently pours water into the sink. 

“You won’t have to cook so much,” I try again. “We’ll play games, do sports competitions. Who knows? The war may be over soon. I’ll be home by Christmas for sure.”

“But—”

I rush up to Mother and capture her hands like the wings of a fluttering bird. “I’ll write to you—a lot. I promise.” Secretly, I wish Mother weren’t so weak. German women are supposed to be fearless and strong. 

A deep sigh rises from Mother’s chest, and I know I have won.
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Hilda

The soup tastes like sawdust, and I keep gulping water to chase it down. Mama’s eyes don’t leave my face, but she remains silent.

She’s not one to pry nor open up herself, so we eat, our spoons scraping the bowls rhythmically. For once I’m not in the mood for seconds. Instead, I straighten and get busy with my dishes while Mama moves to her seat by the window with her cross-stitch to catch the last light.

I just don’t get why Peter is so happy to leave. Isn’t he the least bit sad to not see me anymore? My heart hammers against my ribs and I feel my cheeks warm. You’re a dumb cow, Hilda. He mustn’t know...ever. My mind wanders and I realize how tired my arms are. Even lifting the plates from the sudsy water is too much. I bite down on my molars and begin drying, wishing for once that my chore would take longer. I don’t think I can handle sitting next to Mama tonight, talking about school or listening to the Volksempfänger radio, which Mama turns to every night as if she could summon my brother Paul’s voice and whereabouts.

I’d much rather go to bed to read my new book, Erich Kästner’s Fabian. My teacher, Fräulein Heinrich, gave it to me this morning under the pledge of secrecy. She knows I love to read and never forget a thing, but this book is forbidden. She also called it mature, whatever that means. 

Not that I will use the things we study. Girls are supposed to have lots of children for the Fatherland. I’m not sure I agree. I’m not sure I want any children—at least not anytime soon. Unless...Peter’s face swims into my vision: he grins as he urges me to jump into the pool... stretches out a hand to help me up a hill... shows me white nettles and a fox’s burrow on a hike.

I resolutely put away the dried dishes and grab my school bag. 

“I’m going to study,” I announce. “Got a test tomorrow.” Without waiting for an answer, I slip into my bedroom. It’s the second lie today. 

I’m still awake when Mama goes to bed, Fabian opened to page one next to me, Peter’s feather nesting between the pages. Through the thin wall I hear her change, the swishing of fabric against skin, the suppressed sighs. I remember her laughs, her dry humor when we went on family excursions. That woman disappeared when my father left. And after my brother joined the war, her shoulders grew permanently hunched. She looks as if she shrank several inches.  

My brother, Paul, is somewhere in France, we believe. He writes every few weeks, though his letters don’t say much. I try reading between the lines, the way we used a secret language when I was little. What I see there isn’t good. Paul turned nineteen yesterday, and I bet he didn’t celebrate at all. Mama has tied the letters with a red ribbon and keeps the stack on the sideboard in the living room. Each time she walks past, she gives it a pat. 

Now my best friend is leaving too, and though he won’t be at some front, he’ll be far from me and my bleeding heart.

Peter

The train station is flooded with people, mostly boys and their parents. Mother has come along to say good-bye, though I wish she hadn’t. She wears a red and blue-flowered headscarf, and in her black winter coat that is too warm for today she looks drab. Her expression is worse, her cheeks reddened and her eyes glistening, but dry. Why can’t she be happy for me? 

At breakfast she kept watching me as if she wanted to implant my movements into her brain. She even organized an extra loaf of bread to pack a mountain of sandwiches.  

Karl-Heinz is waving at me from the edge of the platform, pointing frantically at the numbers drawn on the wagon. Aside from Hilda, he’s my best friend. We always share a bench in school, and he’s the class clown. 

Herr Zimmermann, who is tall and thin as a fencepost—thus his nickname Big Z—gesticulates toward the train. His voice isn’t carrying in the mayhem of boys’ chatter, screams and the chug-chug of the locomotive. 

I bend low to give Mother a hug. When has she gotten so short? I feel her fingers clamp into my jacket as if she won’t let go.

“I’ll write soon,” I say, suddenly breathless. I want to pat her cheek, but I catch myself. It isn’t what men do. So I square my shoulders and march to the train door where Karl-Heinz is waiting for me.

“About time,” he quips, throwing a glance at my mother, who waves again at the sight of us. 

“Your mother didn’t come?”

Karl-Heinz shrugs. “She was out late. Couldn’t wake her this morning.” I have the distinct feeling Karl-Heinz is glad about his mother not dissolving in tears in front of us.

The compartment is crowded with classmates. Everyone seems to talk at once as Karl-Heinz pulls me next to him onto a seat. Through the glass I see Mother standing outside. She’s watching the boys hanging in the open window, and I can tell she’s searching for me. But somehow I can’t get up. 

Karl-Heinz makes a comment about Big Z herding us like a flea circus, and I laugh as loud as I can. A shudder travels through the train car, drawing immediate hollers from us. As the boys find their seats, I spot Mother still waiting on the platform. Most people out there are waving or shouting, but she just stands planted like a black statue. For the briefest moment our eyes meet. Hers are filled with sadness too deep for tears. 

I straighten and find the window, but by now the train is moving, and the image of my mother dissolves in a cloud of smoke. A lump chokes me with sudden ferocity. Sinking lower in my seat, I’m thankful that Karl-Heinz has decided to climb into the suitcase net above to give a welcome speech.
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Hilda

I’m in the middle of making another soup when Mama comes rushing in. She’s later than usual, but my cooking tonight is slow. I just got back from the weekly meeting of the Bund Deutscher Mädel, which everyone calls BDM, the German Young Women’s Federation. 

I’m tired of the endless hikes with heavy packs, and I can’t stand the theatre and singing. Not only is my voice not meant to holler folk songs, but I loathe standing in front of others performing some pointless skit. Worst are the gymnastics we have to do with music. I love a good run, I can climb a tree, but don’t ask me to dance like some monkey. According to our leaders, we’re supposed to move in harmony with each other and skip gracefully across the lawn. Supposedly that prepares us to be mothers.

I’m in the middle of fixing vegetable soup with an onion, two potatoes, a can of green beans and a few pieces of macaroni I found sprinkled on the bottom of the food pantry. 

Most of the time, one thing or another isn’t available, and the lines are growing ever longer. We already ate our meat allowance on Sunday, a can of some sort of stringy roast without much flavor. Now that butter is no longer available, Mama fried it in a sliver of margarine, though even a stick of butter wouldn’t have done it any good.

We have ration cards for everything—flour, sugar, salt, meat, fat, potatoes, fake coffee, coal, bread...even sauerkraut and shoe polish—but most coupons are worthless and our shelves ever more bare.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Peter?” Out of breath, Mama hangs her purse on the hook in the hall. “I just met Frau Breuer, that’s why I’m late. She said Peter left this morning?”

I give my ladle an extra push around the soup pot and keep my eyes on the few pieces swirling inside. “Nothing to say,” I manage. 

“But you two are friends. You see each other every day.”

I shrug, afraid my throat will seize up if I say how much I miss him already. 

But Mama keeps talking. “Frau Breuer is quite upset. She didn’t want him to go, but Peter said they’re moving his entire class and that there won’t be any more school if he stays.” She steps next to me to peek into the pot. “You think your class will go too?”

I detect uncertainty and worry in Mama’s voice, which makes me feel a bit better. “I’m not going anywhere,” I say. “I belong here with you.” Mama puts a hand on my shoulder and I fight the urge to turn in for a full-blown hug. But Mama has already moved on to grab bowls. 

“It smells good. I’m glad you’re making our dinners. It saves me so much time.” I don’t tell her how easy it is for me. I rifled through all the soup recipes once, and now I can pretty much cook whatever we are able to get.

“But seriously,” Mama continues as we sit down. “What if your school evacuates completely?” 

“I don’t care, I’m not going. They said the KLV is a voluntary program.” I take a spoonful, vowing to look for herbs in the woods this summer. “Don’t use that word...evacuation. They don’t like it.”

“What else is it?” Mama says. “They’re taking you to God-knows-where, far out of our reach.” 

“To protect us from bombs.”

“To fill your heads with propaganda.” Mama’s spoon sinks to the table. “Like they do at those meetings.” 

It’s true. All boys have to attend the Hitler Youth and girls are part of the BDM. We march and we sing and do crafts. Maybe Mama is right, though I wish she wouldn’t say these things out loud. It’s dangerous when people speak their mind. 

Just last week my best friend, Biene, told me about a neighbor who was taken away in a black car. Biene whispered to me that the woman was married to a Communist, and while he’d been arrested more than two years ago, the wife had been left alone. Until now. I’m glad Mama doesn’t have friends in the Partei. 

Peter

The trip takes forever. Our excitement shrivels with every passing kilometer. We’ve changed trains twice and are still not there. Once we stopped in the middle of nowhere because British bombers were near. Apparently, they love destroying tracks, preferably with trains full of people. 

Our food has been eaten, water and tea thermoses drained. We take turns sleeping, the nearness of my classmates no longer fun, just annoying. Every time Karl-Heinz turns in his sleep, I wake up. Across from me, Dieter Maier snores up a storm. He has a crooked nose from a bike accident and can hardly breathe as it is. 

I try to find a comfortable position, yearning for my bed with the feather comforter. Mother airs it every day in the open window under the eaves. Near the border to Pomerania, Big Z wakes us so we can change trains once again. 

Sometime after midnight, I wake from a restless half-sleep to discover that my bones are filled with freezing lead. It’s markedly colder up here, and a mean wind whips us on the bare platform. We huddle together, half sitting, half leaning on our packs. Sleep escapes me.

At dawn we arrive in Körlin. The train station is deserted, and after Zimmermann talks to the conductor, we march down some country road. The land is green and bare, bushes and trees short and leaning. Nobody has been working the fields. Off and on we see a modest farm in the distance. Zimmermann shakes his head and consults the map the conductor has drawn. We should’ve been there by now. The sun is crawling up in the sky and my stomach rumbles as if on schedule. We’re missing breakfast. Some of us are muttering. 

“I need two volunteers,” Big Z says finally. 

I immediately raise my arm and pull Karl-Heinz with me. Anything is better than wandering aimlessly. 

“I need you to ask directions at the farm.” He points down a narrow lane toward a red-bricked farmhouse with a reed roof. A thin ribbon of smoke snakes into the sky. “We’re looking for the middle school they closed last year, a newly established KLV camp.”

Karl-Heinz and I nod and march off. 

The grass is long and wet, soaking my feet in seconds. It feels like a hundred years have passed since a person came along here. In the little yard in front of the house, a handful of chickens cluck. 

“Hello? Anybody home?” we both yell. 

The cow barn is dark and empty, and there’s no manure. The door of the house opens slowly, revealing a mummy. At least that’s what the woman looks like. Dressed in a layer of flowered skirts and a lumpy wool sweater, her face is so wrinkled, it looks like an old potato left over from last winter. Her hair is as gray as snow slush and pulled tightly into a bun. 

“What do you want?” she says with a thin voice. 

“We’re looking for the former middle school. There’s supposed to be a new camp for boys.”

She mumbles something and I half expect her to send us away, but then she waves us closer with her forefinger. I’m reminded of the witch in Hänsel and Gretel. She even has whiskers and a huge mole on her chin.

“You from the west?” she asks, her dark eyes on us. 

“Solingen...in the hilly land,” Karl-Heinz offers. “Near Cologne.”

“We walked from Körlin station,” I add.

The woman nods, her expression neutral. “You went too far,” she says. “Go back the way you came. Turn right at the old Linden tree. Go north about a kilometer until you reach the old Becker farm.” 

Next to me Karl-Heinz mumbles, “...back...Linden tree, Becker farm.”

“Turn left...” the old woman taps a forefinger on her non-existing lips. It doesn’t look like she’s got teeth, her mouth and cheeks curved inward. “Better yet, go straight.”

“Past the Becker farm?” Karl-Heinz asks. 

The woman frowns. She’s probably not talked to a human being in years. 

“Maybe we should ask again at the Becker farm?” I say. 

“The Beckers left last year,” the old woman says. 

I suppress a curse. I’m starving, my toes are freezing and I want to sleep. Badly. “You think you could draw us a map? We’ve got an entire class, thirty boys waiting—our teacher, too.” Surely, by now, they must wonder why we’re taking so long.

The woman hesitates, but then wiggles that forefinger again beckoning to us. We follow her inside.

At first, I’m blind, the room so dark I stumble along. As my eyes adjust, I make out a kitchen table, an old-fashioned tiled oven and a bunch of cabinets. Everything seems clean, but ancient. 

The woman fumbles around in a drawer and emerges with a piece of thick paper. On one side are pencil marks and numbers. She begins to draw on the other side, but her hand shakes so badly, the lines are wiggling across as if possessed. She mutters to herself. I wonder if she can even see what she draws. The pencil lingers.

At last she shakes her head. “I cannot remember.” Her gaze meets mine and there’s pain and sadness. But then she smiles, an almost toothless grin that transforms her features. 

“If you help me, I will show you.”

Karl-Heinz rolls his eyes at me, but I pat his arm. “Of course, what do you need?”

The old woman shuffles to the door, then turns back and opens a box on the table. My nose picks up before my brain follows: bread.

The woman cuts two slices and holds them out to us. “I’m Augusta Weber.” The toothless grin is back. We snatch the bread and start chewing. After we introduce ourselves in turn, we find out that Frau Weber has lived on the farm her entire life. She was even born here. 

At the door, Frau Weber wiggles her finger again. We run after her. She creeps around the building to an ancient barn. Inside stands an equally ancient donkey. He’s watching us with clouded eyes while chewing hay. 

The old woman attaches a harness and leads the old animal past us outside. At last I understand. She’s going to ride the thing and show us. But there’s no saddle. Instead, she waddles to a roofed space with a collection of field tools, scythes, a wooden bench, and some kind of contraption on two wheels. 

“Pull that out for me.”

Karl-Heinz and I spring into action and drag out a cart no wider than four feet. Two wooden wheels hold up a tiny bench and an open flat surface in back. 

Now I get it.

The return up the trail is slower than a sloth. I could run in circles around and still be faster. As we turn onto the main road, which is no more than a gravel path, whistles ring out, followed by shouts and laughter. Big Z only nods gravely and files in behind the cart. Catcalls and laughter die away.

The race to camp is on.
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Chapter Four
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Hilda

It’s the first of June and we’re having geography, one of my favorite subjects. I’m sleepy this morning because we had air raid alarms in the night again. Some nights there are three or four, cutting our sleep into ragged pieces. The only positive thing is that we get to start school an hour later. 

Fräulein Heinrich’s hair flames particularly red this morning. Every time she steps into the sun, it ignites like fire. I can’t keep from staring.

“You all heard about Wuppertal?” Fräulein Heinrich asks, her gaze wandering around the room. She’s good at that, keeping us on our toes. She nods gravely, the flames on her head flashing. “They say there were more than seven-hundred bombers and that there are thousands dead...many women and children.”

Silence descends on our class. I haven’t heard anything about a bombing, but that’s no surprise. Most news about bombings reach us through word-of-mouth. Newspaper and radio only talk about us winning, about honor and glory.

I try to digest what I just heard, the numbers circling around my brain like a swarm of flies on a festering manure pile. I can’t hold on to anything, can’t focus, my palms sweaty.

Fräulein Heinrich’s eyes shine with tears and I wonder how she found out and if she has family in Wuppertal. It’s only ten kilometers away, and some parts of Solingen have seen smoke moving across the hills. Supposedly, the city has been burning for three days. 

“That’s why Principal Schmidt has decided to move all remaining fifth through eighth-grade classes with the help of the KLV, the children’s evacuation program.” 

In an instant, arms fly up and the class erupts in shouts and questions. Fräulein Heinrich’s green eyes move around the room to do their thing, but it’s not working this morning. Everyone is talking, that is everyone except for me. The conversation with Mama replays in a loop through my head. 

“Where are we going?” asks Susanne, the teacher’s pet. She always wears perfect little dresses with white collars, and her father is some high up director at the city. 

“And when?” Biene shouts next to me. I shove an elbow into her ribs because Fräulein Heinrich’s brows slide beneath the fringe of her red hair, a sure sign she’s irritated.

“If you give me a moment, I’ll explain everything.”

All afternoon, I’m pacing the kitchen. The class is leaving Friday—we’ve got lists of what to pack. That’s in three days, but I’m determined to find a way out. It’s almost summer holiday anyway, so I’m not missing much school. In my head I’m going over the arguments. I can study at home, read books. Most of the time it’s boring in school anyway. Mama needs me. With Paul in the war, she’s all alone. I can’t go. Simply can’t.

When the door lock turns, I run to meet my mother. She looks tired, the lines around her mouth deeper than I remember. 

“Hallo Kind,” she says innocently. Then she stops and looks at me with that penetrating stare that reminds me of Fräulein Heinrich. “What happened? Did you hear from...Paul?”

“No, no,” I cry. “It’s me. I’m supposed to leave and go to KLV camp with my class.”

Strangely, Mama only nods. She slowly takes off her shoes, deposits her coat on a hanger, and places her purse on the hook. “Tell me,” she finally says.

Unable to keep still, I begin to pace. “They say because Wuppertal got bombed, we have to go now. That it’s dangerous and Solingen may be next. Principal Schmidt doesn’t want to risk being blamed for killing the children.”

Mama sits down heavily. “Oh, we blame the British bombers,” she snaps. “And the men in Berlin.”

“What are we going to do?”

“I’ll talk to the mayor. Explain that you have to stay and help me.” She smiles. “He doesn’t know how smart you are.”

I smile back, suddenly feeling relieved. Mama will fix it. We make sandwiches for dinner and share a fried egg, my mind preoccupied with the image of Mama telling the mayor about me.

Peter

When Frau Weber points down a narrow lane and turns her donkey around, we all take off in a run. After the slow walk I can hardly feel my feet. The bread was good, but my stomach rumbles again. Maybe they will put up a feast for us. 

The building ahead is made of red brick, two stories with rows of windows. It sure looks like a school, but nobody is in the yard out front. 

Suppressing our excitement, we fall in line, two in a row. The Hitler Youth runs all the KLV camps, so we don’t want to make a bad impression. 

Zimmermann takes the lead and into the building. It’s unlocked, but as soon as we enter, I know something is wrong. There’s nobody here. The reception and office are deserted, papers on the floor, drawers open as if the people hurried to get away. 

Big Z sends four boys into the corridors and upstairs. I finally crumble against a wall as anger brews inside me. The lack of food and sleep are rearing their heads. The others aren’t doing any better. A couple of boys are arguing with each other, Udo Lempski, the loudmouth, stomps outside, complaining. He’s short and square, but makes up for it by commenting on everything and everyone. 

“There’s nobody here,” says Dieter Meier, our snore master. He loudly breathes through his mouth, his cheeks red. 

“We’ve got beds in some rooms,” another boy reports. 

Our teacher’s serious expression turns grim. 

“What about food?” Dieter asks. He’s the only boy who’s the slightest bit pudgy. His family owns a chicken farm, and he’s used to eating well. 

Zimmermann draws a paper from his bag and begins to make notes. I can tell that the pen is shaking almost as bad as the one the old woman held earlier. 

We’re all waiting as silence settles around us. 

At last, Big Z turns to face us. “Boys, listen up.” His gaze sweeps around the room as if we were in class. “I don’t know what’s going on or why they have send us here, but we’re going to find out. In the meantime, I need all of you to pull together.”

We nod and mumble, but Zimmermann raises his arm. “I want you to form five teams of six boys. Three teams will convert the classrooms upstairs to dorms. Collect the beds and sheets, furniture, etc. One team will prep a room on the first floor. We’ll be having classes down here. One team will set up some sort of kitchen.”

With what, I want to ask. We’ve got no more food and there’s no grocery store in sight.

Herr Zimmermann waves at me. “You and Karl-Heinz will return to Frau Weber’s farm and organize supplies.” He hesitates before pulling out his wallet. “Here are fifty Reichsmark.” 

Karl-Heinz and I are retracing our steps. I’m beyond exhausted and hungry and can’t wrap my head around the empty school building. Why didn’t they know we were coming? Where is the Hitler Youth? 

The farm looks just as tired and old, and the mummy stares. “I don’t have anything to support thirty hungry boys,” she says. I believe her. She waves us inside and we sit at her table—now almost familiar. “Here, eat.” She pushes across a bowl of oat gruel with canned peaches on top and two spoons. She’s giving us her food. 

I want to shove it back, but my stomach is fighting mad at this point. When Karl-Heinz grabs his spoon, I take mine and we shovel in record speed.

“You will have to visit Lawinski’s farm,” Frau Weber says. “They may have enough stores...if you can pay.”

Karl-Heinz produces the fifty. “I’ve got money.”

The old woman shakes her head. “That will not feed thirty boys for long.”

“Maybe we need to go home.” It’s out before I have time to think. In some corner of my heart, I wish it were true.

“And wait for the bombs?” Karl-Heinz scrapes the last bit of gruel from the bowl. 

I shrug. “At least we had food and a decent bed.”

“For how long?” Karl-Heinz is no longer funny. I’ve never seen him this way. Out of nowhere I feel the need to smack him—hard. 

“Boys!” Through the haze of anger, Frau Weber’s voice reaches my ears. The lines around her eyes wiggle as she studies us. Kindness plays there, offset by a mouth that has seen great sadness. I wonder what her story is and why she is alone. 

“Lawinski isn’t far. I know he had a good potato crop...surely has some left.” She rummages through another cabinet. “Here is a pot you can use for cooking.” She sets a cooking vessel fit for a pumpkin on the table, also two ladles with long handles. “Now let me tell you how to find the farm.”

Lawinski’s farm sits in the middle of acres of fields and includes a two-story home, barns and assorted outbuildings built with red brick.

A woman Mother’s age, a wash-water gray towel wrapped around her head, meets us at the front door. She must be the owner.

“We’re looking to buy supplies for our class,” Karl-Heinz blurts. 

Frau Lawinski looks at us funny. “Not from around here, are you?”

I produce a smile. “We’re here with the KLV, but they didn’t know we were coming.”

Frau Lawinski smirks, at least I think she does because the right corner of her mouth goes down and she folds her arms in front of her. “So we’re supposed to come to the rescue?” she huffs. “All we do is hand out our hard-earned crops.”

“We’ll pay.” Karl-Heinz digs out Zimmermann’s fifty and waves it in front of the woman’s face. 

“We’re just really hungry,” I add, wondering whatever happened to the great holiday they promised us. Not only is there no beach and no swimming, there isn’t even food and a decent bed. A headache brews behind my temples and my throat burns with thirst. 

Frau Lawinski looks us up and down as if she wants to gauge the state of our bellies. Apparently, she’s satisfied because she marches off to a side building. 

We watch her go until she calls over her shoulder, “What are you waiting for?” As we walk across the yard, I notice a girl our age scoot around the corner and out of sight. 

The storage barn is set up in compartments. “I’ve got potatoes from the last harvest, rutabagas, and onions. Some salad too.”

“How much does the money buy us?” 

“More than you can carry,” Frau Lawinski says. Then with a sigh, “tell me where you are staying and I’ll have it delivered.”
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Chapter Five
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Hilda

When Mama returns home the next evening, I’ve already prepared dinner. 

“The store had a delivery of white cabbage, so I’ve made cabbage with potatoes and onions,” I tell her smiling. “There’s no meat or sausage, but I think it tastes pretty good.”

Mama hangs up her coat and purse and joins me in the kitchen. That’s when I notice the blotchy spots on her cheeks. Instead of looking at me, she fusses with the soap to wash her hands.

“What is it?” I ask.

A shudder runs through her as she turns to face me. “I spoke with my boss and the youth welfare office. I even went to see the mayor.” Her voice fades and I lean forward. “It’s no good. They insist you go on Friday. I’m supposed to be an example because I work for the city. They said I was endangering your life, to think what kind of a mother I wanted to be...that I was irresponsible.” 

“Oh, Mama.” I throw myself at her chest. “You’re the best mother anyone could want.” 

“How dare they question me like that!” A quiver has entered her voice.

“What if we refuse?”

“They said you’d have to report to the unemployment office and work in the war effort.”

I cross my arms in front of me. “I’m not going to make guns.”

“My colleague said she heard they take away your ration cards, maybe mine too.” Mama sinks onto a chair. “I don’t know, but I can’t afford to lose my job. Not now, with Papa and Paul...”

“But I can’t go...I will hate it,” I say, thinking how I despise Mama for calling my father Papa when he hasn’t been near us in years. We don’t even know if he’s in the war. I don’t want to care, resent the worry for him invading my thoughts.

A sigh rises from Mama’s chest. “Maybe it won’t be so bad and you’ll get to come home soon. I heard they only plan for six months. That’s not terribly long.”

I note the resignation in her and know I’ve lost. She won’t fight for me. “It’s a lifetime,” I cry. “I won’t stand it.”

“Your friend, Peter, likes it quite well. You might be surprised.”

I stare at my mother. Is that the same woman who was talking mutiny yesterday? I hate how they scare her. Us.

I no longer care about dinner and slop it on our plates. We eat in silence as I go over the few possessions I have in my closet. Two dresses, one skirt, two sweaters—one of which is getting too small—a few sets of underwear. I doubt I can take my winter coat; it’s already short in the arms and won’t fit. Mama will have to come up with a replacement and send it. My stomach twinges, thinking about Mama being alone for Christmas. And Peter? A part of me was hoping to be here when he returns. I imagined this scene in detail, him walking in, the joy in his eyes, our embrace...and kiss. 

“Maybe you’ll be back after the summer.” Mama’s voice is hopeful. “Maybe this stupid war will be over.” 

But I can tell she doesn’t believe it. And neither do I. 

“I’ll write as soon as I get paper and stamps,” I say, rallying every bit of enthusiasm I can muster. “Then you’ll know my address and can tell me about Paul.” Paul’s last letter arrived two weeks ago. It said pretty much nothing, except that they were moving into new positions and that he’d tried fried octopus for the first time. 

I straighten abruptly and clear the table. 

Mama sits and watches me. “Do you need me to help you pack?”

“I’ll do it tomorrow. We don’t have school anyway.” 

The train station is thick with kids, yet I feel completely alone. There are screams and laughter, but also tears and unending hugs. That’s why I told Mama to go to work. I don’t want to cry in front of everyone. 

I’m relieved to find Biene near the end of our platform. She’s with her parents, a short and plump woman in her forties who looks like an older Biene and her father who works for a steel factory in some high-up position. He wears a dark suit and looks somber. 

I detect wetness on Biene’s eyelashes and am glad to be by myself. Just watching my friend clogs up my throat. It also feels a little bit better because I know I’m not alone. 

A shrill whistle tears at my ears. The shouts increase and I see flaming hair near one of the train doors. Fräulein Heinrich is coming with us. Thank goodness for that. 

I turn away from Biene, who’s clinging to her mother like a lifebuoy. Next moment she joins me, wiping her eyes and pulling me along at the same time. 

“Come on, let’s hurry,” she cries. 

On the side of the train it says Sonderzug—chartered train—and a sign on our locomotive announces Wheels must roll for victory. As we squeeze in, the feeling of being lost returns. Some of my classmates are laughing and hanging out the windows. Are they truly feeling happy or are they putting on a show? I can’t tell, so I concentrate on Fräulein Heinrich, who’s walking up and down the aisle with a clipboard. She’s usually pretty relaxed, but today her lips are pinched together. 

A whistle blows, and the girls at the windows shriek and wave. The train rolls, then gathers speed. I used to like train rides, the chug-chug comforting. Now I see the familiar landscape disappear, replaced by roads clogged with Wehrmacht tanks and trucks. In the distance, ruins stain the sky. 

Once we stop at a station where women in aprons and headbands offer hot tea and potato soup in paper cups. We eat and drink quietly, the warmth in my belly a welcome change to the wiggly sensation I’ve had ever since Peter left. 

We’re arriving in Bavaria after dark. We had to stop twice more in the middle of the tracks on open territory. Fräulein Heinrich says there are bombers about and that we’re waiting for them to pass. 

Biene and I take turns sleeping, almost as if one of us has to keep watch. Tilly, the youngest girl in my class is sitting next to me. Her hands and feet are tiny, like those of a child, and her eyes fill with tears off and on. I wish I could say something to make her feel better. Shreds of conversation reach my ears and I lift my head. 

Across from me, Karin and Ilse are staring at Tilly whose sleeves are rumpled from all the tear wiping. “Sweetie is leaving the nest,” Karin says. “Crybaby.”

Ilse giggles. “Time to grow up.” 

They remind me of evil twins, always dressing alike. Both have dark brown hair and even wear their braids the same way: one long plait, draped once around their head. But while Karin has mean eyes, Ilse’s mouth isn’t aligned quite right and always looks as if she has a crooked smile. 

“Do you want a piece of cake?” I ask Tilly. Mama has made the honey cake especially for my trip. It’s sort of flaky, but it tastes pretty good. 

Tilly nods and I stuff a pile of crumbles into her palm and smile. She’s a small thing but has a sharp math mind, and her answers are always right.

“What about us, Hilda?” Karin’s callous eyes try to look friendly, but they just can’t.

“Yes, how about sharing?” Ilse chimes in.

“Sorry, she’s already promised me the rest.” Biene’s hand lands on my wrist and I pass her the leftover cake with grim satisfaction. 

When the train screeches to a halt, all of us jump up at once. Fräulein Heinrich’s shouts are drowned out by our chatter. Of course, there isn’t enough room in the aisles, so it’s a wild shuffle until we’re outside.

A man with a lantern talks to Fräulein Heinrich, and we’re soon on our way—thirty girls and one teacher. 

Thankfully, it isn’t far to Cloister Angel’s Flight where we’re staying. The buildings appear tall and stark in the night sky. The wind nips at my legs and I wish I’d worn my thick hose instead of leaving in ankle socks. 

A nun in a long dress and a sweeping head cover shows us to our rooms. Except for a bit of white fabric framing her forehead, she’s dressed utterly in black. She doesn’t smile and I’m glad when we close the door. We’re six to a room, two triple high beds on each side of a narrow aisle. Across from the beds sits a wardrobe we have to share, and on a commode thrones a large white bowl and a pitcher. 

Between the beds high on the wall hangs Jesus on a cross. His eyes are open and he mournfully stares at a spot on the floor between our bunks. Painted spikes hold him tightly, a bit of bloody red on his palms and the tops of his feet. I imagine him turning his head to look at us. He’s probably never seen a bunch of girls in here. 

Tilly takes the bottom bunk and Biene and I share the other two. Across from me, Karin and Ilse bicker about the thin blankets. They are right. My blanket is made from some kind of scratchy wool, it’s flimsy, and the room feels like winter. The cloister was built in the Middle Ages and has thick walls and stone floors. I wish for my carpet and coal oven despite the fact that it’s early June.

“I don’t want to sleep on the bottom.” Ursel Anton, the sixth girl in our room, stands, fists on her hips facing Ilse. “The air is bad down here and I’m claustrophobic.” Ursel is as short as Tilly but solidly built. Even
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