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PREFACE

			Witnesses of the Nuremberg trials and the trial of Adolph Eichmann in 1961 often remarked how normal the men and women charged with Nazi crimes were. Rather than the twisted, pathological beasts all had come to expect, most of the people involved in the planning and execution of the Holocaust who were brought to justice impressed both spectators and those prosecuting them as reasonable, intelligent men and women. 

			There were of course characters like the sadistic Irma Grese, known as the Beautiful Beast, who by age twenty had become the second highest ranking female guard at Auschwitz; Franz Ziereis, commandant at Mauthausen who is said to have given his ten-year-old son a rifle as a birthday present along with Jews to use as targets, and Karl Otto Koch, camp commandant of Buchenwald from 1937 to 1942. They provided the grist for Allied propaganda and captured the imaginations of Hollywood writers for generations. But most Germans who took up Hitler’s call to join him in creating a new Germany were not all like them, at least not when they started down the path that would eventually lead to World War II and the Final Solution. 

			In 1932 the Nazis were voted into power by people who were still in the grip of a devastating worldwide depression that came on the heels of hyperinflation. Men and women of all classes, angered by the economic and political turmoil tearing their country apart and the harsh measures meted out by the Western Allies at Versailles, were desperate for a leader who would guide them out of the darkness. Hitler appeared to be the leader they prayed for, a man they could believe in. And they did, many until the bitter end.

			In depicting the life of a family of a member of the SS Totenkopfverbände, or Death’s-Head unit, through the eyes of an adopted child, a Jewish child, I drew upon an observation political theorist Hannah Arendt made at the 1961 trial of Adolf Eichmann while reporting for The New Yorker. She coined the phrase the banality of evil to describe Eichmann. This concept means the great evils of history are not committed by fanatics or sociopaths, but rather by ordinary people who accept that what they are doing is not only right, it is normal. Edward S. Herman, an American economist, further explained this by pointing out, “Doing terrible things in an organized and systematic way rests on ‘normalization.’ This is the process whereby ugly, degrading, murderous, and unspeakable acts become routine and are accepted as the way things are done.”

			The families of the men who ran the concentration camps played a crucial role in this normalization. Many who made the selections, who oversaw the deaths of thousands in the camps on a daily basis either through direct execution or working them to death, found sanctuary in their families and homes. Home was a place they could go after carrying out their duties and lead a life no different than any other civil servant or soldier. Many, if not most, of the adult members of these families knew or suspected what was going on in the camps. Isle Koch actively participated in the depravities committed at Buchenwald, the camp her husband ran. But it was a topic rarely discussed at home, if at all. Some in the SS went out of their way to shield their families from what they were doing. As difficult as this may be to accept, the ability of the families of the men who perpetrated the Holocaust to delude themselves was stunning.

			My story is inspired by the true life of Solomon Perel, an orphaned Jewish-German boy who fled Nazi persecution by becoming a member of the Hitler Youth. It is a story recounted in his book I Was Hitler Youth and depicted in the movie Europa, Europa. The book Hansi: The Girl Who Loved the Swastika, by Mari Anne Hinschmann, recounts Hinschmann’s experience in the early 1940s and provided me with the insight into what life was like for a young girl coming of age under the Nazi regime. As a young Sudeten German, Hinschmann embraced Hitler’s new Germany, only to find much of what she was taught to believe in as a member of the Bund Deutscher Madel (BDM) was a lie.

			Characterizations, descriptions of events, and language used in my story will offend some. I do not set out to do so simply to be provocative or to glorify, justify, or defend what some Germans and their willing accomplices did. In telling this story, I wish to depict things as they were as best I can, rather than cover them over with an artificial veneer of political correctness. History is what history is. The ease with which the Nazi leadership seduced the German youth is a story we cannot ignore, for it is happening again in various parts of the world today. As Hitler stated in a speech on November 6, 1933, “When an opponent declares, ‘I will not come over to your side,’ I calmly say, ‘Your child belongs to us already. . . . What are you? You will pass on. Your descendants, however, now stand in the new camp. In a short time, they will know nothing else but this new community.’” 

			To pretend otherwise is to condemn future generations to the horrors and suffering our forebears endured. That would be a crime that makes what the Nazis did all the more terrible.

			Harold Coyle


PART ONE

			1935

			BLOOD AND HONOR 


CHAPTER ONE

			HERR KOCH’S SON

			MUNICH, SEPTEMBER 1935

			Easing back, Doctor Koch pulled the binaural tubes of his stethoscope away from his ears and took a moment to assess the girl he had been examining as she ever so gently drifted off to sleep. Only when he was satisfied she was out of danger did he allow himself a small smile before pulling the covers back over the child and turning to the girl’s mother. “You’ve nothing to worry about, Frau Kruger. With a little rest, your Emma will be up and about in a few days.”

			Having been convinced her daughter had been standing at death’s door, Julia Kruger found herself unable to hold back tears of joy as she profusely thanked the physician. He was the only one she’d been able to find who wasn’t at the fairgrounds like her husband Karl, drinking himself blind in one of the beer tents. Not that Julia minded. In fact, for once, she was grateful her husband wasn’t there, for she had little doubt he would have never allowed this particular physician to cross the threshold of their modest flat, let alone touch his daughter.

			After years of dealing with anxious parents, Koch knew it would be an exercise in futility to play down his role in the girl’s recovery from what was nothing more than a minor illness. Instead, he chose to express his gratitude to Frau Kruger for allowing him to bring his son along. “I’m sure that as a parent, you understand my reluctance to leave Hans on his own, especially at night.”

			The question of why the physician had felt the need to drag the nine-year-old boy out of bed in the middle of the night and bring him had never entered Julia’s mind. She had been overwhelmed by her own concerns. Even if she had asked, Koch wouldn’t have told her the truth. Truth was a commodity a person in his position needed to ration carefully these days. So he, like so many of his fellow Germans, had adopted the policy of creating little stories that allowed him to carry on as if all was as it should be. 

			“It’s the housekeeper’s day off,” he offered by way of explanation, even though Julia had asked for none. “I so hate saddling the poor girl with the responsibility of watching Hans instead of allowing her to enjoy what little free time she has to herself.” This was, of course, another lie, for the woman, a gentile like his wife, had left when she had. 

			None the wiser, Julia Kruger was about to reply she understood perfectly well when the phone in the foyer of the flat began ringing. Excusing herself, she left to answer it while Koch busied himself, carefully packing up his instruments and vials of medicines. 

			He was still doing so when Julia returned to inform him there was a woman on the phone who was desperate to speak to him. “She says it’s important.”

			Suspecting it was about another patient, Koch excused himself, leaving Julia free to check on her younger sister, who had rushed down to Munich from Berlin that afternoon when she’d heard about Emma’s illness. Julia found her in the parlor, seated in a chair across the room from Koch’s son, who was engrossed in a book on German history. Stopping in the archway between the foyer and the parlor, Julia could not help but notice the way her sister kept peeking up over the magazine she was pretending to read to where the physician’s son was. “He’s not going to bite, you know,” Julia whispered in a voice she assumed the boy could not hear.

			From the moment Lena Richter had laid eyes on the boy, she had been unable to reconcile the disparity between all she’d been led to believe and what she was seeing. Hans Koch no more looked like a Jew than her own beloved husband, an officer who had recently been reassigned from Dachau to the SS Wachverband headquarters in Oranienburg.

			Knowing full well what was going through her sister’s mind, Julia made her way over to where Lena was seated. “He’s the son of the man who saved my Emma,” she whispered.

			“He’s still a Jew,” Lena shot back.

			“And?” Julia asked in a tone she used whenever she wished to challenge her sister to explain herself. 

			Knowing there was little point in arguing with her older sister, something she could seldom do successfully, Lena took to muttering under her breath before going back to the article she’d been attempting to read when not keeping an eye on the boy.

			For his part, Hans Koch continued with his own reading, pretending as if he hadn’t heard the exchange between the two women. Like his father, he’d learned it was best to ignore such comments. Only when his father entered the room did he look up from his book.

			Rather than calling over to his son to join him, Koch sidled up to Julia, whom he spoke to in a whisper. “Frau Kruger, forgive me for imposing upon you, but would it be possible if I left Hans here with you for an hour or two?”

			Before answering, Julia shot a glance at Lena who made no effort to hide her displeasure at the thought of spending any more time with either the Jewish doctor or his son. Ignoring this, Julia turned back to Koch, doing her best to muster up a smile to hide her true feelings, but failing miserably. “That won’t be a problem, Herr Koch.”

			Despite knowing she was lying, Koch returned Julia’s smile and thanked her before going over to where his son had been intently watching their exchange. “I’ve another patient I need to see,” Koch declared, doing his best to mask his apprehensions. “While I am gone, you are to remain here with Frau Kruger. You are to behave and honor any request she asks of you without hesitation or complaint. Do you understand?”

			Hans understood. He understood far better than his father suspected. “Yes, Father, I do.”

			For a long, tense moment Koch stared down into the pale blue eyes of his son, eyes that reminded him of his mother’s. Unable to endure the cold, loveless manner with which the boy was returning his gaze any longer, Koch turned and left the room without another word.

			When Julia returned after seeing Koch out, Lena came to her feet. “I’ve a long day ahead of me tomorrow,” she announced crisply. “So goodnight.”

			Not knowing what else to do at the moment, other than pray the doctor returned and took his son home before her husband came staggering in, Julia told the boy to make himself comfortable. Then, without waiting for him to acknowledge her, she too turned and left the room, leaving Hans free to continue his reading, losing himself as he so often did in the myths and legends of a Germany he longed to be a part of.
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			“Who’s the boy?” Erick Kruger groused while looking up from his breakfast to where his wife was doing her best to keep busy.

			After waking to find the physician’s son curled up and asleep on the sofa in the flat’s parlor, Julia had hurriedly fabricated a credible story in her head to explain his presence to her husband. “He’s a friend of Emma. He was worried about her.”

			Not satisfied with his wife’s answer, Fritz Kruger grunted. “Doesn’t the boy have a home?”

			“He does, but no one was there last night.” Then, by way of giving her husband a rebuke, Julia glanced over at him out of the corner of her eye. “No doubt they were at the fest like the rest of the city, doing their best to drink the place dry.”

			Suffering from a hangover and a lack of sleep, Fritz Kruger was in no mood to get into a tiff with his wife. “He’s to be gone when I get home tonight.”

			Without missing a beat, Julia raised an eyebrow. “You’re coming home tonight?”

			Coming to his feet, Fritz gave his wife a withering glare, but said nothing. Instead, he buttoned up the green tunic of his police uniform and took a moment to finish his coffee before heading out for his shift.

			Only after she was sure he was gone did Julia tiptoe out into the foyer, pick up the phone, and dial the number Herr Koch had left her to call if there was any change in Emma’s condition. When no one answered the first time, she returned to the kitchen where she cleaned up after her husband and began to prepare breakfast for her daughter, her sister, and Herr Koch’s son. On her way to rouse Lena and Hans, she stopped in the foyer and again dialed the physician’s number. As before, there was no answer. 

			Julia waited until Lena and Hans were seated at opposite ends of the kitchen table eating their breakfasts in silence before slipping out of the kitchen and trying a third time. When there was again no answer, she began to become concerned.

			After hanging up, she snatched a shawl from a coat rack in the foyer and called to her sister without bothering to go back into the kitchen. “I’m going out.”

			Alarmed, Lena came flying out to where Julia was standing before a mirror on a wall of the foyer putting on her hat. “Where are you going?”

			Not wishing to share her concern, she told her sister the first thing that came to mind. “There’s medication I need to fetch as soon as the chemist opens his shop.” Though that was true, it wasn’t the real reason she was headed out. 

			“You won’t be too long, I hope. I’ve a train to catch if I’m going to make it back to Berlin before Ernst returns home this evening.”

			“No, I’ll not be long,” Julia muttered as she turned toward the door, hoping as she did so her concerns were unfounded. “Do look in on Emma for me and see that she finishes her breakfast.” Then, without another word, she was gone.
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			Slowing her pace as she approached the address she’d been given, Julia looked about, wondering as she did so if it would be best to turn around now or continue to where a pair of policemen, one of whom she recognized, were standing about in front of a house that had been vandalized. After checking the scrap of paper upon which Herr Koch had written his address and confirming the number on it matched that of the ransacked house, she did not need to ask anyone what had happened. What she did need to find out was what had become of the doctor.

			Pausing, Julia took a minute to compose herself and fashioned what she hoped passed as a smile. Only when she was ready did she boldly march up to the policeman she knew. “Karl, how pleasant to see you.”

			Caught off guard by seeing his friend’s wife advancing toward him, Karl Holtz straightened up and bowed ever so slightly while touching the brim of his helmet. “Frau Kruger, whatever are you doing in this part of town?”

			“The chemist,” she offered abruptly while taking in as much of the carnage as she could without making it too obvious that was what she was doing. “I was going to the chemist, for Emma.”

			Familiar with the neighborhood where the Krugers lived, Holtz suspected Julia was taking a very roundabout way to reach her stated destination. For the moment, though, he set aside his natural curiosity about that. “Ah, yes. I heard she was not feeling well. How is she, if I may ask?”

			“She’s doing much better, thank you. And yourself? I expect you’re looking for the miscreants who did this.”

			Glancing over his shoulder toward the gaping hole where the front door had been kicked in off its hinges, Holtz chuckled. “Oh, we have no need. A rowdy group of Brownshirts returning from the festival decided to pay the Jew who lived here a friendly little visit. They’ve already turned themselves in.”

			“Lived?”

			“Well yes, I expect you could say he doesn’t live here anymore, or anywhere else for that matter.” Karl chuckled at his little joke. “The lads, you see, were quite drunk. As is their habit, they got a little carried away. Kicked the man to death right there as he was returning home from somewhere,” he added, pointing to the bloodstained steps leading up to the house.

			Shaken, Julia drew upon every bit of her willpower to keep her emotions in check. Even so, she failed miserably, for when Holtz looked back at her, he did so in a manner she was quite familiar with, one that told her he was tempted to ask her why she was behaving so. “I must be going,” she blurted before turning about and walking away.

			She had not gone more than two steps when Holtz called out. “Frau Kruger.”

			Stopping dead in her tracks, she slowly faced about, again struggling to keep herself from becoming unglued. “Yes, Karl?”

			“The chemist is that way,” he stated, thrusting his thumb over his right shoulder.

			“Ah, yes, of course. How foolish of me.”

			Once more Holtz bowed and touched his hat as she hastened past him, wondering if he should mention this to his friend or look into the matter himself. He understood there were times when circumstances required people to turn a blind eye to the laws forbidding the patronization of businesses run by Jews. He also knew it was not in the best interest for family members of government employees to do so, particularly when they were the ones charged with enforcing those laws.
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			Horrified by what her sister was asking of her, Lena didn’t even allow her to finish before screeching, “NO! Impossible.”

			“Well he can’t stay here,” Julia countered sharply. 

			“And I can’t take him with me,” Lena shot back. “Dear God, have you gone mad?”

			“You don’t need to tell Ernst what he is. You only need to keep him until we can arrange to send him off to his uncle.”

			“A man who emigrated to America with his family in 1932, if the boy is to be believed. What about the boy’s mother? Why not ship him off to her?”

			“You of all people know that’s impossible,” Julia declared, drawing herself up and regarding her sister with an accusatory stare. “The precious Nuremberg Laws the Nazis are so proud of and the death of his father have made him an orphan.” Julia’s accusation was less than subtle, for Lena’s husband was not only a dedicated Party member, he was an officer in the SS.

			Smarting from her sister’s indictment, Lena winced, knowing full well no one with an ounce of sense would take the boy in, not if they had a choice. Instead, she attempted to use logic to defend her refusal to take the boy back to Oranienburg with her until other, more permanent arrangements could be made. “Do you think for one minute that while we’re attempting to arrange to send the boy packing, Ernst won’t see how he was butchered as a baby by his father’s rabbi?”

			“We can make the boy promise to be careful when he’s dressing or bathing,” Julia offered. “I know I don’t allow my Emma to go parading about nude.”

			Planting her fists firmly on her hips, Lena leaned forward, staring intently into her sister’s eyes. “Boys are different,” she snapped. “Besides, Ernst is SS,” she reminded Julia, though she knew it was unnecessary. “The second I walk into the house, he will want to know everything about the boy, especially since by all outward appearances he is the very personification of the ideal Aryan.”

			“If it’s appearances that concern you, there are ways of hiding his true nature.”

			Lena folded her arms across her chest. “Oh? And how, exactly, do you propose to do that?”

			Before answering, Julia walked over to the kitchen door and closed it, lest Hans Koch hear what she was about to propose and flee. While that would have solved her problem, the very idea of betraying the trust of a man who had risked his life to help her when she was in need by allowing harm to come to the man’s son violated the Christian ethics Julia stubbornly clung to and, she suspected, her sister did as well, despite her husband’s long-standing affiliation with the National Socialists. It was those ethics, and her ability to browbeat her younger sister into just about anything, that Julia was counting on as she began to put forth her idea.


CHAPTER TWO

			HAUPTSTURMFÜHRER RICHTER

			MUNICH—BERLIN, SEPTEMBER 1935

			Going from carriage to carriage, Lena Richter made her way along the train’s narrow corridor until she finally found an unoccupied compartment. Sliding the door open, she turned to the child who’d been following on her heels. “In here,” she commanded brusquely. 

			Without a word, Hans Koch made his way into the compartment and took a seat next to the window. Upon entering it, Lena closed the door and locked it, lest someone decide to join them. The trip was going to be difficult as it was. The last thing she wanted was to have a perfect stranger sitting with them the whole way to Berlin, attempting to strike up a conversation with her, or worse, with the half-Jew Julia had all but shamed her into sheltering.

			Him, Lena thought as she settled in and took to studying the child across from her. At the moment the boy wasn’t much of a “him.” Even after watching her sister dress Hans in clothes her daughter had outgrown, Lena was having difficulty seeing anything resembling a boy in the child who had already taken up the same book on German history he’d been reading since she had first laid eyes on him. The longish, scraggly hair Julia had managed to fashion into something resembling a style a girl his age would wear helped disguise his gender. 

			When Julia had asked why his father had allowed him to go about with such unkempt hair, the boy had answered her with the deadpan expression with which he replied to all their inquiries. “The barber my father would take me to asked that we no longer patronize his shop.” Neither woman needed to ask why the man would make such a request. Just as German citizens were being discouraged from visiting establishments owned by Jews, more and more shopkeepers, merchants, and professionals who wished to keep from running afoul of the brown-shirted SA men refused to have any dealings with Jews. In Julia’s eyes, this was little more than ideological lunacy, a phrase she used too often for Lena’s liking when they were alone. Still, Julia had had to admit the boycott on serving Jewish clients was of benefit in this particular instance, for it gave her more than enough of the boy’s blond hair to work with. 

			Even more than his hair, the boy’s lean frame and the sad, almost forlorn expression he hid his thoughts and feelings behind played into the story with which Julia had armed Lena, one Lena would need to explain why she had taken the child in. It centered on a terrible fire that had devastated a row of workers’ flats in Munich a few weeks prior. The loss of life had been horrendous, leaving a dozen children orphaned. 

			“Tell Ernst my Fritz simply could not stand to see him, I mean her, taken away to a church orphanage to be raised by nuns. Tell him we were going to adopt ‘her,’ but had to give up on the idea because of Emma’s illness.”

			“Do you think for one moment my Ernst is going to believe such a story? Remember, until Ernst left the force to join the SS, he and Fritz worked out of the same precinct station.”

			For the moment, Julia avoided pointing out Ernst Richter had not left the Munich police of his own volition. Instead, she did her best to allay her younger sister’s concerns. “You worry too much. You always have. I’m sure despite that cold, dispassionate demeanor Ernst wears like a suit of armor, inside he’s just as softhearted as Fritz is when it comes to children. Why, you should see the man when he’s with our daughter. Fritz positively fawns over her. You would never suspect he was a policeman.” 

			Upon further reflection, Lena could not help but agree her sister had a point. When her Wolfgang had been born, Ernst had all but cried when he saw his son for the first time. Perhaps, she reasoned, he would be mesmerized by the child’s unmistakable Nordic appearance and fine, almost delicate features, just as she had been, even though she knew the boy had been hopelessly contaminated by Jewish blood.

			Lena was still staring at Hans when the train finally lurched forward and began to pull out of the station. Peeking up from his book, he could not help but notice how the woman across from him was staring. She continued to do so in silence until after the conductor had come by, punched their tickets, and she had once more locked the door. 

			“I need to make a few things perfectly clear with you before we reach Berlin,” Lena finally declared, letting Hans know she wished him to set aside his book and pay attention. “As long as you are with us, you will not say anything unless spoken to. Even then, you are to limit your response to a simple yes or no whenever possible. Is that clear?”

			Hans nodded. “Yes, Frau Richter.”

			“You must remain fully dressed at all times. You must never bathe when my husband is home. Even when you do, you must lock the door. Likewise, when you are changing you must not only lock the door to your room, you must ensure the shades are pulled down.”

			Again, Hans nodded. “Yes, Frau Richter.”

			“Never, ever leave the house unless I am with you,” she continued in a crisp, no-nonsense manner. “If there are introductions to be made or explanations as to who you are, I will do so. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, Frau Richter.”

			“And never forget your name is Hannah, Hannah Kiefer, a girl whose parents are dead.”

			Of all the things he would have to remember and rules he would need to abide by, Hans thought this last one would be the easiest. In the boy’s eyes, his father’s physical passing had been preceded by an emotional death. It had been his father’s heritage, after all, that had brought grief to a family that had once been happy and prosperous. It hadn’t mattered to anyone of importance that the man had not attended a religious service or observed a Jewish holiday in years. He had been, by birth and lineage, a Jew, and by extension, his son was one as well according to the recently enacted Law for the Protection of German Blood and Honor. And while Hans’ mother had stood by her husband for as long as she could, in time, she realized she had no choice but to give into her own family’s demands and official dictates and leave him. 

			Now, Hans told himself as he considered what Frau Richter was asking of him, the time had come to put all memory of his father and the man’s damnedable religion behind him just as one tosses aside a painful pebble removed from a shoe. 

			Thus resolved, he returned Lena’s unflinching stare with one that was just as piercing. “Yes, Frau Richter. I understand perfectly.”

			[image: ]

			The annoyance Hauptsturmfürher Ernst Richter had felt over his wife’s decision to remain in Munich longer then she had promised, exasperated by the need to leave the office early in order to pick her up at Berlin’s Hauptbahnhof, evaporated the second he saw her making her way toward him along the crowded platform. So did the scowl he wore whenever he donned the black uniform he had come to cherish, a uniform that inspired fear and respect in equal measure.

			It wasn’t until after Richter had given his wife a hug and quick kiss that he noticed a waif wearing a forlorn expression and a pleated pinafore dress two sizes too large for her. She was standing next to his Lena, casting furtive glances his way as if waiting for something. Intrigued by the girl’s behavior, and enchanted by her blue eyes, Richter stepped back from his wife and turned toward Hans. “Well, hello, young lady. Is there some way I can be of assistance?”

			Shifting his weight from one foot to the next, Hans gave Lena a glance out of the corner of his eye before looking back at the SS officer before him. When he did, two things struck him straight off. The first was the smile on the man’s face. He had never seen a member of the SS or SA smile before, especially whenever they had cast their gaze in his direction when he’d been in the company of his father.

			Yet as surprising as that was, even more astonishing to Hans was an absence of anything resembling embarrassment or shame. The idea of tromping about in public while dressed in girl’s clothing had terrified him at first, for he knew from experience how cruel people could be to those whose mere existence offended them and their sense of propriety. Yet there he was, he thought to himself as he took a quick look about, standing in the middle of a crowded train station’s platform with no one giving him a second look. Well, he corrected himself, almost no one, as he once more peered up into the pale blue eyes of Frau Richter’s husband.

			Her husband’s sudden distraction came as something of a blessing for Lena, allowing her to recover from a panic attack before hurriedly pitching into the fictitious legend she and her sister had crafted to explain why she had brought the boy with her from Munich. “Ernst, darling, this is Hannah. She’s an orphan my sister was looking after.”

			“An orphan? This girl?” Ernst declared looking back over at his wife. 

			“Yes,” she hastily replied. “Rather than seeing her sent off to an orphanage where she’d be lost in the bureaucratic shuffle, Julia and Fritz were looking after her until they could make arrangements to find her uncle and send her to him. Well, naturally things changed when Emma fell ill.”

			“So you brought her home with you,” Ernst concluded in an even tone that failed to betray his feelings on the matter.

			“What would you have me do? Hand her to the nuns and say Here, she’s yours? You were with the police long enough to know what happens to children in those places.”

			Recalling his time with the Munich police force, as well as the way the nuns at the school he’d attended dealt with children, Ernst nodded. “Yes, I remember.”

			Not knowing what else to do while this exchange was taking place, Hans bowed his head and took to intently staring down at a spot on the platform, withdrawing into his own little world as he often did when the one around him became too much for him.

			For the longest time, no one said a word as the crowd on the platform began to thin. Eventually realizing they needed to go as well, Ernst looked back to where the forlorn little girl was waiting patiently to find out what would become of her. Unable to stand her downcast expression, he slowly settled down onto his haunches before reaching out and placing a finger under the girl’s chin. Ever so gently he tilted her head up until their eyes met.

			Fearing the worst, all Lena could do was watch, waiting as she did so for the boy to do or say something stupid, something that would give the game away.

			But Hans did no such thing. If anything, he found himself being taken in by the warm, caring gaze with which the SS officer was regarding him. 

			“Well, little one, we can’t very well leave you here all night, now, can we?” Richter murmured reassuringly as his smile returned.

			“No, sir, I think not,” Hans muttered.

			Rising back up, Richter reached out and offered Hans his hand. “Then it’s decided. You’re to come home with us.”

			Even before he realized what he was doing, Hans placed his hand into the one the SS officer was holding out to him and allowed himself to be led away to an uncertain future.
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			During the entire drive from Berlin to Oranienburg in a chauffeured Mercedes-Benz 770, Lena Richter was on pins and needles as her husband bombarded “Hannah” with questions. She had no need to worry, for the child, whose hair and eyes were as near a match to her husband’s as anyone but a blood relation could have, took “her” time before answering. When she did so, her responses came out with measured ease that left Ernst Richter none the wiser that everything his wife was telling him was a total fabrication. Eventually, however, he did hit the girl with a question for which she could not supply a ready answer. Unsure as how to respond, Hannah dropped her gaze as she scrambled to come up with something to say, something in line with the legend the two sisters had hastily thrown together.

			Richter, of course, did not know this was why Hannah was hesitating. The girl’s reaction naturally caused him to assume he’d touched upon a sensitive subject, one causing her to suddenly recall the recent death of her parents in a tragic fire, one he’d read about in the papers. Hoping to push past this awkward moment, Ernst looked over at his wife, who was just as much at a loss as to how best to answer his question as Hannah was. Gripped by another panic attack, one that left her unable to form a single, coherent thought, much less speak, Lena found herself unable to do anything more than return his stare.

			It was while he was nervously glancing about, doing his best to come up with something to say, that Ernst’s eyes fell on the book the girl was holding on her lap. When he saw the title, his eyes lit up. “Do you enjoy the study of history?” he asked tentatively.

			Without looking up, Hannah nodded. “Yes, sir, very much.”

			“What kind of history do you enjoy? Ancient? Medieval? Modern?”

			This time, before answering, Hannah peeked up at Richter through her lashes. “German history, sir.”

			Unable to help himself, Richter beamed. “Excellent! I too love German history. Tell me, what period is your favorite?”

			Like the SS officer, Hannah could not help herself as she warmed to the topic, one she could discuss without fear of betraying her true nature. “I love all of it, Hauptsturmführer.” Then she paused, tilting her head and furrowing her brow as if thinking. “Well, perhaps not the Thirty Years War. Or the Black Death. Those were sad times for Germany.”

			“Yes, sad times indeed, but times we must remember if we are to keep ourselves from falling victim to the ravages brought on by our enemies or the plague within our borders infecting our proud cultural heritage,” Richter pointed out before continuing. “I myself enjoy reading about our ancient ancestors, the Alamanni, Hermunduri, Marcomanni, Quadi, and Suebi. I find it fascinating to delve into their stories and legends.”

			Caught up by Richter’s enthusiasm for a subject she so loved, Hannah forgot Lena’s rule about not speaking unless spoken to. “What about the Cimbri, one of the tribes Caesar fought?”

			With a twinkle in his eyes, Richter raised a finger and playfully wagged it at Hannah. “Ah, I see you have been misled, dear girl. It is widely believed the Cimbri were Celts, not Germans, although I can understand your confusion since they were closely aligned with the Teutones when they fought the Roman invaders.” Then, looking over at his wife, Richter smiled and gave her a wink. “It would seem as if I have much to do if I am to set this child’s understanding of her ancestors straight.” It was a task the SS officer wasted no time in pitching into, much to Hannah’s delight and Lena’s relief.
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			The lively discussion between Richter and Hannah that had begun on the way to Oranienburg continued throughout dinner that night, where it expanded to take in the full scope of German history. From her place at the far end of the table, Lena watched in utter silence, barely touching her food as she waited for the child she’d brought into their home to say something that would betray her true nature or heritage.

			She needn’t have worried. Even at the tender age of nine, Hannah had learned to remain ever vigilant lest she fall afoul of those who found her mere existence repugnant. So she listened very carefully to everything the hauptsturmführer was saying and where he was taking their discussions, keenly aware there were pitfalls that needed to be avoided such as the mentioning of historical figures who had fallen out of favor with the newly established party line, subjects best left untouched.

			Eventually, when Lena could no longer deal with the stress of sitting there waiting for the girl to make a tragic mistake, she stood up and announced that it was past the time when Hannah needed to be off to bed. “It’s late,” she declared. “It has been a long and trying day. I imagine the girl is exhausted, as am I.”

			Though disappointed to see the lively discussion she was enjoying come to an end, Hannah said nothing. Neither did Richter. When it came to domestic matters and children, he was in the habit of keeping out of his wife’s way.
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			Not a word passed between Hannah and Lena as they made their way through the house and up a broad set of stairs. For her part, Hannah used this occasion to look about as they went, marveling at the size and opulence of a home owned by a mere hauptsturmführer. This led her to conclude Richter’s parents had been wealthy. It also left Hannah wondering about a household staff. After all, one did not live in such luxury without having a suitable staff to maintain it.

			Only when they were in one of the spare bedrooms and Lena had closed the door did she turn to where Hannah was standing, tightly clutching the small suitcase stuffed with clothes that had once belonged to Emma Kruger. “Should you need to go to the bathroom, use the one across the hall from this room. When you do, make sure you lock the door and sit down. You are, after all, supposed to be a girl, so behave like one.”

			“Yes, Frau Richter.”

			“In the morning I will begin to look into how best to go about contacting your uncle and seeing what arrangements can be made to send you to him. You understand this may take some time, since your uncle is, well, he isn’t a German, which means I must be very careful how I go about this. You understand, of course.”

			The concept that being a Jew made her and her father less German than her new guardians was a concept Hannah had never been able to comprehend. Of course, she had no need to understand the reason people believed it to be true. All that mattered was that was the way things were in the new Germany, a Germany she longed to be part of. “Yes, Frau Richter.”

			“While you are here, you are to stay out from underfoot. Is that clear?”

			“Yes, Frau Richter.”

			Having said all she intended to, but feeling a bit self-conscious about simply leaving the child without saying goodnight, Lena was about to when Hannah asked about the household staff. 

			“Since my husband takes his breakfast with the other officers, at present the woman who is serving as a cook only prepares one meal in the evening. As to a housekeeper, I have yet to find a girl who is suitable and possesses the proper credentials. So you will need to look after your own things, make your bed in the morning, and clean up after yourself.”

			“And your son, Frau Richter?”

			“At present, he is being looked after by a young woman who lives in Sachsenhausen. I’ll be fetching him home tomorrow afternoon.”

			Again there was a strained silence as the two regarded each other, with Hannah waiting for the woman to say something and Lena at a loss as to what to say. Finally lowering her eyes, Lena muttered, “Goodnight,” before leaving.

			For the longest time, Hannah simply stood in the middle of the room alone, tightly clutching the borrowed suitcase and looking around. Eventually, with a sigh, she went over to the bed where she set the suitcase down and proceeded to prepare for bed. 


CHAPTER THREE

			THE BIRD’S NEST

			ORANIENBURG, SEPTEMBER 1935

			In the morning, Hannah found herself at a loss as to what to do. She wondered as she lay in bed if she should stay where she was and wait until Frau Richter came for her. Eventually, it dawned upon her the woman might not. And breakfast. What was she to do about breakfast? In her litany of do’s and don’ts, the woman had never made any mention of what she was supposed to do about that. 

			As there was no housekeeper, Hannah decided there would be nothing wrong if she took to exploring the house on her own, so long as she was careful and didn’t make any noise. With that in mind, she slipped out of bed and dressed in a skirt and blouse, both of which, like the pinafore, were too large for her. Fortunately, there was a safety pin on the pinafore Frau Kruger had used to take in the dress’ waist. With this, Hannah managed to fold over a portion of the skirt’s waistline and pin it so it wouldn’t slide down over her hips. Only when she was fully dressed did Hannah dare creep across the hall and into the bathroom, where she went about undressing and washing up at the sink before once more dressing.

			Upon emerging from the bathroom, Hannah smelt the faint aroma of coffee. Since Frau Richter had mentioned her husband took his breakfast elsewhere, and there was no housekeeper, she assumed Frau Richter was in the kitchen. Pleased the woman was up and about, Hannah followed the aroma of fresh-brewed coffee to its source. This proved to be a mistake.
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			The second she entered the kitchen, Hannah froze. It was the hauptsturmführer, and not Frau Richter, sitting at the table.

			Looking up from the newspaper he had been reading while drinking coffee he had prepared for himself, Richter could not help but chuckle when he saw the startled expression on Hannah’s face. “Ah, I see that unlike my wife, you are an early riser.”

			Not knowing what to do or say, Hannah simply stood there rooted to the spot, debating if it might be best if she simply retreated to her room.

			The look on the girl’s face was one with which Richter was quite familiar, for his uniform could be very intimidating, giving pause even to those who were innocent of any crimes against the state. Assuming Hannah was on the verge of fleeing, Richter motioned to a chair across the small table from him with a nod of his head. “Please, join me. There is some fresh milk in the icebox, if you wish to have some.”

			After nervously glancing back and forth between the SS officer and the icebox, Hannah decided to throw caution to the wind. “May I ask where the glasses are kept, Herr Hauptsturmführer?”

			“I do not think we need to bother with formal titles and such here,” Richter declared. “We all know who we are. Feel free simply to call me Herr Richter, if you must.”

			“Yes, Herr Richter. And the glasses?”

			“Over there, in the cabinet near the sink.”

			Though it was a stretch for her, Hannah was able to reach the glasses by rising up on her tippy toes. As she was doing so, Richter noticed the pin holding her skirt up. He was about to ask the girl if she had any clothing that fit her properly, but decided not to since it might embarrass the poor thing. She’d been through enough, he concluded, without making it any worse by reminding her of her past. Instead, he eased back in his chair and watched as she fetched the milk, poured herself a glass, and took a seat.

			“I apologize for bothering you like this,” Hannah stated after taking a long drink of milk. “Frau Richter told me you ate your breakfast elsewhere, so when I smelt the coffee, I assumed it was her here in the kitchen and not you.”

			“I take my breakfast in the officer’s mess because, unlike you, my wife does not greet the dawn.” For the time being, Richter decided he had no need to tell the girl the reason she slept in was not sloth. Like many children who grew up during the last war, Lena had suffered through long and painful periods of malnutrition thanks to the British blockade, leaving her with a chronically weak heart. It was a condition that had almost killed her while giving birth to their son, another ordeal from which she had never fully recovered, leaving her very often fatigued. “Since I must leave early each morning to tend to the Führer’s business, it’s either march off to the officer’s mess and eat whatever they place before me like a good soldier or starve.”

			“I could fix you eggs if you wish,” Hannah offered without thinking.

			“You can cook?” Richter asked incredulously.

			Suddenly realizing she had erred, but seeing no graceful way out of following through, Hannah nodded. “Yes, sir. A little.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Deciding to have a little fun with the girl, he challenged her to show him what she could do. It was a dare Hannah took up with delight, for it meant she would be free to fix breakfast for herself without having to wait for Frau Richter. “How would you like your eggs cooked?”

			“Surprise me, Mausi,” Richter replied, sporting a cheeky grin and giving Hannah a wink.

			Upon hearing the SS officer call her little mouse, Hannah beamed. “Very well, sir.” With that, she put her glass of milk down, slipped off her chair and began to poke about, searching for all she needed. When she was ready, Hannah cut two slices of bread from a loaf she’d found. In the center of each, she cut a neat, round hole before buttering them and placing them in a heavy cast-iron pan. When the slices of bread were brown on one side, she flipped them over, cracked an egg on the edge of the pan, and carefully dropped the yolk and egg white into the hole she’d made in each slice. “I do not know what the name of this is here, but my mother used to call it a bird’s nest, my favorite way of eating eggs,” Hannah mused, without looking over to where Richter was watching her every move. “I loved spending time with her in the kitchen,” she continued. “Mama was always so happy there. So was I.” 

			Lost in her own fond memories while paying close attention to what she was doing lest she overcook the eggs, Hannah never noticed the expression on Richter’s face. It was one that would have brought a smile to Julia Kruger’s, for she had been right about Lena’s husband. The shell of steel he wore while performing his duties hid a heart easily pierced by a child’s chatter.

			[image: ]

			Having finished their breakfast, Ernst Richter took Hannah by the hand and led her to his study, where he sat her in a plush leather chair that all but devoured her before going over to a bookcase that covered an entire wall of the room. After scanning the rows and finding the book he was searching for, he pulled it out, returned to where Hannah was seated, and handed it to her. “This is a rare volume that belonged to my grandfather, published in 1837. It traces the origin of the Siegfried legend all the way back to Hermann, son of Segimerus, tying what many still think of as nothing more than mythology to the very real history of our people. I expect you will find it no less enjoyable and enlightening than I did when my father gave it to me to read when I was about your age.”

			With eager fingers, Hannah accepted the precious gift of knowledge, wasting not a second as she reverently placed the book in her lap and opened it.

			Unable to help himself, Richter smiled to himself before assuming a stern demeanor. “I shall quiz you on what you have read this evening, so take your time and study it well.”

			Looking up, Hannah regarded the tall SS officer with an expression that reflected her gratitude and joy despite Richter’s best efforts to come across as a demanding taskmaster. “I shall do my best.”

			“We must all do our best in all we do if we are to return Germany to its rightful place and make tomorrow better than today for those with the strength and courage to seize it, Mausi,” Richter declared solemnly as he reached out and playfully ran his fingers through Hannah’s hair.

			Gone were the concerns Hannah had harbored when she’d first laid eyes on the SS officer standing before her. In the past, she had depended on a deadpan expression to hide her emotions, lest she give her tormentors the satisfaction they had fed on. But in place of that now was a shy smile, one she readily shared with Richter as she nodded. “I shall not disappoint you, Herr Richter.” 

			Then, without another word, she enthusiastically dove into reading the book on her lap, leaving Richter to walk away with a grin on his face, one he wiped away with well-measured ease the second he left the house.
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			The sound of someone lightly tapping the heavy brass doorknocker startled Hannah, causing her to look up from her reading and over to a clock on the desk across the room from her. When she noticed it was well past midmorning, she began to wonder if she had somehow missed hearing Frau Richter stirring. Another tapping at the front door without any indication someone was rushing to answer it caused Hannah to set aside the book Herr Richter had given her to study, climb out of the leather chair, and head out into the cavernous foyer, looking around as she went in the hope of catching sight of Frau Richter.

			A third tap without any sign of her reluctant guardian left Hannah in something of a dilemma. She expected if she ignored whoever it was at the door long enough they would go away. Ignoring it, therefore, seemed to be the wisest thing she could do. If she answered it, Hannah suspected she would risk invoking Frau Richter’s ire, even though this particular set of circumstances hadn’t been addressed by any of the rules she had been given.

			Hannah was standing there before the door, engaged in this debate, when the person on the other side tapped once more. After pausing but a second to look over her shoulder without seeing any sign of Frau Richter, Hannah drew herself up, marched up to the door, and opened it.

			Expecting someone else entirely, Anna Diehl was caught off guard when she looked down and saw a pair of striking blue eyes staring up at her. “Well, hello.”

			Not knowing what else to do or say, Hannah replied in kind. “Hello.”

			After hefting the child she was holding on her hip about to shift its weight away from the spot it had been resting on for too long, the woman asked if Frau Richter was about. “No,” Hannah replied before giving her head a quick shake as if to clear it. “I mean, she is here, but she is not yet awake.”

			“Ah, yes. Silly me. I should have called before popping over like this.”

			Having no idea how to respond to the woman’s last remark, Hannah pointed at the child. “Is that Wolfgang?”

			“Yes, yes, it is. I was expected to keep him until this afternoon, but I have a very important luncheon meeting with all the BDM leaders in the region I simply cannot miss.”

			“You’re a leader in the League of German Girls?”

			“Yes, yes, I am

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
OEBPS/Images/the_other_side_of_the_wire_cover.jpg
e o SUBURY M

4 < "W / .' )

An engaging, turbulent work of hlstorlcal fiction
. . . will leave you reeling.”

—RED CITY REVIEW

-

¢

e






OEBPS/Images/MasterWings_Logo_K.png
A2

MASTER
WINGS

BUBLISHING.





OEBPS/Images/MasterWings_Logo_K1.png
A
MASTER
WINGS

PUBLISIMNE





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





