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 Introduction

It’s surprisingly easy to write a short story—the
form is so elastic, it can be forty pages or one paragraph, or even
one sentence (Hemingway’s famous, “For sale: a pair of baby shoes,
never worn.”) It can read like an entire novel—Faulkner’s “The
Bear”, or Chekhov’s “The Lady and the Dog”—or a mere impression. It
doesn’t need a plot, the way a novel does; it doesn’t even require
a setting of the scene. It sometimes consists entirely of dialogue.
It might be nothing more than thoughts in a character’s head; or a
monologue like Eudora Welty’s “Why I Live at the P. O.”. It’s so
variegated and forgiving a form that once when I asked a sagacious
editor what he thought a story required, all he said was: “That we
are somewhere at the end that we weren’t at the beginning,” which
isn’t, when you think about it, asking that much.

But while it may be easy to write a short story,
it’s not easy to write a good short story, and almost impossible to
write a great one. Henry James wrote lots of short stories, but if
you sit down sometime with the collected tales, you will soon
discover that there are more clunkers than masterpieces. This is
perversely heartening to short story writers; it encourages the
rest of us to try. But then why not? There is something very simple
about the form. Recently when driving across the Southwest a friend
and I listened to the New Yorker podcasts of their writers reading
aloud a favorite story, which reminded me how close to the human
voice the prose in a short story is—and how primal the experience
of listening to one can be.

There was something very American about listening to
stories as we drove to the Grand Canyon. But then, American writers
have often made their mark in the short story. Why the form suits
us I’m not sure; but Hawthorne and Washington Irving were writing
stories long before the great 19th century novels began appearing.
So it makes sense that gay Americans would use the form as well.
Indeed, when AIDS began Edmund White predicted that the short story
would be the best way to write about it—that the ability of the
short story to get in and get out quickly was what was needed with
this subject—and proved it by writing stories like “An Oracle” and
“Palace Days”, some of his best work.

Of course, even before Stonewall there were stories
in which the gay reader can recognize him or herself—Henry James’s
“The Pupil”, Willa Cather’s “Paul’s Case”, Thomas Mann’s “Tonio
Kroger”. Tennessee Williams wrote lots of stories, some of which
morphed into the plays for which he is more famous. There are even
several that make no apology for their homosexual content—”Two on a
Party”, “Mysteries of the Joy Rio”, “Desire and the Black
Masseur”—years before Stonewall.

Since Stonewall, there has been no reason to shy
away from the subject of gay—which brings us to the inevitable
question: What makes a gay short story gay? “A story with gay
characters that comments in some way on gay life,” might be the
simplest answer. But it’s not that simple. The gay short story has
evolved so quickly that one would be hard put to say why some
stories in contemporary gay anthologies are there at all, except
the fact that they were written by gay writers. And what is left to
say about gay life anyway—especially since the novel and memoir
seem to have monopolized the coming out story?

Well, the stories in the anthology in your hands
give plenty of answers. It was very hard to choose one out of over
seventy as the “best”—I got such different pleasures from different
stories that I ended up asking: What makes any of these the winner?
Originality of subject matter, emotional impact? Two of the
stories—”Days of Awe” and “Basketball Fever”—gave us the deep
pleasure of watching two people come together. Another strong one,
“‘Til It Bleeds”, describes two—no, three—people coming apart. “Fat
Hands” is an evocation of loss and remembrance. “Maple Beach
People” deals with social class and seduction. More than one are
about an almost taboo subject: growing old as a gay man or woman.
“What It Was Turned Ollie Queer” is funny and subversive. “Hustler
Court” lifts off into the rarefied heights of farce—a sort of gay
Confederacy of Dunces—while giving us, like that novel, a
terrific sense of place. In short, it’s almost impossible to
isolate one kind of pleasure and say, This is best. What the best
ones all have in common, however, are not only humor and
intelligence but what Henry James said was the criterion by which
we should judge all fiction: “a sense of felt life.” Which means
the best of these stories move us and make us laugh.
Congratulations to their creators.

—Andrew Holleran, 2015


 Gingerbread

Eric Andrews-Katz

“How many are there?” The handsome woman smiled
sweetly.

“Twenty Kinder, Aufseherin!” came the sharp
reply.

A smile crossed her pinched lips as she gazed over
the small group standing at rigid attention. The tiny, sallow faces
stared back registering regimented fear as they stood in six rows
of five each with their right arms resting on the shoulder of the
child in front of them. The tallest stood in the back. She marveled
at how still the poppets remained, despite the chill that cut
through the German Fall morning. All sets of eyes cast down,
anxious to avoid meeting her glance.

The Aufseherin’s blond hair was brushed back against
her skull; tight braids hung in oval loops behind each ear. Her
hands remained at the side of her crisp, slate gray uniform
securely buttoned up to the neck. The left hand consciously tapping
the riding crop against the shaft of her highly polished black
boot, the right hand rested on the hip holster of her pistol. A
black leather strap cut across her chest holding a small bag at her
side.

“What are their ages?” She asked in the same
saccharine tone.

“Five through ten, Aufseherin!”

Hans’ kept his body completely still. His arms
pressed stiffly to his sides against the thin ragged clothes, brown
eyes cast down at the scorched ground where the synagogue once
stood. The children were lined up just beyond the edge of his
peripheral vision. The blond Aufseherin stood to his left with her
assistant officer, the Oberleutnant at her side. Hans could feel
the other officer’s eyes stealing scrutinizing glances towards him.
It made cold sweat trickle down the base of his neck and his right
hand twitch nervously. He clasped his wrists behind his back to
keep them from trembling.

Aufseherin Bauer stepped forward. The rows of
children seemed to tighten at her approach.

“Liebchen,” she cooed softly. Her blue eyes burning
like icicles, studying each of the children’s faces.

She stopped in front of the blond girl, the middle
child of the fourth row. Hans’ heart revolted in his chest,
thundering against his rib cage. He kept himself perfectly still.
His brown eyes closed for a moment while he held his breath, before
reopening them and staring at his feet. His toes curling against
the edges of the newspaper stuffed into the tips of his father’s
shoes. When she stepped past, Hans again momentarily closed his
eyes, this time with relief.

Aufseherin Bauer bent down to inspect the next child
in line. The little boy remained still trying not to tremble, too
scared to move. Torn clothes hung off a tiny frame like an
undersized clothier’s mannequin. His blond hair was dirty and
plastered to his tiny skull, and his rounded, blue eyes blinked
with fright.

“Mein kinder.” She cooed softly. “What is your
name?”

The little boy’s bottom lip quivered. He remained
silent as his eyes brimmed up with fearful tears.

“No, mein Liebchen!” She clucked. “Don’t cry. If you
tell me your name I will give you a sweet.”

She reached into the bag at her side and took out a
caramel. The candy sat central as she offered her hand to the boy.
Sets of small eyes forgot their fear as they one by one, daringly
glanced at the Aufseherin’s open palm, and the long ago forgotten
pleasure of candy.

“Johan,” squeaked the tiniest of voices.

“Johan, mein Little Angel!” The Aufseherin gave the
boy his reward and took hold of him by the shoulders. With one
quick motion she stood, whisking the boy over her head and laughing
as she coaxed a hesitant smile from him.

The boy giggled despite himself. The shrill laughter
echoed, a single despondent sound in the charred landscape and
blackened remains of the buildings. The female guard smiled back at
the child delighted at the sound of his laughter. She placed him
back on the ground and took him by the hand. Talking and cooing at
her discovery, she led the boy away from the other children.

The sound of a whistle cracked through the air with
a harsh ring. The male guard snapped around on his heels, casting
one lingering look at Hans before marching off, following the trail
of his superior officer.

Hans remained at strict attention until he was
certain both officers were out of sight. He let his shoulders drop
with an audible sigh signaling to the children that the roll call
ordeal was over. He walked through the remains as the children
broke rank, quietly continuing to play in the cornered shadows of
the building. Set a little further back was a stone shed that had
been used for storage, and Hans made his way over to the blackened
bricks for a moment’s solitude.

Entering the shed he snapped on the small light and
moved to sit in the chair behind a small folding table. Aside from
the lamp hanging from the ceiling, they were the only other two
items in the room. He put his head into his hands pressing the
palms deeply into his sunken eye sockets. The pop of several
gunshots rang out in the distance, by now a common occurrence, and
the sound went by without reaction.

“Hans.”

The little girl’s voice allowed him to let his arms
drop to the table. He looked up at the child, seeing past the dirt
on her pallid skin and hair that turned the golden curls to hay’s
dingy color. Her bangs hung down to her eyes and, from the back of
her head went passed the tops of her shoulders. The dress was
filthy, streaked with grime and mud, but was a size larger than she
needed and she would easily grow into it.

“Come here, Greta.” Hans called to his sister. He
pushed back the chair and patted his lap.

The child’s face shared a smile before she darted
across the shed’s dirt floor and jumped into his arms. She threw
her hands around his waist hugging him tightly.

“Where did Johan go?” Greta asked settling herself
on top of his knees.

“Away,” Hans said. He didn’t know how else to
reply.

“Did he go to see his Mama and Papa?”

Hans kissed the top of the girl’s head. With an
automatic response he started to stroke her hair knowing it soothed
her.

“I don’t know,” he tried to explain and finding
himself lost for an answer. “Maybe.”

He hoped his voice was steady enough for her to
believe him.

“When the pretty lady comes back,” Greta said
innocently. “I hope she picks me next time. I want some candy.”

“No,” Hans said. The harsh tone of his voice
surprised him and he could feel Greta’s grasp tighten around his
waist. He took a quick breath and quieted his tone.

“You cannot let her look into your eyes.” His voice
took on an overly exaggerated, impish tone. “She’s an evil witch
and her eyes will hypnotize you. She comes here and gets children
to eat her sweets. But they have a spell cast upon them.”

His fingers reached out and started to tickle the
girl under her ribs.

“They will put you into an enchanted sleep,” Hans
continued. Greta squealed and playfully tried to wriggle away.
“Once you’re asleep, she will cast another spell and bake you in
her oven until you are a gingerbread girl. You will be cursed and
have to guard her house made of graham cracker walls and a gumdrop
chimney. Forever! Unless…”

“Unless?” The tiny girl asked in between gasps.

Hans waited until the poppet held her breath. Her
coin-shaped brown eyes grew wide in their sockets waiting with
delight and wondrous anticipation.

“Unless,” he lowered his voice to a whisper, “she
eats you!”

Hans renewed his tickle attack. He looked up when a
shadow crossed the doorway. At first sight of the uniform, Hans
immediately snapped to attention. His action was so unexpected it
almost threw Greta to the ground. When she saw the soldier she did
her best to stand rigid and perfectly still. Both of them looked at
the floor.

The Aufseherin’s assistant officer slowly entered
the shed. The Oberleutnant looked around with the discomfort of a
healthy man visiting a hospital’s contagious wing.

“Greta,” Hans whispered, “go outside.”

The little girl darted off without a word. She
hesitated in front of the uniformed officer. He smiled at the girl,
stepped aside and let her pass. He closed the door behind her.

“Are you in charge of the Kinder Care?” The officer
asked. He looked around the room with a disgusted expression.

“Yes, mein Oberleutnant!”

“What is your name?” The soldier took another step
closer. His eyes narrowed studying the details of Hans’ face.

“Abraham, mein Oberleutnant!”

“Not your Jew name,” the officer barked out. “What
name were you born with?”

Hans remained still and silent. His arms pressed at
his side, his eyes cast downward and his jaw locked closed.

The officer let a stinted smile cross his lips. He
took off his hat and sat down on the edge of the table, one leg
draped over the corner.

“You aren’t sure how to answer are you?” He baited.
“To give a wrong name means you could be shot. Or” he paused for
the right words, “on the next train for resettlement.”

Hans remained rigid. Trying to keep his breath from
being heard as it whistled through his nostrils.

The guard looked at Hans with his smile broadening
at the man’s discomfort.

“Ja, that’s it, isn’t it?” He said with a
scrutinizing look. “Then let me do it for you. Your name is Hans,
isn’t that right?” Your family lived in Leipzig and your father is
a doctor.”

Silence filled the space between them.

“Yes, mein Oberleutnant,” Hans answered quickly. He
bit his lip to keep it from trembling.

“And that was Greta?” The officer glanced at the
closed door as if the child was still there.

“Yes,” Hans whispered, quickly adding, “mein
Oberleutnant.”

The officer stood from his reclining position and
walked around Hans studying him as if he were some rediscovered,
ancient Teutonic treasure.

“I remember your father. He had a kind smile, and
was always playing Bach in his study.” The officer completed his
circumnavigation and stood directly in front of Hans. He looked him
in the eye while Hans kept his vision locked on the dirt floor.
“His office was at the West end of your house, and your mother was
always in the kitchen.”

He closed his eyes to further access the memory,
loudly inhaling the phantom scents. “I can remember the smells,
such wonderful smells always filling the air.” He opened his eyes
returning to the present. “And Greta. The last time I saw her she
was still in diapers.”

The Oberleutnant paused in his narrative. The cold
blue eyes twinkled from behind a tight pair of glasses. A
half-smile lingered on his lips showing the edges of straight
teeth.

“I’m surprised you don’t recognize me. Have I
changed that much in four years?”

Hans subtly raised his eyes knowing the risks of
looking directly at a German officer. He tried to be brief in
searching the rounded face for anything resembling a memory, but
failed to see passed the central insignia on the cold, gray hat
lying on the table.

“It’s me, Rudolf” the officer jovially replied. He
clasped Hans on the shoulder causing him to flinch. “Where are your
parents? Are they here?”

Hans’ eyes briefly closed summoning the last vision
of his parents. ‘Take care of Greta.’ His father commanded. He
pushed the small package into his hand. ‘When there’s nothing
left’.

Hans took a breath before opening his eyes and
looking into the pale blue of the officer’s.

“They were resettled.” The euphemism tasted bitter
to his lips. He immediately let his head drop.

Rudolf nodded. The grin turned impish and he lowered
his voice. “You were always playing football,” he continued as if
not hearing. “I’m a year older, but your body was better developed.
You had hair on your chest before me, and so many more muscles than
I.”

Hans kept his eyes blankly locked on the ground. The
vision in his head swirling, bringing forth forgotten pleasures the
two neighbor boys found in each other. Their lips accidentally
met—hesitantly lingering and anxiously learning to explore each
other’s mouths and bodies. The innocent touches and awkward
caresses that became more experienced with frequency. And the
bitter taste of ashes left when Rudolf’s mother refused to let her
son be friends with Juden.

The Oberleutnant crept around behind Hans. He could
feel Rudolf’s breathe on the back of his neck. It seductively
tormented him as the warmth triggered each hair to stand on end.
Strong hands crept around Hans’ thin waist and a pair of wet lips
pressed to his nape.

“Does this help you remember?” Rudolf whispered. He
randomly kissed the tender flesh between speaking. “I remember
sneaking away to your room. I was so scared of you. Each time you
touched me I’d tremble with fear and delight.”

Fleshy hands moved over his concave stomach to the
edges of his protruding hipbone. The soft lips preceding their
advance on his neck like a conquering regiment and, Hans trying to
silently resist the seduction, not succumbing to the one remaining
human emotion awakened within him.

“Things have changed now, haven’t they?” The
Oberleutnant whispered in Hans’ ear, abruptly halting his physical
pursuit. “It’s my touch that makes you tremble now. Ja, but for
different reasons I think. I wonder—is it out of delight or
fear?”

Rudolf walked around and faced Hans directly. His
smile maliciously broadened and his pale blue eyes narrowed with
malevolent pleasure at Hans, trying to keep his stare vacuous to
the ground. The Oberleutnant turned, retrieved his hat and slowly
strode to the door. He looked over his shoulder at Hans, leaving
one hand on the doorknob.

“I’ll see you soon,” Rudolf said. The blue eyes
sensually gleaming, and the half-smile remaining on thin lips. His
free hand reached up and wiped the edges of his mouth. He snickered
at the grime on his fingertips.

“Your neck is filthy,” he sneered.

The Oberleutnant pulled on the door with a single
tug. He walked through leaving it open.

*

“Johan,” the Aufseherin called after the little boy.
“Come away from there, Liebchen. You will get that filth all over
you.”

The little boy looked up easily standing out from
the center of the children’s group. His sparkling blond hair stuck
out from under a charcoal-colored round cap with a white brim. The
blue eyes glistened with new life, as did the natural rouge that
surfaced in his face.” Hearing her voice he immediately ran to her
side, reaching for her hand and taking the offered caramel.

“You will have them ready!” The Aufseherin ordered
Hans. She took the little boy’s hand and walked off muttering to
the child. “Now you will have to be bathed when we get back, you
naughty boy.”

The Oberleutnant gave Hans a sharp look before
snapping his heals and following the Aufseherin.

The children broke their ranks before Hans felt the
strength to move. In a daze he made his way back to the shed,
dragging his feet through the muddy ground. His hand rested on the
doorknob trying to simultaneously find and resist the strength to
enter. Hans didn’t know which he was more fearful of—the news he
had just been told or the visit from the Oberleutnant that he knew
would be shortly coming.

Each time Aufseherin Bauer inspected the Kinder
Care, the Oberleutnant would find a reason to visit Hans in the
shed. Sometimes he used Hans quickly, forcing him to his knees and
taking a firm hold of the back of his skull. Pumping, choking, and
erupting all at a fevered pace until once spent, the Oberleutnant
hastily buttoned his uniform and abruptly left.

Hans was almost grateful for these times. The abuse
was minimal and he was quickly left alone. More often than not,
some extra ration was left behind to share with Greta or, on rare
occasion, something for all of the children. Other times the
Oberleutnant made him stand still in the center of the shed. Naked,
exposed, and vulnerable while he slowly provoked him like a
malicious cat with its toy. The Oberleutnant seemed to enjoy the
drawn out, torturous teasing the most. His blue eyes shining with
lust built slowly with each act of maleficence before finally
knocking Hans to the ground, and raping him on the dirt floor. It
was then that Hans went numb. His mind focused on the memories that
drew him out from his body, out from that place, and away from his
conflicted emotions of forgotten desire and unadulterated
revulsion.

Hans snapped to attention when the door opened. The
Oberleutnant entered, hat under his arm and a brown bag in his
gloved hand. His hand lingered, pushing the door closed making sure
it latched for privacy.

“These are for the children,” Rudolf said. He placed
the bag on the tabletop. “They are caramels.”

“Thank you, mein Oberleutnant,” Hans formally
answered. His eyes locked on the table.

Rudolf stepped up to face Hans. He studied the
sunken brown eyes and sallow skin, ignoring them for the memories
in his mind.

“You’re eyes are so filled with hatred right now,”
he whispered to Hans. “The orders come from Berlin. The ghetto is
to be Juden free by the Fuhrer’s birthday. The Aufseherin is
starting with the elderly and the children. There’s nothing I can
do.”

Hans remained still. Hatred had long abandoned him
leaving numbness to reign in its absence. He learned to embrace the
void wearing it like armor. His vision scanned over the tabletop
and the brown paper bag of candy.

“I was able to do one small favor,” the Oberleutnant
whispered. His lips were already caressing the back of Hans’ neck.
The strong hands were creeping around the bony waistline, slowly
reaching downward. “I managed to keep you here with me.”

Hans ignored the sounds of the Oberleutnant opening
his uniform belt. The image of Greta flashed briefly through his
mind, then the faces of his parents, and his father’s last words.
When there’s nothing left.

He remembered the package that was thrust into his
hands. The carefully wrapped clothe hiding a syringe and the brown
bottle with the fateful insignia within its folds.

‘Take care of Greta’, his father had
said.

There was nothing left.

“Mein Oberleutnant,” Hans boldly whispered. He was
braced against the tabletop, the officer still fumbling with the
buttons on his pants. “May I go with the children?”

Hans could sense the immediate frozen reaction of
surprise. Not sure if the reason was by the request or by the
audacity of speech.

“I can’t leave Greta.” Hans continued taking
advantage of the officer’s halting. “She is my sister. Please mein
Oberleutnant.”

The heavy silence kept Hans pinned in place. The
Oberleutnant could easily beat him, or put a bullet into his head
without the slightest hesitation. Or the words could be lost in the
moment and the abuse continuing without fail, but the heaviness
grew. Hans allowed himself a shallow, inaudible breath when he
heard the sounds of the officer redressing behind him.

“No,” Rudolf firmly said. His fingers remained on
the top button, debating whether or not to finish. “The orders are
for the elderly and the children only. That’s it.”

Hans slowly began pushing himself up off the table.
His fingertips remained on the edge of the tabletop not daring to
break the position completely. Summoning his courage, he let his
arms snap to his side and he spun around, eyes cast downward,
facing the Oberleutnant.

“The children know me,” Hans softly beseeched. “They
will be less likely to resist if they aren’t frightened.”

Rudolf leaned forward until his stumpy rounded nose
almost touched the Romanesque edge of Hans’.

“Look at me, the Oberleutnant commanded. He waited
until the frightened brown eyes met the dark reflections of his own
livid blue. “Do you know where these trains are going?”

Hans said nothing. He kept his stare focused outward
and drowning in the cold of the icy blue eyes. Hans wrestled with
taking a quick breath.

“Mein Oberleutnant,” he answered, “if the children
get on the train without fighting it would make it easier for the
Oberleutnant.”

“You cannot go,” the officer snarled. “I won’t be
there to help you.” Rudolf opened his mouth to argue, and
stopped.

The officer looked at Hans as if a veil had been
lifted. The golden boy of his youth was gone, and a scrawny man
dressed in rags left in his place. The friend he worshipped was
nothing more than disgusting vermin not even able to meet his eyes,
ungrateful for the favors given. Rudolf’s mouth closed and a low
growl sounded.

The Oberleutnant took one step away before spinning
round. The back of his hand crashed against the side of Hans’ face
sending the figure reeling backward. The officer stomped the short
distance to the shed’s door sending up small tufts of dust clouds
from the dirt.

“If that’s what you want it makes no difference to
me,” the Oberleutnant said. His thin lips twisted into a grimace,
and the blue eyes glistened behind the round glass lenses. “One
less Jew to deal with; it was a matter of time anyway.”

*

The shrill train’s whistle cracked through the
clouded morning’s chill. It rang out over the low murmurs of the
crowds, penned up like a herd of cattle. Dogs barking through
muzzled mouths sounded amongst random shouts from loud Germanic
voices.

Hans sat behind Greta, arms draped around her trying
to keep her warm in the early morning. He reached up to adjust the
leather bag strapped across his shoulders, and began to stroke the
little girl’s hair. She leaned back resting against the chest.

The sound of another whistle blast summoned the
shouting of the guards. Suddenly the train doors were flung open
and ramps were lowered. Soldiers roughly grabbed onto the nearest
arms, throwing and pushing individuals onto the planks, driving
them with clubs and rifle butts up the platform and into the
waiting cattle cars. The people inside reached down to assist
family members and those needing help to climb up.

Hans stood motioning for the children to stand as
well. They hugged tightly together trying to form a single unit. He
looked around for some sort of signal when to start moving and
decided to wait. Maybe the trains would be too full and the
children would be spared.

As he looked through the chaotic crowds Hans saw the
faces of Aufseherin Bauer and her faithful Oberleutnant coming
towards them. In the Aufseherin’s arms and pressed against her
right hip, she carried Johan. Hans snapped to attention as the two
officers approached and stopped in front of him.

“Here we are,” the Aufseherin cooed to the child.
She bounced him in her arms and gently placed him on the ground.
Bending down, she knelt and kissed him briefly on both cheeks.

“Auf Wiedersehen, mein Liebchen.” She stood tall.
Facing Hans she offered the child’s hand to him. “You may take it
back now.”

Hans turned his head, cutting a quick glance at the
uniformed woman before catching himself.

“I don’t understand, mein Aufseherin.” Hans
said.

“I cannot keep it,” the beautiful officer answered
as if it were the simplest understanding. “It’s only a toy. And now
I’m done playing with it.”

Guard whistles blew. Shouts erupted from all around
them signaling the children to climb onto the platform. Hans
reached down for Greta’s hand and started to lead the children
towards the open car doors.

“What is this?”

The Aufseherin reached out and took hold of the
strap across Hans’ back. She gave it a quick tug pulling Hans to
the ground. He darted upright to a formal stand.

“Caramels, mein Aufseherin.” Hans answered. “To keep
the children calm once the train starts.”

The woman’s icy blue eyes sparkled lighting up her
face. The flaxen hair pulled back highlighting a porcelain
complexion. Roughly she tossed the bag’s flap open and reached
inside. She withdrew a caramel and smiled at the candy’s presence
on her palm. With a serpent’s grin she put the sweet into the flap
pocket of her slate gray uniform. She dismissed Hans with a nod of
her head.

Rudolf remained behind staring at Hans with utter
loathing. His jaw was locked and his thin lips pressed tightly
shut. The eyes narrowed to cold blue streams of ice. He opened his
mouth and spat into Hans’ face. Without saying a word the
Oberleutnant snapped his heels and followed after his superior
officer.

Hans reached up and wiped his face with his free
hand. Turning towards the platform, he led the way onto the train
with Greta’s hand tightly in his.

The doors slammed shut leaving the inside occupants
mostly in darkness. Thin strips of light filtered through the tight
slats of the cattle car’s roof and wooden sides. Two sharp whistles
sounded and the train lurched forward. Slowly it picked up speed
until the sounds of the clacking tracks below became part of the
darkness.

Hans heard some of the children whimpering with
fear. After taking a slow, deep breath he knew it was time. He
reached into the satchel across his chest and fumbled with the side
pocket. Once the flap was opened his fingers quickly found their
way inside and withdrew a thick piece of yellow chalk.

“Children,” Hans called out. Using the train’s wall
as guidance, he pushed himself up and spoke into the darkness, “one
at a time I want you to call out your names. Once you do, make your
way over to me and I will give you a present.”

“Jacob,” a single voice immediately called out.

Hans could see a shadow morphing towards him. He
smiled when he felt the tiny hand feel its way, take his sleeve and
give it a tug. The hand with the chalk crept up as high as his arm
would allow him. Feeling past the wooden slats his fingers used the
chalk to write the boy’s name.

“Jacob,” Hans announced when he finished. He looked
up at the side and could see the tiniest of light reflecting from
the yellow chalk letters. Hans reached into the satchel with his
free hand and gave the boy a caramel.

“Myra,” another child called out.

One by one they said their names and made their way
over to Hans to collect their rewards. Without fail, Hans wrote all
20 names on the side of the cattle car. When he finished he dropped
the chalk and slid down the wall until he sat down. His sister was
tucked under his arm.

“This one is for you, Greta,” Hans whispered.

He held his palm open. Two caramels sat in the
center. Hans felt Greta’s hand moving across his palm. Her fingers
darted out and she quickly snatched one of the caramels, putting it
immediately in her mouth. Hans’ palm slowly rose. His mouth
hesitantly opened and he leaned over sucking in the candy between
his lips.

Hans could feel Greta’s weight pushed up against
him. He reached over and softly stroked her hair as he chewed the
caramel. Leaning against the wall of the train he let the gentle
rocking motion sooth his mind knowing he would keep Greta safe.

*

The train pulled into the station in the early
morning. The sky was still blackened but bright floodlights lit up
the platforms as the engine and cars completed its slow chugging
into the station, and stopped moving with an exhausted whistle and
spent stack of steam. The side of the train was pushed open letting
in the bitter cold air; a flooding of light and the sounds of dogs
ferociously barking entered the train along with the screaming
orders of the armed station guards.

The shouting guards grew quiet and pulled on the
dogs’ leashes to keep them still. Nothing moved inside the cattle
car. The dogs’ barking lowered to steady growls at the
uncomfortable stillness filling the trains. The sounds giving off a
fading, rumbling echo. The first guard lifted his flashlight slowly
sweeping its golden beam throughout the inside of the wooden
compartment.

Nothing stirred as the light crossed the
floorboards. It crept over the huddled bodies, up the torso of the
sole adult and onto the list of names, glowing in yellow chalk
behind him. A single bullet was shot into the man’s chest. The body
bounced off the wall and slid down onto the little blond girl at
his side.

Several torches were lit and the battery-powered
beams intersected one another, slowly crossing the pile of lifeless
children. Tiny faces blankly stared out, with legs and limbs
intertwined like broken pieces of Gingerbread.
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