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Prologue

	The train journey felt interminable. The ICE from Munich to Hamburg was packed, despite the holiday season still being a few weeks away. Beside Charlotte sat an elderly gentleman, roughly her age, who had taken his seat next to her in Nuremberg. Fully engaged in proofreading her manuscript, she appreciated that the slim, white-haired man remained quiet and composed beside her.

	As the train approached Hanover, he began to fidget, clearly preparing to disembark and finally mustered the courage to speak to her.

	‘Excuse me. I couldn’t help but notice that you seem to be writing a book. May I inquire what it’s about?’ He had caught sight of some headings that hinted at Charlotte’s exploration of the past.

	‘Thank you for asking. I’ve embarked on a journey to uncover the untold stories of my parents before I was born. Until recently, I had only scratched the surface, knowing little about their expulsion from what is now Poland and their harrowing escape from the GDR After burying my father earlier this year, the pastor urged me to consider sharing my notes with a wider audience. He emphasised that Mr Jeske and his wife had weathered multiple eras, and their story deserved to be told. So, I began to weave together a novel’.

	The man’s expression turned contemplative, as if he was absorbing the weight of her words.

	‘You’re lucky’, he said. ‘Unfortunately, I missed out on that. I don’t know what my parents were like. They never talked about their past’. He left the compartment looking sad. In fact, despite her grief for her father, Charlotte felt rich. He had been a contented man, even though her mother had often given him a hard time. Charlotte would have loved to have given him more peace. The nursing service that visited her mother in the mornings and evenings had caused her father stress. In the end, bending down and cooking became increasingly difficult for him, so he increasingly used Charlotte’s mobile lunch service. Despite everything, father cared for mother faithfully and quietly until his death.

	Charlotte pushed aside her guilty feelings about him and focused on looking forward to Kiel Week and her family. In recent years, since her mother’s stroke, she had been making the ten-hour journey from Munich to Kiel every three months. Although her sisters, Annemarie and Karina, lived in Kiel, their busy careers and families left little time for their mother, who often felt lonely and abandoned. Charlotte’s daily phone calls provided some comfort, but they felt like just a drop in the ocean. Her attitude had only changed in old age. For a long, long time, Mother had suppressed her childhood and hidden her wounds.

	At least Charlotte would be reading over her manuscript and making additions over the next seven days. It made mother happy to be transported back to her early childhood. Her attitude had only changed in old age. For a long, long time, mother had suppressed her childhood and hidden her wounds.

	



	




	The Last Carriage Ride

	No one in their right mind would prefer war to peace, for in war, sons bury their fathers, while in peace, fathers bury their sons.

	Herodotus

	 

	Two East Frisian horses, which belonged to August’s younger brother Leonhard and were on permanent loan, used to pull the carriage for family outings on Sundays before the war. It had become a cherished ritual, and August loved these country trips with his family. Unfortunately, the decline in agricultural machinery production gradually forced Leonhard to rely on horses for heavy fieldwork. Since the loss at the Battle of Stalingrad, horses had increasingly been taken from the civilian population for military use. Nonetheless, Leo, the horse lover, fought obsessively and successfully to keep his East Frisian horses.

	Today, he climbed into the vehicle with a sense of reverence. He couldn’t hide a certain pride as he nodded to the customers who greeted friendly by waving at him. With his tall, slim figure, he appeared youthful and athletic of almost 53, his greying hair combed back tightly. He had recently trimmed his moustache, which he had grown for ages, into a fashionable two-finger beard. Soon, he would celebrate the ninth anniversary of his grocery store’s opening; remarkably, the same length of time that Hitler had ruled the country, the German “Reich”. How quickly time had passed! Who could say whether this would be his last carriage ride? Although the German army, the “Wehrmacht”, was currently making advances into the Soviet Union, circumstances could change at any moment; battles were ongoing, with no end in sight. Supplies were urgently needed: people, animals, weapons. August often had doubts about the Wehrmacht’s chances of success. Unconfirmed information was trickling through.

	To please his parents-in-law, the trip was to Straduhn, where they owned a small farm. In high spirits, he enjoyed the precious moments of relaxation on the coachman’s seat, even though his wife was in Berlin. Ottilie was hopefully undergoing her last cancer treatment at the Charité hospital. Behind him sat the children who still lived at home, three girls and two boys, sitting up straight, astonishingly well-behaved, and, as always, in the same seats. Adelheid, Irmgard and Brigitta, aged 15, 12 and 8, snuggled up to each other, while Hubert, born two years after Adelheid, was allowed to hold three-year-old Hans in his arms for once, only because their big sister was sitting directly opposite him and watching him with eagle eyes. August chuckled to himself, harbouring the vogue hope that they would all remain well-behaved until they arrived at Ottilie’s parents’ house who had raised their five children strictly. They applied the same standards to their grandchildren, with the result that a close bond failed to develop between them. August was sometimes amazed at how loving his wife, Ottilie, was in contrast to her parents. He admired her after all these years and longed for her. He was proud to finally be able to offer her a secure existence. Hopefully, she would not have too significant a burden to bear in the future. Pleasing her was his greatest motivation.

	He fondly remembered his first encounters with this remarkable woman. The families had known each other briefly; four daughters were carefully protected, and their only brother lived in Straduhn with their parents. From the very beginning, he was drawn to the natural elegance of the eldest daughter. He often managed to sneak into the pew behind Ottilie, admiring her delicate neck beneath her pinned-up hair. For a long time, he had to settle for polite conversation. Occasionally, he caught a glimpse of her looking at him from the corner of her eye. After many Sundays, he finally gathered the courage to invite her to the pastry shop. His two brothers as well as Ottilie’s sisters would be joining him, and he never doubted their intentions. At twenty-five, he had limited experience with women, and he had avoided brothels during the war. Discovering his deep feelings for Ottilie, who returned his affection, was exhilarating. However, the draft notice arrived in the second summer of the war, disrupting his dreams of marrying her. Like many, he hoped for peace soon, but the army’s draft of older age groups postponed their plans. Despite this, the family successfully arranged their engagement amidst the chaos of the Great War.

	Two years later, in vibrant autumn, they celebrated peace and their wedding at her parents’ farm in Straduhn. The families had clattered along leisurely through the village to the church for the wedding in several carts, adorned with colourful ribbons and drawn by harnessed horses, includingtwo white horses organised by Leonhard for the bride and groom’s first carriage. With tears in his eyes, August stood at the altar, receiving his bride from her mother. She wore a simple black dress, with the sleeves shortened and an oval mother-of-pearl brooch featuring a gold rim pinned to the front of her stand-up collar. He admired her modesty and dignity; this day was all about her.

	During the wedding celebrations, they had confided to each other that postponing the party had been an excellent decision in hindsight. They had previously been weighed down by constant, deep concern and uncertainty about their future, which hung over them like a dark, threatening cloud. Fortunately, those concerns proved unfounded. August had returned home from the war unscathed, and peace had long since settled in the country.

	A mild spring was comforting to their still troubled souls, and the blackbirds were singing jubilantly when Leonhard visited August one evening. He could be heard approaching from afar, whistling the actual song “I’m not surprised by anything anymore”, waving a plucked chicken. His cheerfulness was contagious, and August had immediately caught the faint scent of alcohol wafting towards him as Leonhard entered the living room. Leonhard wanted to know what his big brother thought of a mixed doubles match, watching August’s reaction closely. Completely clueless and without the slightest idea of what Leonhard was getting at, August had tried to buy time by carefully cutting the cap off his cigar from the local Grünbaum factory. This task required his full attention, while Leonhard cheerfully solved the riddle. He planned to marry Ottilie’s younger sister, Dorothea. Leo had kept this secret for long enough, and now it was out in the open. He had already set his sights on Dorothea during his first walk with August and Ottilie. With a smile, August had taken a bottle of vermouth from the display cabinet and filled the shot glasses to the brim, expressing his expectation that Leonhard’s marriage would be as happy as his own. Late into the night, he talked with Leonhard about obtaining his father’s blessing, the engagement ceremony in the parish office, and the good matches available, joking that they should consider setting up his youngest brother, Alois, with the third sister, Paulina. Meanwhile, Martha, the youngest and the enfant terrible, had already become engaged to a Protestant man. Despite their father’s vehement objections, they had promised each other and had their engagement registered in the Protestant church records. As a result, her father withdrew Martha’s dowry and added it to the shares of her three sisters and brother, Paul.

	In late summer, Leonhard had married his beloved Dorothea. Their wedding celebration turned into a lavish and unrestrained event that, even months after the peace treaty, stood as a testament to the long-awaited peace. This was the case despite, or perhaps because of, the devastating loss of her hometown of Czarnikau, which had been taken from the Germans under the Treaty of Versailles and had provoked an odyssey of emigration. Dorothea wore Ottilie’s black gown and a white veil, pulled low over her forehead and fastened with a narrow silver-coloured velvet ribbon. The overwhelming feeling of having survived prevailed among all guests. They staggered, drank, danced, sang and laughed until the early hours of the morning. Ottilie was about to give birth to her first child, Alfons, who would live only two short months. This proved to be an incredible shock and a tragedy for both of them. Happiness, it seemed, was a fleeting thing.

	 

	The gentle snorting of the farm horses pulled August out of his reverie. Ahead of him, a black horse trundled along the path that wound through a wooded area. It was farmer Kowalke, who lived nearby, out for a ride for pleasure with his wife and three daughters. Suddenly, a herd of at least eight red deer dashed across their path, leaping gracefully. August felt the animals’ fear and instinctively tightened the reins to keep the horses from shying. However, the horses whinnied cheerfully, lifting August’s spirits with a blend of exuberance and melancholy.

	Living in the countryside, far from the clamour of war, brought him joy. Here, he believed they would survive the conflict. He marvelled at the rolling fields, colourful butterflies and clusters of poppies brightening the corn. The rhythmic clattering of hooves harmonised beautifully with the birds’ cheerful chirping. It was a warm early summer day that warmed the heart. The fact that Ottilie was in Berlin did not dampen his mood. With confidence, he sat up straight, clicked his tongue and loosened the reins. He had achieved prosperity, and he was certain that even the current turbulent circumstances would not change that. The battles were taking place elsewhere, not in the sleepy region of Farther Pomerania.

	 

	Had things improved after he got married? Despite the hyperinflation of the early 1920s, which also impacted Farther Pomerania, August managed to keep his head above water until the situation worsened towards the end of the decade. The already meagre sales of game, poultry, and eggs from the backyard barn dwindled. He could no longer feed his growing family. Due to the global economic crisis, customers were compelled to give up roast venison, and as a result, they largely stayed away. He even had to beg acquaintances for eggs. August found himself buried in financial debt, and state support was pitifully low. At least, thanks to the farmers among his relatives who produced enough food for their needs, they did not go hungry.

	August never gave up and fervently hoped that his fortunes would change, which proved the case. In the spring of 1933, a vacant, unfurnished shop space awaited him. August Radke had felt it was his destiny. He would live his dream. However, he had gradually come to realise how unpleasant the new landlord, Albert Bohrmann, was and had become even more diplomatic in his dealings with him.

	The local group leader was a typical representative of the pompous party officials with golden badges. A “Goldfasan”. Everybody called these men golden pheasants. August had cautiously asked around. The unanimous verdict on him was: overweight, meticulous, cunning. A bon vivant. August was still surprised today that he had been able to convince this malicious man. He did not like to curry favour; it repelled him deeply. That’s why he had pulled out all the stops at the time, preparing meticulously for the interview. But Bohrmann had done the same. Among other things, he had long since found out that Radke, the prospective buyer, was supporting a bunch of children. Ottilie had been heavily pregnant with Brigitta. From the very beginning, ever since this party had been in power without opposition, people had been walking around as if they were made of glass. The office of the NSDAP, the National Socialist German Workers’ Party, was in the picture. 

	One had to be cautious. That evening, they signed the contract for his butter shop, as he liked to call it. He and Ottilie collapsed into bed, exhausted. Nevertheless, the local NSDAP chairman’s invitation to become a member lingered in August’s mind. He had explained the importance of party membership to Ottilie, emphasising that Bohrmann’s clear directive stated that simply having a trade licence was insufficient. It was considered exemplary – a matter of honour – and one owed it to the party to pursue membership, especially in a crucial field like food supply. Ottilie had listened patiently to his detailed explanations, lying on her back as usual. She looked concerned and urged him to think carefully about joining the Nazi Party. No matter how successful she became, she refused to let it blind her. She expressed her anticipation that one day, actions would be taken against Christians. Her disdain for the ministers had grown; each one seemed more obnoxious than the last. They were wolves in sheep’s clothing. She feared that her family could be in danger in the medium term.

	August had reassured Ottilie that he was just an inconspicuous churchgoer and not a bishop, and that this was a unique opportunity to run the grocery store. He urged his Tilly not to fret over this minor issue, especially given the lack of alternatives. He solemnly promised her that they would not do anything wrong and would never leave the church. He remained steadfast in his faith; after all, both his family and his wife’s had been Catholics for generations. To further ease Ottilie’s concerns, he shared the rumour that the party was no longer accepting new members, even though compulsory membership still existed.

	Deep down, August was fully aware that he needed to be constantly vigilant against the Nazis. After speaking with Ottilie and having restless dreams, he decided the next day that it would be wise to consult the pastor to reconsider his wife’s objections and discuss his uncertainties about the recently signed tenancy agreement. The clergyman spoke to him soothingly, referring to Hitler’s concessions in the government statement issued at the end of March. He assured August that the church’s powers would be preserved and that Christians could freely practice their faith. He even emphasised that the NSDAP had lifted the ban on clergy joining the party and that state authority must be recognised, which completely dispelled August’s concerns. The congregation supported him, and he felt justified in claiming that he had secured the blessing of the Catholic church for signing the lease. 

	The family had managed the move to their new premises with relative ease. They loaded their furniture and moving boxes onto a horse-drawn carriage, which then travelled down Wilhelm Street, made a right onto Moltke Street, and arrived there.

	The euphoria from the move had lasted a long time. The whole family shared in August’s joy and celebrated the eagerly awaited opening of the shop. Using a rust-brown, three-legged metal stand covered with brown cardboard, which bore the inscription “New Opening! Butter and Cheese Shop. Owner August Radke” in dark blue paint, his three daughters: Erika, who had recently begun her apprenticeship, Adelheid, and the charming Irmgard, beamed in their Sunday blouses as they cheerfully welcomed the first passersby. As hoped, the busy Moltke Street attracted many visitors, thanks to the numerous speciality shops and its direct access to the market square.

	August smiled as he reflected on his early days as a new shop owner. Shortly after launching his business, the Reich Ministry of Food and Agriculture had sent him written confirmation allowing him to register food products related to his existing range. This news delighted him, as it significantly increased his shop’s appeal. From the very beginning, butter had been the cornerstone of his offerings, and he felt confident that there would be no comparable specialist shop in the area. He was convinced his concept was perfect, even before he had earned a single Reichsmark.

	However, margarine’s popularity continued to grow, mainly because it cost just a quarter as much as butter. This trend persisted until the government imposed strict restrictions on margarine production and introduced high taxes. The reasoning behind this decision was clear: the ruling party argued that margarine was fundamentally an imported product. They emphasised the need for the Reich to close the troubling gap in fat supplies using its own resources wherever possible. Remarkably, the Reich achieved 80 per cent food self-sufficiency. With increasing interest, August had watched the introduction of various regulations on the use of oils and fats before taking over the business. Half a pound of butter had always been expensive but highly valued. If it had not been so costly, one would have spread it on thickly.

	Finally, the day of Ottilie’s delivery arrived. She gave birth to her daughter at the beginning of August, and after church on Sunday, the siblings were allowed to choose a name for the baby. The discussion quickly escalated into a heated and ultimately unnecessary argument. The boys preferred the name Eva, while the girls favoured Brigitta. Eventually, August decided, without further ado, that the child should bear both names. He finally pointed out that they had not given their mother’s first name to any of their daughters. Ottilie had emphatically agreed, declaring that this ninth child would be the last to be named. Thus, the priest christened the infant Brigitta Eva Ottilie. The christening was followed by a wedding later that same month. Contrary to expectations, August’s widowed brother-in-law, Konrad Lehmann, remarried. The brewer from the castle brewery had often visited August, spending hours with him smoking cigars and drinking several glasses of apple schnapps, reminiscing about his wonderful partner, August’s sister Angela. In all those years, no other woman had been able to compare to her. For his daughter’s sake and under pressure from his relatives, he ultimately decided to start anew and remarry after much soul-searching. Ottilie had not yet put on her festive gown, so she chose a simple, elegant blouse with a round neckline and crocheted lace in lime green, accented with mother-of-pearl buttons, from the Plaumann fashion house. Determined to maintain his figure, August wore his old dark grey suit, which still fit him well.

	During the wedding ceremony, he had noticed his ten-year-old niece, Gertrud, sitting next to her father. With her chestnut-brown braids cascading down to her hips, she looked overjoyed, which was clear to everyone. It was evident that she shared a close bond with her stepmother.

	For the rustic wedding feast following the ceremony, the relatives had arranged wooden chairs with faded blue round seat cushions in the garden for the female and older guests, while the men were provided an abundance of alcoholic beverages.

	August smiled as he recalled the elderly gentlemen playing skat, who were indifferent to small talk. They had skilfully shuffled cards and passed around a bottle of herbal schnapps while the wedding party revelled to the lively sounds of the band. Would it be possible to take to the dance floor again? August longed for it. He was a sought-after dancer who knew how to complement every woman. Ottilie was not prone to jealousy, and she was right to trust him. In the 25 years they had been together, he had never crossed the boundaries of decency.

	Until midnight, he had sat happily with Leonhard, their cigar smoke mingling with Leo’s pipe smoke, as usual. August never held back his carefree, boisterous laughter. He remembered that evening fondly; they had hoped that the rowdy partygoers would prevail against the Nazis and boost the economy. Indeed, both outcomes came to pass. However, the brothers agreed that the Centre Party’s decline was unfortunate. After the Nazis had reached the election victory, the Centre Party had had sought favour with the Nazis after they had won the election victory. This ultimately hastened its own dissolution.

	The ban on the Centre Party had already been planned when Alois decided to emigrate. Like many others who sought to leave after the Great War, he had lost faith in the future of the German Empire. Wanderlust took hold of him and propelled him onto one of the large steamers departing from Wilhelmshaven. Since then, he and his wife, Blanche, had been well integrated into life in the United States.

	For a while, August and Leo had discussed whether emigrating overseas might have also been a viable option for them. Ultimately, they concluded that their attachment to their homeland was enormous. They cherished the lakes and moors, as well as the flat, barren land near the Polish border. They consistently reiterated that it was definitely worth staying in their homeland. Both of them – August, a farmer and now a merchant, and Leo, a craftsman – reinforced each other’s belief that they had made the right choice and were serving their community by providing food. It was their calling, and they felt it could not be wrong.

	 

	August focused on farmer Kowalke, who was moving slowly with his one horse, allowing August to catch up with him. As he carefully guided his horses past Kowalke’s carriage, he called out a friendly greeting:

	‘Kowalke, is the grain thriving in your fields?’

	‘Heil Hitler! Nice to see you, Butter-Radke. It could use a little more rain. Thanks for asking’. The farmer ran a modest chicken farm alongside his large grainfields and was an ardent admirer of Hitler. But August avoided the prescriptive greeting whenever possible.

	 

	The sun rose, casting a pink hue across the morning sky as Monday began. August climbed back onto the coach box, and, after sixteen kilometres to the northeast, he reached the district capital of Schneidemühl and steered the horses towards the main entrance of the market square, where Leonhard had planned to make arrangements for the handover. August expressed his gratitude, and they all agreed there would be no more weekend trips for the time being, as they risked prosecution or the displeasure of the party, their neighbours and customers. They wanted to ensure they did not jeopardise their fortunate situation of not having been called up for military service, especially after last winter’s humiliation in the Soviet Union, which resulted in the deaths of thousands of soldiers. Although they did not voice it, a feeling of uncertainty loomed over them like the sword of Damocles. Would peace continue in Farther Pomerania? Would the war bypass them?



	

	The Merchant

	Before climbing a ladder, one should make sure that it is leaning against the right wall.

	Folk Wisdom

	 

	A slightly cloudy sky greeted August on the morning of the last day of June 1942. He pushed open the shop door and jumped enthusiastically down the three steps into the open air. He began the anniversary day in good spirits. Would his father, whose name he bore, have been pleased with his eldest son’s plan to transition from being a craftsman to a merchant? The Lenz lamp shop directly opposite looked at him sleepily, mirroring his image in its large window. He was proud of his bright green eyes, oval face, almost wrinkle-free forehead and narrow, high-bridged nose, which gave him the appearance of an intellectual, despite his working-class background.

	He opened his pocket watch after fumbling for it in his trouser pocket; he had exactly eleven minutes until the shop opened at seven o’clock. He stretched his arms down close to his body; it felt good, and he looked fine doing so. Then he turned around. In the early morning light, he was appalled by the dirt on the two-by-three-metre shop window. The black lettering that read “Butter and Cheese” was barely legible. He armed himself with a duster, nimbly climbed the man-sized stepladder, and conscientiously cleaned the window and the metal sign above it bearing his name with soapy water. During this daily ritual, he reflected on the criticism he had received from his party comrades when the business opened.

	 

	They had said that August’s business appearance was utterly inappropriate and that the Sütterlin script was not suitable for a merchant. People might draw the wrong conclusions from it. A German tenant using this Jewish script? That was simply unacceptable. But Brigitta was among the last pupils who still needed to learn it, since she had just started school. However, after the supposedly Jewish script was abolished, the students switched to the Latin alphabet. At least replacing the metal sign was worth considering, after he had reluctantly reflected on it and dismissed it as a minor issue.

	August vaguely remembered the discussion about this script, introduced by Mr Sütterlin a good quarter of a century ago, aimed at making handwriting easier to learn. Ironically, foreigners struggled to master it; the letters were hard to decipher, which became a problem for the NSDAP. Naturally, rallies, decrees and bans needed to be understood by everyone. That was undoubtedly the true reason for the return to the Latin alphabet.

	But it was not worth letting the matter rest. The party office was right next door in the adjacent building, and functionary Albert Bohrmann never abandoned his obtrusive political behaviour. ‘Everybody has to cleanse everything thoroughly of the bacillus’, he would say, using one of his favourite unpleasant sayings. August preferred not to question it, aiming to maintain the balance between him and Bohrmann. He had likely made a positive first impression on Bohrmann because of his well-groomed appearance, which he maintained even in his private life.

	However, there was one downside to his success story. Thoughtfully, he looked up at the two-storey building and fondly remembered the previous owner, the Jewish grocer Rosenbaum. August used to buy his cigars from him and had confided in him. The Nazis had offended Rosenbaum too deeply, prompting him and his wife to decide to emigrate to the Netherlands. Would Mr Radke like to take over the building, or at least the ground floor? He held August and his abilities in high regard. August felt honoured but declined the offer, expressing his regret that Jewish shopkeepers had suffered such immense damage as a result of the boycott in April. Out of consideration for his large family, he had refrained from attracting attention by making any purchases at a Jewish shop. The party-commissioned thugs from the “Sturmabteilung” (SA) and “Schutzstaffel” (SS) would arbitrarily beat up and arrest potential buyers, making any discussion about the store impossible. These men were nothing but hooligans. Despite this troubling environment, August’s financial resources were far from sufficient to purchase real estate. Mr Rosenbaum had been understanding, encouraging August to take his time thinking it over. ‘Go for it’, he had said. ‘Specialise. How about dairy products? The dairy is just a stone’s throw away’.

	Two weeks later, the Rosenbaum family succumbed to political pressure and were forced to give up their property, parting with it with heavy hearts. After lengthy proceedings and exorbitant costs, they
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