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PROLOGUE

November 1944
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Karl and Greta Schmidt were in the basement beneath the house of the elderly widow, Mrs. Schnabe. Their one-year old son, Johann, sat in a cardboard box in the corner playing with a ball of twine.

Karl peered through a crack in the boarded window and could barely see past the grass and weeds crowded against the windowpane.

“... something isn’t right ... already it’s noon and there are fewer soldiers than usual ...”

Several muddy soldiers sat lazily on a street corner while two others, standing at the road’s end, kept watch toward the river.

“I wonder if it has anything to do with the rumor we’ve been hearing.”

“You mean the invasion?” Greta asked.

“Ulrich’s been trying to find out more about it but he’s had no luck.”

“Nothing’s going to change ...”

“That isn’t true.” Karl turned to her.

“How can it be otherwise? We’ve worked in the Underground for over three years and nothing’s changed.”

Her sentence was caught short by the sound of an exploding shell several miles away.

“Things will change because we’ll make them change.” Karl said. “We’ve always been decent Germans -—not like those murderers out there -—and Johann will grow up to make Germany safe for our kind again. We will.”

Karl looked softly at her. Neither said a word as they watched Johann play. 

At that same moment, several miles away, the Eisoldorff countryside was being razed by a stiff, cold wind. There were no insects to be seen, no birds, no life.

Ulrich Kreitz was wrapped in a heavy woolen coat and waiting in an abandoned, half-destroyed barn, for a man. He cussed aloud for having to wait, for having his ears and knuckles chafed red by the wind.

Finally, on a distant ridge, he saw the stout, poorly dressed man. It took ten minutes for the man to arrive.

“Hello, Ulrich! Do you have a cigarette?”

“No.” Ulrich said with obvious irritation.

“Sorry I’m late. The weather affects my knees and walking’s hard. Waiting long?”

Ulrich did not answer. The man said haughtily:

“Well, anyway, do you have the list?”

Ulrich pulled out a dirty, creased sheet of paper and gave it to the man.

“Is everyone on it?”

“Everyone I know.”

The faraway drone of a single plane momentarily distracted them. They saw the plane circling high above them and then it disappeared behind a hill. 

“Ulrich Kreitz, you’re an excellent double agent. The Fuhrer and Gestapo will be grateful to you. With this list, we can finally break the back of the German Underground.”

The man greedily pocketed the paper and spied the hills around them, making sure no one was about.

“And if you come across any cigarettes -—preferably American -—remember, I’m the first in line for them!”

The man smiled greasily and walked away. 

Later, Ulrich joined Karl and Greta in the basement. For months, Karl and Greta thought Ulrich to be one of the finest members of the Underground they had ever known. As far as they were concerned, no one worked harder against the Nazis than Ulrich.

“No, Karl. All these rumors about an attack against Berlin seem to be just that, rumors. All we can do now is wait.”

Ulrich sat down and lit a cigarette. All he could think about was how he had just handed the names of Karl, Greta and others to the Gestapo. He turned to Johann.

“Hello, war baby!”

Johann giggled and laughed, pointing to a medallion dangling from Ulrich’s neck. Ulrich removed the medal and gave it to Johann to play with. The medallion had been a gift from his father and was inscribed:

To My Little One. Love, Father.

Ulrich swooped Johann out of the cardboard box.

“And, so, here we are at war! Yes! Yes! Yes! And we’ll win for you, won’t we, Johann? We’ll beat big bad Hitler for all cute little babies like you!”

As he cradled him in his arms, the baby peed. Awkward and stiff, Ulrich motioned to Greta. 

“... Greta ... be a kind girl and ...”

“Come on, Johann, back to you pen and give Ulrich his medallion.”

But Johann clutched it firmly.

“That’s all right. Let him keep it. I’ll get it back when he’s asleep.”

Ulrich smiled such that his eyes twinkled. He was twenty-eight years-old, yet his face was worn and deeply lined.

The door to the front room upstairs opened and closed.

“Mrs. Schnabe is back.” Karl looked at his watch.

“And I should go find Reiner!” Ulrich got up. “Maybe he’s heard something from the Allies. Talk to you all later.” He left. 

He no sooner left the house when he saw town’s people running. He yelled:

“What’s happening? What is it?”

An old man pointed. “The Allies! Attacking from the river! There!”

Ulrich had always suspected the British and Americans were on the verge of over-running the country and winning the war. Now, at the shrieks of the first bombs, he realized the impact of fear: the Nazi War Machine had failed. Nazi troops retreated through the town in panic. 

There was a flash and the ground rumbled. A nearby building collapsed. There would be no time for the Gestapo to round up members of the Underground; they would escape. Crazily, as if to save time, he ran into the street shouting.

“Kill the traitors! Kill them all!”

From the house, Mrs. Schmidt ran out holding Johann. Behind her were Karl and Greta. A bomb exploded. A soldier running past screamed in agony and crumpled to the ground with shrapnel in his side. Horses, mules and chickens zig-zagged in chaos through the streets as buildings and earth went up in smoke and flame. 

A boyish soldier, experiencing his first battle, lost all control and ran. Ulrich caught his arm and pointed to Karl and Greta, crouching in the street. In a last desperate bid, Ulrich shouted a lie.

“Kill them -—kill them! Do you hear me? Kill them -—they’re Jews!”

The soldier boy -—on the instinct of his indoctrination, turned without question and raised his rifle. Karl yelled.

“No, you fool! We’re not Jews! We’re German spies!”

But the boy fired his rifle. Karl and Greta twisted into a fall, laying dead and bleeding against a rock wall. Mrs. Schmidt and Johann screamed hysterically. Ulrich reached into his pocket and gripped a pistol. He pointed at the crying woman and child and shot them. They slumped to the ground and were left for dead. 

>>>  >>>

A Red Cross truck moved slowly through the smoldering, smoking rubble of the town. Foot soldiers picked their way carefully through the splintered wood, fallen brick, twisted metal and fire. Nameless, faceless bodies lay strewn about -—some charred, others blown apart.

“Did you hear that?” The driver asked.

“What?”

Far away, there was a weak crying.

“Someone’s alive!”

The driver got off the truck and searched in the debris. He found Mrs. Schmidt. Next to her was Johann.

“The kid’s alive!”

“Remarkable ... considering the look of this place. And the woman?”

“No luck. But the kid’s got a tag.

‘To My Little One. Love, Father.’

No, this kid ain’t got a name.”

“Put him in the truck and let’s go. We’ll name him later.”

Johann, now nameless, was in the hands of an army nurse and headed -—like so many thousands -—to an orphanage. 
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PART ONE

Monday. August 1, 1972.
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The air conditioner did not work as it usually did jot when the temperature outside hovered in the nineties. The lines were long, and people were tired. Tempers were short. Cigar and cigarette smoke filled the stuffy room and made the air warmer. 

Heinrich sat on a fold out chair. He wore a white t-shirt, jeans, and boots, and he needed a shave. His mind wandered over the discarded cigarette butts, gum wrappers, black soot, and dust that were constantly being pushed and repushed across the floor by hundreds of shoes, hour after hour. At times, with his piercing green eyes, he stared intently, lost in thought, at dirty pieces of gum stuck to the floor. He had been sitting for over an hour and a half, holding an ID number, waiting to talk to an unemployment counselor.

Heinrich Traupman had been in Los Angeles -—jobless -—just over three months. Prior to that, he had been in Germany under intensive observation at the Berlin State Mental Institute. He had been tried in a court of law for a rampage that resulted in the deaths of four Neo-Nazi party members. The jury had not been able to reach a verdict and so the best compromise for justice was the Institute. When Heinrich was released, he took what money he had and went to America. 

That was how he found himself in the unemployment office on Fifth Street just off Main. He waited patiently. At the bulletin board not far away was a skinny, weak looking man tacking up an index card with a hand-scrawled message:

.

The greater good of the Aryan Race

needs your support. For information,

please send ten dollars to P.O. Box 1944,

Orange County, Ca. 96728

.

The man turned to Heinrich.

“Say, you wouldn’t happen to have a cigarette?”

Heinrich shook his head and turned away.

“How long you been waitin’?” The man asked.

“Almost two hours.”

“Yeah ... the service in this place never gets any better -—I don’t know what it is with these assholes and all their red tape—-.”

“You work here?”

“Oh, hell, no. I’m out of a job same as everyone here. I just got out of the tank.”

“Tank?”

“The can. Jail. Picked up for drunk. I was workin’ at a fast food stand sellin’ burgers but the place was torn down to make room for a parking lot. Sellin’ burgers -—best job I ever had. Worked it for almost a year.”

Heinrich said nothing as the next number was called. He detected a strong stench of body odor and marijuana from the man.

“Yeah, the people in this place—-” the man went on, “-—are screwed up the butt. I tell ‘em I’m lookin’ for work but they don’t buy it. They don’t realize when the whole shit house goes up it’ll be guys like you and me who’ll walk in and take over.”

Heinrich, on the verge of severe irritation, wanted the man to go away but he would not.

“-—but I’m not as bad off as I might seem to be. I make enough from my side jobs and the old man treats me right. I’m just here ‘cause I want to squeeze these bastards for all the money I can.” The man laughed. “Yeah, it’s humiliatin’ to come in here every damn week and practically beg for what’s yours -—they make you feel you don’t deserve your earnings. So, how long you been lookin’ for a job?”

“Since I got to this country ... about three, four months. All the money I had saved is just about gone.”

“Say, you some kinda foreigner or somethin’?”

“I’m German.”

“I knew it!” The man exclaimed childishly. “You’ve got an accent just like the old man. He’s from Germany, too, but he’s been livin’ in the States for about nine years. Maybe he can help you out.”

“Help me out?”

“Well, you’re an immigrant and he was one, too -—I mean, he used to be. Now, he’s a full-blooded citizen.”

“Is this old man your father?”

“Naw. I met him about a year ago. Used to buy burgers from me. ‘Burger, fries, and milk’ he’d say. Ain’t that something? Milk with burger! Jeez damn.”

At that Heinrich forced a laugh.

“He’s in his fifties. Except for the fact he likes to hit that whiskey, I can put up with his shit. Sometimes he gets a little weird and starts running at the mouth about things in his past. Right now he’s on this anti-establishment kick so I’m posting up these cards for him. I’ve been to supermarkets, cleaners, trees, telephone poles, man, and sometimes I wonder if it’s worth it.”

Heinrich took one of the cards and read it.

“What line of work is he in?”

“He’s retired.”

“What did he do before retiring?”

“I don’t know ... worked in business as an advisor or somethin’ ... I’m not sure. I’ve never really asked him.”

“Then how can he help me?”

“Jeez, I dunno but it’s better than sittin’ here all damn day! And anyway you two probably have a lot in common comin’ from Germany and all ...”

Heinrich glanced about the office, breathed deeply, and rubbed his face.

“I’ll tell you what,” the man said. “As soon as you get done here, meet me at the Busy Boy -—a strip joint a couple of blocks down the street. I’ll be at the bar waitin’. Then we’ll take a freeway express bus to Orange County and you can meet him. Sound good to you?”

“But I don’t even know hour name.”

“I’m Fost ... Fost Berber.”

Heinrich responded to the handshake.

“Traupman. Heinrich Traupman.”

“Alright, Heinrich, take it easy. Catch you later.”

It was another hour before Heinrich could meet Fost.

>>>  >>>

On the bus to Orange County, Fost kept himself busy reading DC Comics, which he kept in a rolled wad in his rear pocket. 

Heinrich never once stopped looking out the window unless interrupted by Fost or to study those getting on and off the bus at main terminals. He was fascinated by the clean and organized sterility of American affluence: mass, preplanned, synthetic neighborhoods so empty of people. In Europe, every street would be alive with shouts, children, hanging laundry, vendors and cooking food. In America, he felt conspicuous and suspicious on such open, deserted streets.

They got off the bus and walked into a quiet neighborhood.

“The old man lives across the street. Wait here and I’ll let him know we’re comin’.”

“Shouldn’t you have called first?”

“No need. Besides, the old man likes surprises.”

Fost walked across the street to a small modest house painted white. A low chain-link fence surrounded a yard barely long and wide enough for a man to lay down in. 

Fost knocked and Heinrich could see someone peering from behind the living room curtains. Then the door opened a crack. Heinrich could not see the figure standing in the dark. Fost leaned into the crack, gesturing to the figure and only occasionally glancing back as if referring to Heinrich. Finally, Fost turned and shouted.

“C’mon! It’s cool!”

The door was opened and Fost disappeared into the house. Heinrich walked up, entered the house and adjusted his eyes to the dimness. He was overcome by the powerful odors of stale cigarette smoke, left over cooking, sweat, decaying cloth, and alcohol. Fost was already sprawled on the couch and relaxing. The door was closed and Heinrich turned. 

The old man was fifty-six years old. He stood six feet four inches tall. His hair was white and cropped short, marine style. He was smiling the widest grin Heinrich ever saw on a man. His eyes were thin slits from his grinning; his face was thickly lined and tanned. He wore a white undershirt, stained khaki pants, and construction boots. He firmly held Heinrich’s hand.

“Hello! Glad to make your acquaintance!”

Heinrich was impressed with the firm tight grip and unconsciously returned an awkward, uncomfortable smile.

“My name is Ulrich Kreitz.” He patted Heinrich on the back. “Hey, c’mon and see my dog!” 

They walked outside to the “back yard” which was nothing more than a utility area covered over in cement. Another chain link fence separated the area from an alley. Heinrich and Ulrich stood on the back steps to the house as the old man smiled and pointed toward his German Shepard, Duke, tied to the fence. The animal growled and barked viciously.

“I wouldn’t go near him,” Ulrich said. “He bites. Bites hard.”

Heinrich simply stared at the vicious canine. He glanced about and saw a small garage next to the house. All its windows were boarded shut.

“C’mon, let’s have a beer,” Ulrich said good naturedly, waving Heinrich back inside.

Heinrich sat on the couch; Ulrich wandered in with three cans of beer. There was nothing much to the room. There was an old worn couch and two small chairs. A single lamp stood on an end table. A vintage TV set with rabbit hears was next to the window. On one wall was an ill-suited plaster plaque in poor taste. It was a cornucopia filled with grapes entirely painted in gold and chipped in several places. Except for this token decoration, there was nothing else on the dingy walls. Ulrich maneuvered a small chair in front of Heinrich and sat. 

“Fost tells me you’re from Germany—-”

“Yes, from Frankfurt. Lived there for most of my life ... near the railway station.”

Heinrich was careful not to mention the Mental Institute where he had been committed. 

“What brings you to America? Friends? Family?”

“... just curiosity ... about the United States ...”

“Good enough choice. It’s an all right country. Are you married?”

“No.”

“How old are you?”

“Twenty nine.”

The old man squinted as if calculating. “Then you were born in ‘43 ...”

“November, yes.”

Ulrich’s mind raced back in time. “November of ’43. Damn, those were hellish years.” He pulled hard on his cigarette, filling his lungs with smoke, then put it out in a large, thick and heavy clear glass ash tray on the small table next to Heinrich. He spoke non-chalantly.

“Tell me, Heinrich. What did you think of him?”

“What
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