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Prelude ... in G Major

Thrice in spight of scorn,

Tears such as Angels weep, burst forth.

- John Milton, Paradise Lost
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Summer 1938; Berlin

The SS adjutant rose from his desk and snapped to attention as Reinhard Heydrich strode briskly past and shut the door to his private office. Corporal Guenther Drechsler sat down and rearranged the files on his desk. As he waited to be called inside, the lyrical sounds of Bach drifted from behind the office door. Even the most battle-hardened Nazi could be brought to tears by the hauntingly beautiful music from Reinhard Heydrich’s cello. The solo whispered but a few moments before waning in the late summer afternoon.

“Guenther, come in now.”

The command rang out forcibly through the closed door, oddly out of place following the soothing muse of Bach moments before.

His aide gathered his papers and hurried into the office. Heydrich sat behind his desk, the model of Aryan manhood - tall, athletic, blond ... and supremely ruthless. The cello rested against its stand in the corner of the room. There was no music. Heydrich played the solo from memory.

“I trust these are the approved reports.”

He did not bother to look up.

Corporal Drechsler stood rigidly at attention awaiting an order and addressed his superior with a simple “Yes, Herr Gruppenführer.”

Heydrich examined the documents then scrawled his signature at the bottom.

“Deliver these to Reichsführer Göring personally. Let no one else see them regardless of their rank.”

The aide snapped to attention, took the report, and left the room. Once outside he could not resist the urge to look at the cover. Typed in capital letters across the front, with Heydrich’s signature beneath, the title read,

THE FINAL SOLUTION

TO THE JEWISH PROBLEM

The hypnotic strains of Bach’s “Suite No.1 - Prelude in G Major” followed him down the hallway as he passed out of the building and onto the streets of Berlin.




Chapter 1

The Three Angels

You are never given a dream without also being given the power to make it true.

- Richard Bach

[image: ]

Present Day

Paris floated in a dream, diffused and distant, yet I could still smell the mustiness of the Seine and the heady aroma of French cognac. Six months buried in my office in front of a computer and three manuscripts later I found it hard to separate what I knew to be the truth behind The Juno Letters stories and the people that inspired the manuscripts. I fought with my publisher to keep the stories as real as I could but I was losing the battle.

“It’s supposed to be a fictional account,” he would say time and time again. “The stories are too complicated. You have to simplify.”

To him that meant change the story, change the people, delete the ambiguities.

“Pump it up!”

I dumped my publisher.

“You did what?”

I could only imagine the look on Angus McDonough’s face as he sat back in his massive leather desk chair listening on the phone to me complain.

“Do you know how hard it is to make money self-published?”

“These people are not cartoon characters, Angus ... or superheroes.”

“Come on, Hewitt. Don’t be so melodramatic. Look, I get the character authenticity thing, I really do. But on a practical side, you need their resources to push those books out. We made a lot of publicity for you, but that will die just as fast. Face it, you are old news, pal. That’s how the news business works.”

The Winnipeg Guardian had released me from my obligation to publish the books through them. The news stories had generated far more advertising revenue than anticipated and the businessman Angus McDonough knew the franchise had a natural life cycle. We were on the downslope - time to push the risk onto someone else.

“Are you saying there’s no market for this?”

“No, not at all. It’s just not a news market any more.”

“I won’t make the compromises they want.”

“OK. Look, I’ll make some calls for you over the next couple of weeks. Polish up your final drafts and publish them. You can always assign the rights later. Just be sure you keep your options open for the time being.”

For the next several weeks I edited, reedited, and edited some more. The words eventually began to blur together so I decided to publish. I could always upgrade revised versions if I needed to. The day I finally uploaded books one through three of The Juno Letters to Amazon was the most exciting day of my writing career.

The worst was the next day. I sat at the Oly Club drinking coffee, checking the sales reports at Amazon every few minutes. Nothing.

Maybe I had been a little rash.




With little else to do, I went home and began to browse through my notes looking for my next project. Research is one of those soothing tasks that tends to open doors to new ideas. The publicity surrounding The Juno Letters yielded a small library of email. Often the information came from relatives who told the personal stories of their loved ones - especially the daughters and nieces of servicemen. Something about the Story of Marianne resonated with the women who had been entrusted with these memories, and they were willing to share them.


Months before I received an interesting email I had filed away for a time like this. 

I escaped Berlin in December 1938 after the Kristallnacht riots - the Night of Broken Glass. My parents packed a bag and told me I would visit friends until the trouble stopped. We were Jewish, but my father worked for a man who was Catholic. He told the authorities I was his daughter. He took me to Switzerland and I never saw my parents again.

More than 10,000 Jewish children legally emigrated from Germany to countries that eventually became its enemies in what historians later called the Kindertransport. The German government closed its borders after the invasion of Poland, but people continued to smuggle children out of occupied Europe in any way they could.

The subject was well documented, however, and thoroughly published. I never quite knew how I could approach these survivors from a unique perspective. However, the prospect that stories of lost children may be buried somewhere within the collection intrigued me. Arièle, after all, was the missing child that drew me deeper into The Juno Letters mystery in the first place. Other people were just as determined to find lost loved ones and perhaps just as frustrated by their failures. I followed dozens of leads - all dead ends. I had to force myself to stay on task - it was far too easy to lose an entire afternoon in the pain and shattered lives shared with me.

One email message kept surfacing in my searches on the keywords “Gestapo, missing, boy, girl, and children” then “deported, network, and smuggling.”

My Uncle Max served in Patton’s army. I loved to sit with him and listen to his tales of these faraway places when I was a little girl smuggling in his lap.

One of the search hits turned out to be just a typo in the email - “smuggling” instead of “snuggling.” I had disregarded the message without finishing it the first few times it showed up. But the email kept recurring with different keywords highlighted, so I decided to read the message completely if nothing more than to satisfy my curiosity.

It was from a woman named Gracie Watson of Atlanta, Georgia.

My Uncle Max served in Patton’s army. I loved to sit with him and listen to his tales of these faraway places when I was a little girl smuggling in his lap.

I saw the video about Marianne on the network news. It reminded me how long it had been since I had looked at Uncle Max’s memory books, so I brought them out and showed them to my own daughter. I cried when I remembered Uncle Max showing them to me for the first time.

A lot of the letters were like this - very personal, very poignant. The keywords, however, were largely circumstantial. By skimming through the email the first time I missed this key element:

He had a picture he liked to call “The Rat Patrol” - remember the old TV series? It showed him sitting in front of a ruined building in a Jeep with a machine gun mounted in the back. It was labeled “30 Mar 1945 - Gestapo HQ, Frankfurt.”

On the back of the photograph he had written, “I never found the girls. So many were missing. Kept the file.”

The message contained an attachment with three old photos - a house, a small warehouse next to a rail siding, and a copy of “The Rat Patrol” photograph. I checked the date on the email - almost a year ago. The chance of the email address still being good was slim, but I tried it anyway.

Dear Gracie,

You sent me an email last year about your Uncle Max and his scrapbooks. I think his papers may have some relevance to the work I am doing. Will you please contact me?

Sincerely,

L.W. Hewitt

The Juno Letters




Gracie Watson called me later that night.

“Uncle Max” was Lt. James Maxwell, US 3rd Army. He had been fresh out of school when he shipped out to England and trained for the invasion of Fortress Europe. Lieutenant Maxwell spoke fluent German - his mother had emigrated to the United States after the Great War and made certain he knew his family’s roots. His language fluency caught the attention of his commanding officer in England, and he was subsequently attached to the Office of Strategic Services, the OSS, for duty in support of the intelligence service.

Lieutenant Maxwell was assigned command of a “Rat Patrol” - a light assault support squad. When Allied Command decided to send General George Patton to Normandy to command the breakout, Lieutenant “Max” Maxwell and his Rat Patrol found themselves on the boat, assigned to Third Army.

“When the war ended, Max came home with a war bride named Erika Taylor. Uncle Max and Erika were unable to have children of their own, so loved to share their memory books with their nephews and nieces. Max passed away in the late 1990s. I donated the scrapbooks to our school library last year. The photos were the only scanned ones I had, but there were no captions on them. Aunt Erika has difficulty talking about those times.

“There is a large file of official-looking reports and things that she still has. I am afraid the papers are all in German. I have no idea what they are.”

Why would her uncle keep those old papers, sending them home from occupied Germany, or perhaps smuggling them out in his personal gear knowing they were US Army property? And who were the missing girls he mentioned?

At first I doubted the authenticity of the Jeep photo. The original “Rat Patrol” was actually the British Army’s Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) in North Africa. They drove modified Chevrolet trucks with a right hand drive, not the American Jeeps of the TV series. Several web sites disputed the use of the WWII Wiley’s Jeep as a machine gun platform. But the more I dug around the more evidence I discovered that in various forms, often involving unofficial modifications, the Jeep served as a reconnaissance weapons platform, often with a smaller caliber machine gun. When I examined the photograph more closely, the machine gun looked like a .30 caliber, consistent with some of the vintage photographs I found online.

The photograph of the house was a different matter. It was a two-story middle-class home with a tall-pitched roof with what looked like a loft or bedroom on top. There was nothing to indicate the street and no visible street number on the house. I guessed it was in Germany just by the age and juxtaposition with the “Rat Patrol” photo.

The warehouse picture was not much help either. There were no signs on the building, nothing to identify where or what the building could have been used for. But in the background I could make out a faint train station sign. I copied the file into Photoshop and began to play with various filters to coax any of the letters to show. I was able to determine the name was about eight to ten letters long and started clearly with an “R.” The rest of the letters were simply too blurry to read.

As I played with the image my email program “beeped.” I quickly changed windows and looked at the subject.

Please read my story

The message was very short:

Dear Mr. Hewitt,

Gracie told me about you. Please read my story. I hope you can help me. Don’t tell Gracie.

Erika Taylor Maxwell

The email contained a text file entitled, The Three Angels - A Story of the Shoah.

Letta lived in a large home in Berlin. There were always lots of chores to do, and of course school. She loved school. Her two best friends were younger than she - they were always together. The rabbi called them his “Three Angels.”

Shoah is a modern Hebrew word literally translated as “catastrophe.” It’s a Jewish name for the Holocaust.




Summer 1938; Berlin

Rabbi Shalev loved that old camera.

“Children, did you know with this camera I can capture pixies?”

The little girls would giggle. The youngest among them and newcomers to the orphanage would stare back unbelieving.

“Really, Pasha? Pixies? Real pixies?”

“Certainly! I will show you!”

They would line up happily as Rabbi Shalev snapped yet another photograph for his collection of children from the Girls Orphanage of Berlin. His home was not as grand as the Berlin-Pankow facility nearby which housed both boys and girls, but he prided himself on the treatment and education his special girls received.

Today he had a mission - to photograph what he lovingly called his “Three Angels.”

“Letta, you must help me today.”

“Yes, Pasha. What must I do?”

Letta Gerber was eleven that balmy summer, older than her two best friends. Emma Vogt was eight and Mina, seven. No one knew Mina’s last name. The three of them seldom could be found apart. Rabbi Shalev, who the girls of the Jewish orphanage called “Pasha,” had been unable to photograph them together.

“It is little Mina. She has hidden from me every time I want to take her picture. What must I do?”

“She is so shy, Pasha. If you want to photograph her, you will have to trick her. But Emma and I will help you!”

Letta ran off to recruit Emma in her little scheme.

“Mina, let’s play a game!” Letta giggled.

“What kind of game?”

Mina had arrived at the orphanage one night three years ago, left at the door with a note attached to her threadbare coat.

“This one is no use to me,” was all the note said.

The rabbi took her in, discarded her old coat, and gave her a bowl of soup. She would not eat. To help calm her Rabbi Shalev put Mina to work tending the small plot of herbs they used to make tea - regular tea was strictly rationed and the orphanage was not on the ration list. It housed Jews.

It was a month before she spoke a single word. Only Letta and Emma could get close to her.

“Oh, it is a special game! But, then again, perhaps it is not for you.”

“Why not? I can play a game as good as you, Letta!”

Mina may have been shy, but when pushed she could be stubborn as a mule.

“Please, show me!”

Letta smiled, and looked at Emma.

“All right, then. Here is what we must do. Stand in a line, like this ... ,” and she lined Emma and Mina up, then took her place on the end with Mina in the middle. “Now, we hold hands and stand together facing that big tree at the edge of the garden.”

“What’s next?”

“Now, we all close our eyes.”

“What? I cannot see, Letta! What kind of game is this?”

“Oh, it is a fun game! We close our eyes and walk together toward the tree. The loser is the one who has to open their eyes first before we walk into the tree.”

“I can do that better than you!” Emma declared.

“No, you cannot! I will show you,” and Mina shut her eyes.

Letta grinned and motioned for Emma to start walking slowly forward.

“Now, keep your eyes shut real tight!”

“Mine are closed ... now keep yours closed, too!” Mina cried, and stepped forward with her two best friends, hand-in-hand.

Rabbi Shalev stepped out from behind the tree and stood ready for them to come closer. At the correct spot, Letta called, “You win! I opened first!”

Mina cried, “I win!” and raised her hands high in the air with a big smile.

CLICK

She saw Rabbi Shalev standing there holding his camera.

“You tricked me!” and she ran after Letta, the two of them running in circles. Soon they were all laughing so hard, Emma and the rabbi among them, and they fell to the grass panting with exhaustion.

“I will never trust either of you again.”

Letta knew she was only teasing. Mina could not be closer to anyone than Letta and Emma. A few days later Pasha presented them with a print of the photograph.

“I have never seen such a pretty smile.”

The shy little girl beamed with pride seeing the joy on the faces of her friends playing the game with her. They were shocked when she began to rip the photograph.

“Mina, stop! What are you doing?” Emma cried.

But Mina was not deterred. She tore the photograph into three pieces, handing one to Letta, the other to Emma, and keeping the last for herself.

“No matter where we go, no matter what happens to us, as long as we each have their part of the picture, we will always be friends. We will always find each other.”




Chapter 2

Innocent Blood

The silence often of pure innocence persuades when speaking fails.

- William Shakespeare

[image: ]

Present Day

“It’s a remarkable story, Angus. It reads more like a children’s book and I am having a difficult time categorizing it. The story is incomplete.”


I had called Angus McDonough at The Winnipeg Guardian to whet his appetite and fish for some working cash. I was hoping to pique his curiosity.


“It’s more a collection of seemingly unrelated pieces with gaps that simply don’t make sense. It begins with three girls traveling on the train together, but two of the girls simply disappear from the narrative without explanation.”


“What do you mean - disappear from the narrative?”


“The story is written in the third person. It continues with just one of the girls named Letta, but the story becomes disjointed and broken. However, it has intriguing hints and clues as to what happens. The last two pages are the most compelling for what they do not say.”


“How so?”


“Each page has a title - the first is ‘Emma’ and the second, ‘Mina.’ The narrative simply says, ‘Help me find them.’”


“What do you know about the author?”


“At this point, nothing. All I have is an email address.”


“OK. I’m interested if you can put some flesh on the bones. Make contact with the author and call me back.”




I was certain the photographs were a clue - I don’t believe in coincidences. The house photo was tied to the warehouse, but where were they? I zeroed in on the train station sign, the point where I was interrupted by Erika’s email. I had already determined the first letter was an “R.” The second letter formed almost a square box. It could be an “o” - but it had what looked like a “hat,” a smudge of a pixel just above the box. It could be just a distortion or perhaps a diacritical mark - like “ö” or “ô.”


I turned to a good friend - an old fashioned map.


Maps had always fascinated me. As a boy I used to create a latitude and longitude grid on a large piece of paper then draw the outlines of countries, rivers, and features from grid line to grid line to create my own version of the map. Along the way I learned how to read a map and discover many of its secrets. I began to trace the railroads leaving Frankfurt to see if one ran through a town starting with “R” and possibly with a second letter “ö” or “ô.”


Frankfurt is a major rail hub with routes radiating out to all corners of Germany. I guessed I could eliminate a couple of options. I had travelled the route from Frankfurt toward Bavaria many times and didn’t remember any station with a similar name. The route up the Rhine was also familiar - I had driven it between Frankfurt and Remagen where I visited the remains of the famous Ludendorff Bridge. So I started by following routes south and west into the lower Rhine Valley crossing into Alsace-Lorraine, Antoine Bouchard’s homeland. I kept within a day’s drive of Frankfurt - the location written on the “Rat Patrol” photograph.


I found Russelsheim and Reinheim, each with a train station, but these lacked the diacritical mark on the second letter. There was only one match. Southeast of Frankfurt there was a small rail yard at the junction of several branching lines called Rödermark. It was not conclusive, but this station was close enough to Frankfurt that a soldier on leave could reach it by Jeep and return in an afternoon.


I needed more information. I wanted to examine Max’s scrapbooks and papers and look for more clues. I emailed Erika I was coming, and booked a flight to Atlanta.


Sitting back in the seat looking out the window as the plane took off from Portland, I thought about the typo in Gracie’s email.


Our lives are changed by such little things.




Summer 1938; Frankfurt

“I am sorry, Captain Mauer. Your request for additional personnel has been denied.”


Gestapo Captain of Detectives Gunther Mauer slammed the telephone down onto the receiver. This was the fourth time he had requested more police officers for the Frankfurt Gestapo office. It was the fourth time he had been denied.


“How can I investigate these cases with only forty men in the entire district? Impossible!”


Mauer served in the Gestapo as the Frankfurt section chief and as an officer in the SS with the rank of SS-Hauptsturmführer. His standing in the SS did little to help him obtain more staff. The stack of new case files increased much faster than his overworked office could process them, let alone conduct a legitimate investigation. Manpower was scarce, training nonexistent.


“Police work? Albert, look at these. It is enough to make me vomit. Here ... a neighbor’s dog has killed six chickens. He refuses to make restitution. The complainant says he must be Jewish. And another ... a woman across the street has visits with unaccompanied men. We investigated that one ... she is a photographer and takes business photographs.


“This is what we do with our time? This is not police work, it is babysitting! And now all this trouble with the Jews. Impossible!”


The culture of fear and mistrust that spread throughout Germany began to take its toll on the security infrastructure. Over eighty-percent of the complaints taken by the Gestapo were Germans reporting on their neighbors, often to settle personal grudges and agendas. When Gunther Mauer received his commission as SS Hauptsturmführer and was assigned to head the office in Frankfurt am Main, he had visions of leading critical police investigations and dreamed of receiving a commendation from Reichsführer Himmler himself.


Instead, of his district staff of 40 all but eight were stenographers and file clerks. Five of his investigators were barely out of training having been drafted at age 18 from the ranks of the Hitlerjugend. The reporting requirements up the chain of command were demanding which took away from investigative time. He had yet to launch a single independent investigation of substance.


“Stalin himself could be living in the Hotel Frankfurter Hof planning the destruction of Germany, and we would never know it,” he groused to his aid. “I need some air!”


Captain Mauer prided himself on his thoroughness. He kept a journal of his service to the Reich - a useful asset, he would tell his adjutant - especially when one is up for a promotion. He wrote in the journal every day. His entry today - another frustrated stab at his ignorant superiors who denied him the staff to properly do his job.


Mauer also had a favorite place to sit and think, and drink away his frustrations.


“To Wiesbaden,” he demanded of his driver. “I will take lunch at the palace.”


His favorite spot in the district was a small restaurant in a magnificent sixteenth century baroque palace in Wiesbaden on the banks of the Rhine called the Schloss Biebrich. A 12th century castle ruin on the grounds evoked images of the grand German past, and he would often stroll the beautiful gardens imagining himself in the role of a baron, commanding the forces defending the Rhineland from the Francs.


“Good afternoon, Herr Mauer.”


Konrad Nagel managed the small restaurant and catered to the industrialists of the Rhine Valley industries and, of course, Wehrmacht and SS officers.


“I trust all is well?”


“I wish I could say so, Herr Nagel. I am chasing myself in circles most of the day. Please, join me for a glass of wine.”


“What troubles you on such a beautiful day?”


“How do you do it, Konrad? You operate so efficiently, and I struggle just to keep up with the complaints about chicken-eating dogs.”


“Oh, it is just a matter of priority, my friend. May I be so bold as to make a suggestion? Examine my menu. There are only ten choices. Look carefully and you will see all but two are simple variations on a common set of ingredients. These are made in the morning, and the entrees can be served almost immediately - even prepared by a waiter if need be.”


“Then why then does it take thirty minutes to be served?”


Herr Nagel laughed.


“So you can order a bottle of wine while you wait, and think we prepared the food just for you! It is an illusion, Herr Mauer, that is all. My head chef cooks only the fine dishes at the top of the menu, for which you pay dearly. And I thank you for it!”


“How does all this relate to me?”


“You have too many cases, yes?”


“Yes.”


“You cannot process them all?”


“No, not with the manpower I have.”


“Then don’t. Separate them, like my menu. Plain ones here, only the important ones there. Let your clerks dispose of the simple ones. Who is to know? Some unhappy grandmother? Have your investigators examine only the high profile ones, and make certain these are featured in your reports - like a dish at the top of my menu. It is all illusion, you see. Use illusion to your advantage.”


Gunther Mauer spent the rest of the afternoon contemplating the advice, watching the Rhine passing slowly as the late summer sun sank lower in the western sky. By the time his driver pulled to a stop outside of Gestapo headquarters in Frankfurt, Mauer had designed a complete reorganization of his office, one he would implement the following morning.




“There will be three groups ... one for cases no one will miss. One for cases we must appear to investigate if the person complaining has sufficient connections to create trouble if ignored. The third ... cases of importance to the Reich and this office.


“The first group - all these nonsense complaints - stamp them ‘Unfounded.’ All of them. Issue a standard form letter dated ten days from receiving the complaint - the same letter every time. Do nothing else with them but mark the case closed.


“The second group ... refer those to my aide for assignment to investigators. You will have five days to complete your investigation, no more. If there is nothing further to report, you will mark the case closed. All other files are to go to my desk.”


The work of Police Number Nine, Frankfurt office suddenly became an illusion of police efficiency. By the following spring, Gunther Mauer received a letter from his regional headquarters.

Your efficiency report has shown substantial improvement over previous months. Your service to the Reich is noted.




Summer 1938; Amsterdam

Ludwig Koenig boarded the train in Amsterdam on a fine August morning. The gentle breezes that blew from the English Channel back across the city kept a chill in the air as the late summer sun slowly rose in the sky. By mid-morning he would be rolling through the northern low plains of his homeland, away from the brisk channel air, and he longed to breathe the fragrant flowers of the German countryside. He relaxed in his seat, and left his briefcase closed for this leg of the trip. The countryside was too beautiful to waste with manpower reports and construction schedules.


The summer of 1938 simmered in his mind. He had salvaged his business from the ashes of the Great Depression by building alliances with the upstart National Socialists who promised full employment and rearmament. Full employment, indeed. Manpower was now in such short supply businessmen were called upon to create new economic opportunities with government support in neighboring countries. The Netherlands seemed a natural for him. He had many business contacts in Amsterdam. He thought back to his telephone conversation with Hjalmar Schacht, the Reichsminister of Economics.


“The economic policy of the Reich is geared for war, Herr Reichsminister.”


“And this has been bad for the economy, Herr Koenig?”


“Rearmament, no. It creates jobs and opportunity for investment. It builds infrastructure and assets that can be sold and traded. But to engage in war - this is destructive. It consumes rather than creates wealth.”


“The Führer has made substantial gains without resorting to outright warfare, Herr Koenig. This has created many new opportunities for the industrialists, including you, I might add.”


“Yes, Herr Reichsminister, and I want to see the favorable investment climate continue. I have sent you a plan by courier, a plan to increase foreign investment. Manpower shortages in Germany demand a new labor pool, while skilled workers in France and Belgium remain unemployed. The time is now, Herr Reichsminister, to achieve what Germany failed to do in the Great War - control the means of foreign production and raw materials. We can do this through investment rather than conquest. Once the German investments are substantial, we can negotiate favorable access to French and Dutch ports. It is a plan that will lead Germany forward to financial independence.”


Koenig failed to tell the minister it required low interest loans and control over capital, including the shifting of his cash assets to foreign banks - now against German law.


“I will review your proposal, Herr Koenig. Your efforts are always given the highest regard. Perhaps you should plan to come to Berlin and discuss this further.”


Koenig’s train was bound for Berlin. Prior to his departure, the Gestapo scrutinized every aspect of Ludwig Koenig’s life. He was born in Hamburg in 1880 of middle class German parents. His father had served in the army during the War of 1870 in a construction battalion. After the war his father bid on local construction projects. By the time young Ludwig was attending primary school, his father’s business prospered. From the time Ludwig entered finishing school he had been groomed to take control of his father’s operations.


He was beyond the age of conscription when war erupted in 1914. When manpower shortages forced conscription of young and old alike, his role as the head of a construction firm that aided the war effort ensured he remained a civilian.


Koenig married Asta Zimmer in 1901, but she died in childbirth shortly after their second year of marriage. Their daughter Astrid survived only a few days. He never remarried. He had a brother Bruno who left Germany with his wife for the Netherlands in 1930; they have one daughter, born in 1931.


The Gestapo examined the company books looking to see the extent of Jewish employees, investment, or supply. They scrutinized who he befriended, who he socialized with, and especially the racial characteristics of his parents, grandparents, and their ancestors. The Gestapo’s analysis - Ludwig Koenig was certified Aryan.




Summer 1938; Rödermark

Herr Schneider arrived at the shipping office of his grain warehouse at precisely 6:00 A.M. every morning in the village of Rödermark, southeast of Frankfurt. His office was a mere 200 meters from his home on Forststrasse and he enjoyed the short walk before he inspected the shipping manifests for the day.


Today a boxcar waited on the siding. The small crew would be finished loading by the lunch break. Afterwards he would send most of them home. There would be no more wheat shipped this week. The demand for grain was at an all time high - exhausting the supply and resulting in severe shortages - while prices remained relatively stable due to strict government controls. Small businesses were left to fend for themselves as best they could.


Karlheinz Schneider detested the Nazis.


“Good morning, Herr Schneider.”


Isaac Grossman ran a small market nearby and ground his own flour in the back of the market every day. His supply was beginning to run low and for several days Herr Schneider had promised him some relief.


“Good morning, Herr Grossman. I have some good news for you this morning.”


“Ah, good news is always welcome. I hope it has to do with flour and bread!”


Grossman’s business had suffered from the Nazi’s anti-Jewish policies, but in this small farming community he had managed to avoid any serious problems. A steady supply of grain - even though tightly rationed - ensured a steady supply of customers, Aryan or Jewish.


“I have a load to place aboard the box car this morning. There will be a small surplus, I have seen to that. Come back later and I will have one of the boys load it for you.”


“Oh, Herr Schneider, good news, indeed! Why just yesterday a woman who came to the market became very angry when I had to tell her we had already sold our ration of flour for the day. Oh, the names she called me! I will personally deliver flour to her after the grinding.”


“You have more patience than I, Herr Grossman.”


“I cannot fault the woman for providing for her family,” he smiled, doffed his hat, and walked off towards the center of the village to open the market with his two sons.


Daniela Schneider treated the warehouse crew like her own family. Young men from the farmlands would come whenever a boxcar needed loading. She would arrive with a lunch of soup and bread - a luxury that despite rationing she insisted on feeding to the loading crews when they worked. It ensured a steady supply of labor even when wages were depressed. A full stomach was worth more than a wallet full of useless German script.


Herr Schneider never asked where the extra rations came from.




Summer 1938; The Mountains of Southern France

La Crosse seemed an unlikely place to find refugees. France had been a Catholic monarchy before the revolution, and the Protestants that lived isolated in the mountainous plateau region of south-central France knew too well the sting of persecution over the centuries. They were used to a hard life of self-sufficiency. A reserved people, suspicious of authority, they nevertheless welcomed strangers to the villages of the plateau. Since the early 1930s dissidents fleeing the fascist revolutions in Spain and Italy found sanctuary among the fiercely independent Huguenots.


Charity waited at the hearths of countless homes on the high plateau. Refugees arrived by train, bus, or in the back of trucks. There was always room, somewhere.


There was no plan; no one was in charge. Money found its way to the plateau to support those seeking refuge from organizations around the world - each to their own means. Through the churches, the village town halls, the organizations - the people of the plateau quietly took to heart the commands of their God,

Lest innocent blood be shed in your land that the LORD your God is giving you for an inheritance, and so the guilt of bloodshed be upon you. (2)


For three months out of the year the villagers made what money they could from the tourists escaping the summer heat of Paris, southern France, and French North Africa. Rates in the boarding houses and hotels rose, and the people scurried about as long as the trains and busses arrived and unloaded people from the city.


When the chill winds of the mountains sent the tourists home to their cities, the residents of the plateau relied on the narrow-gauge railroad with its sturdy snowplow, and rickety buses burning gazogène - a type of fuel created by burning wood. Gasoline was rare. Few of the inhabitants owned cars - only doctors, pastors, and priests received “gaz” coupons, and these found the roads difficult and treacherous. The villagers often drove sleighs pulled by stock horses until the spring thaw opened their hibernating world once more for the short summer season.


The Protestant church reflected the region’s austerity. When Bernard Amirault first arrived in La Crosse to take charge of the parish he found a village simply waiting for yet another winter. So he helped start a secondary school to keep the children of the plateau at home preparing for the university, and breathed new life and vigor into the village and its surroundings ... just as the world around it plunged into Fascist darkness.




Chapter 3

Night of Broken Glass

Don’t tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass.

- Anton Chekhov

Present Day

Gracie Watson met me at the Atlanta airport. I had emailed Erika with my travel arrangements, but was surprised to find her niece at the gate to greet me.


“Would you join me for lunch before you settle in? There is an issue I need to discuss with you first.”


We stopped at a restaurant in the airport.


“I was not aware Aunt Erika was corresponding with you. My aunt is a very private woman and this is very unlike her. We knew she had come from Germany after the war, but she has never talked about that time. She is very weak, and when I found out you wanted to meet with her I felt compelled to intervene. She has struggled with health issues this past year, so I would prefer to act as an intermediary. When she feels well her mind is actually quite sharp. Right now ... well, it’s not a good time.”


“I am sorry to hear that. I will of course respect your family’s wishes. What can you tell me?”


“Aunt Erika worked for the school district here in Atlanta for many years.”


“Was she a teacher?”


“No, a librarian. She told me once the library was her sanctuary.”


Sanctuary. How many people had I interviewed who kept their past hidden in some very private recesses - their private sanctuaries?


“In the early 1970s, she began to collect all the photographs and letters she and Uncle Max had and started a scrapbook. When I worked on her affairs, we decided to donate it to the school.”


Of course. Safe within her private sanctuary. I wanted to see that scrapbook.


“Uncle Max. Where did he get his nickname?”


“He was always called ‘Max’ in the military, and we all knew him as ‘Uncle Max.’ Everyone except Erika - she always called him James.”


“I would like to examine her scrapbook.”


“I thought you might. I can call and talk to the school. But I cannot allow you to interview her at this time because of her illness. I don’t think it would do you much good anyway. You see, she was injured during the American invasion of Frankfurt and cannot remember anything from before she woke in an American Army hospital. That was 1945.”


“March, 1945?”


“Yes. How did you know?”


“The scrapbook cannot leave the building, Mr. Hewitt. And you will need permission from the family in writing.”


The school secretary fielded my questions as I expected. Policy, procedure, a society based on rules.


“Mrs. Watson’s phone call is not sufficient.”


The school principal was more accommodating.


“I hope you will share your story with our history students when you are finished. I read some of your work. I think it would add to our World History program.”


Anticipating this, I presented him with an autographed copy of The Juno Letters which sealed the deal. Maybe they would buy books two and three for the library.


I reserved the day to examine the scrapbook. It consisted mostly of background information, pictures cut from magazines and old newspapers, and a few mementos pressed between the pages - a small pink bow, a dried flower. Personal things, of course, but nothing very helpful. I was finished after less than an hour.


On my way back to the hotel, my phone buzzed. The message simply said,

I want to meet you ... Erika


10 Nov 1938; 01:45 A.M.; Frankfurt

A loud knock on the door of Gunther Mauer’s apartment woke him from a much-needed sleep. Annoyed by the intrusion at such an early hour, the Gestapo Captain was in no mood for nonsense. This had better be important, he grumbled to himself.


“What do you want?” he spat as he opened the door.


“An emergency dispatch from Berlin, Captain.”


The courier was a junior clerk from his office.


“It cannot wait until morning?”


“It came with orders to wake the commander, Herr Mauer. I am sorry.”


“All right then. You have followed you orders. Now let me sleep.”


Mauer took the packet and dismissed the young clerk. With the Jewish troubles mounting, the Frankfurt office of the Gestapo remained staffed through the night.


“The idiots in Berlin ... they must never sleep.”


I should wait until morning. What could be so important?


He tossed the packet onto his sitting table and stepped into the water closet. He splashed cold water on his face and rubbed it back across his balding head. His close-cropped hair and deep receding hairline combined with features that could only be called ordinary - not the model of Aryan manhood espoused by Nazi propaganda posters. It was his eyes that caught one’s attention. Steel blue, and framed by dark eyebrows, they contrasted dramatically with his slightly greying hair and bespoke an unmistakable intensity. As he washed the sleep from his eyes, he resigned himself to at least read the orders. Nothing would happen until morning despite its alleged importance.


Tensions mounted throughout Germany following the forced expulsion of Jews with Polish heritage. Deportations from Frankfurt strained the small investigative staff and swamped the busy office. Just days before a prominent Jewish physician committed suicide. Barred from treating non-Jews his practice failed.


Mauer hated suicides - the paperwork was twice that of a simple deportation.


The “Jewish Problem” exploded on 7 November 1938. A seventeen year-old Jewish student named Herschel Grynszpan, angry at the deportation of his parents from their home in Hanover, shot a German embassy official in Paris, Ernst von Rahn. The German government forcibly closed Jewish newspapers and magazines. Jewish children were immediately barred from state elementary schools and Jewish cultural activities were cancelled. Jews in Germany were stripped of their rights of citizenship.


Von Rahn died from his wounds on 9 November. Propaganda Minister Goebbels declared if demonstrations erupted spontaneously they should not be hampered. The message was clear. The pogrom long planned by Reinhard Heydrich had the Führer’s blessing.


Heydrich sent emergency messages to state police organizations at 1:20 A.M. on 10 November. The orders were delivered by staff courier to police officials throughout Germany, including Frankfurt Gestapo Captain Gunther Mauer.

Hitler Youth and other national associations have been ordered to engage in patriotic actions against Jewish businesses and institutions as retaliation against the murder in Paris of the German martyr Ernst von Rahn by the Jewish conspiracy. Detailed instructions are included; all state officials are expected to enact these measures immediately with utmost severity.

Police and security forces are to provide protection for German property and citizens. Foreigners, including foreign Jews, are not to be subjects of these actions. Young Jewish men are to be arrested, in numbers according to the capacity of local jails. Your utmost discretion as to the origin of these orders is expected.


Included in the orders were lists of businesses, institutions, and key Jewish leaders targeted for violence in the “spontaneous demonstrations.”


Captain Mauer read the dispatch at two o’clock in the morning, just forty minutes after the orders had been sent. The son of an insignificant civil servant from the suburbs of Berlin he had dreamed of rising above his station in the resurgent Germany. He detested the boring sameness of civil service. However, the old Prussian class system dominated the Wehrmacht and the clique from Munich controlled the Nazi party. As the power of the Nazis increased he saw an opportunity to succeed in the newly forming state security forces. Successive reorganizations and internal purges created opportunities he could exploit even without credentials or a powerful patron.


He advanced quickly by demonstrating a fanatical zeal, and distinguished himself in the 1934 purge of the SA when Ernst Röhm and his perverted criminals were cleansed from the Nazi party. In Normandy just after the occupation of France he eradicated a dangerous resistance cell and killed its leader. As a reward, he received an appointment to this post - the command of the Gestapo office in Frankfurt Am Main.


Frankfurt, however, proved a disappointment. Despite its position near the French border as the gateway to the Rhine Valley, he was far removed from the action in Berlin. His office mostly processed routine paperwork. It was not the vibrant post he had coveted, one that would further his career.


Gunther Mauer mulled over these orders.


I sense an opportunity here. The army and its self-righteous saber rattling have garnered all the attention. First the Rhineland, then Austria, the Sudetenland, and now Czechoslovakia. Fighting a war without firing a shot - where is the glory? But this Jewish problem. This is my chance to get out of this dead-end hole and establish myself with the powers in Berlin. Hitler sees the Jews as an enemy at least as great as the communists.


He wrote in his journal:

This is my opportunity. The Jews are the Reich’s enemies. The Jews are my enemies. This is my war.


Captain Mauer immediately called the senior staff to the office. By 3:30 the entire staff prepared for the first assault of Captain Mauer’s private war. He assembled troops in strategic places scattered throughout the city with orders to coordinate their assault to achieve maximum shock value.


As the streets began to fill with people starting their morning routines, the first wave of the assault began. The two main synagogues in the Jewish sections were attacked by storm troopers dressed in civilian clothes, the buildings set afire. The mob then disbursed into smaller groups and broke into Jewish homes, terrorizing the residents, smashing windows and looting. Jewish shop windows were shattered, their goods strewn out across the sidewalks.


The police cruised the streets to prevent violence toward non-Jews and German businesses. Any Jews caught in the streets, especially young Jewish men, were immediately arrested. Many were beaten. By day’s end 2,621 Jews were paraded before a hostile mob through the streets of Frankfurt. To clear the jails, and make ready for more arrests, the Jews were shipped to the work camp at Buchenwald.


10 Nov 1938; Early Evening; Berlin

The doors to the main conference room at the Adlon Hotel remained closed. Guests saw only a formally dressed butler stoically standing at the door. He looked more like an armed guard to some. Servants waited on the guests through the private doors at the back of the great room. Even the washrooms were private. No one entered or left for more than three hours. When the doors finally opened just past nine o’clock in the evening and the men inside flowed out into the lobby, it seemed more like the gala opening at the opera instead of the conclusion of a German government economic summit.


Private conversations spontaneously erupted throughout the lobby and spilled over into the bar. Ludwig Koenig lit a cigar and sat with an acquaintance in a leather chair in the lobby.


“How are your Dutch companies performing, Herr Koenig?”


Jürgen Diederich was a well-placed industrialist who kept close contacts within the Nazi leadership. He was an ardent Nazi - too political for Koenig’s liking.


“Very well, Herr Diederich. We are working on several large projects in the port areas. I am pleased with our performance.”


Herr Koenig kept the conversation general preferring to keep his business activities private, especially from extremists within the party.


“I would have thought you would prefer to invest in the new territories instead of foreign countries. The incentives in the Sudetenland are very appealing.”


The businessmen had just concluded a presentation by the Reich Minister of Economics where new incentives had been announced to attract investment in the “newly repatriated German territories” of Austria, the Rhineland, and Czechoslovakia.


“Our expertise is in shipping facilities. Let me know when they open a port in the Sudetenland and I will gladly invest, Herr Diederich.”


Diederich laughed heartily and raised a wine glass in salute. Koenig furtively glanced
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