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  Chapter 1


  Of All My Idiotic Pranks


  Wuppertal, West Germany—December, 1915


  “Congrats, you’ve outdone yourself,” Sergeant-Major Stahl barked from his wheelchair. “Of all your idiotic pranks, this one by far is the most remarkable.”


  My brother did not really need to strain his vocal chords. I could hear perfectly well—which was more than I could say for him. Several months in the trenches had left Fritz with a nasty case of tinnitus. The poor devil woke up and fell asleep to the sound of bells. His head rang like the Cologne Cathedral, even when he slept. Half of the time he did not hear his own voice. He felt like had to scream to get his point across. In reality, he did not need to open his mouth at all. I knew what he was thinking—nothing good, for certain.


  His short term memory had also taken a beating. For example, sometimes Fritz forgot why he needed the wheelchair and he would try to leap out of it, instantly tumbling to the ground. After several seconds of clawing the carpet and growling curses he would remember he was missing a foot. But which one? It was also not uncommon for him to reverse right and left, past and present.


  His very speech had become repetitive. Fritz would utter the same phrases with slight variations. His thoughts moved in circles like the hands on a clock or the wheels on his chair.


  “Our parents, and their parents too, are flipping in their graves. The entire cemetery is rocking. You are an absolute disgrace to the family. Of all your idiotic pranks …”


  By now I am sure you are curious to know what I had done to incur my brother’s wrath. If I were Sergeant-Major Stahl, I would be livid as well.I, Marie Clara, didn’t just embarrass the Stahl family. I embarrassed the entire nursing profession. I got tired of working with real patients, of mopping up their blood and hearing their screams, so I fled to the countryside, away from the medical horrors. More than that, I converted the family estate into a resort for cowards, weaklings and fakers. According to Fritz, the men in my care were not patients in the true sense of the word. Even the chief surgeon of the military hospital was at a loss. He did not know what to do with them. Their physical wounds were superficial or unapparent altogether, yet those men were in no shape to return to the trenches. Though their limbs were intact, they appeared utterly helpless, unable to walk or articulate. They spent hours rocking, moaning, drooling, or staring into space. If tapped on the shoulder, they would shudder and curl up into a ball, or lash out at the one touching them. I knew a nurse who almost got strangled by one of the patients. He charged at her, cracking her head against the windowsill. It took three people to restrain him. The poor girl spent three weeks in bed with a concussion. Her memory and concentration have not been the same since.


  Charles Myers, a British physician, labeled their condition as “shell shock” in his article for The Lancet. (What’s the matter? I see your eyebrows creeping upward. Do you have a problem with a German nurse reading articles in English?)


  At any rate, Dr. Myers theorized that the shock waves from bursting shells, combined with carbon monoxide, eroded the cerebral matter. These men had actual lesions on their brains, which could lead to deadly bleeding inside the skull. Of course, the old boys of the empire, whose military careers had been formed in the days of Wilhelm I, who may have even fought in the Franco-Prussian war of the early 1870s, dismissed those symptoms as a lack of moral fiber. Those mustache-twirlers, who had never seen a tank, had no mercy on the younger generation. Shell shock—bah! Whoever heard of a thing like that? Sounded like an easy way out of the trenches. The symptoms of the newly coined disease were not that hard to simulate. All one needed to do was pretend to be a mute, salivating imbecile. Even an expert medic would have trouble discerning a genuine victim from a faker. Without actually cracking the skull open, it was impossible to guess what was going on inside.


  The British came up with a convenient way of dealing with this touchy issue. If a shell shock case was linked to a particular explosion, the patient would have the casualty report marked with letter “W” for wounded. However, if his breakdown did not follow an explosion, he was out of luck. His report would be labeled “S” for sickness, disqualifying him from a wound stripe or a pension. Those clever Brits thought nothing of shortchanging their own soldiers and saving out on payouts.


  “They should be shot as deserters,” my brother growled. “If we start rewarding cowardice, very soon the entire army will come down with … shell shock.”


  German physicians had a less dramatic, more clinical term for the condition—Neurose. Of course, there was no concrete treatment protocol for it apart from dispensing ear plugs and mild sedatives. The doctors did agree, however, that the men suffering from Neurose had to be separated from those with gunshot wounds and missing limbs. Their presence in the hospital had a disturbing effect on the patients and the workers.


  One day I approached my employer, Dr. Looft and offered to take the shell shocked soldiers off his hands completely. I had a plan and the means to make it a reality.


  My late parents had left me a lakeside vacation home outside Wuppertal. It had a living room spacious enough to host Prussian nobility balls, five bedrooms and an attic. It could easily be converted to a convalescent ward.The soldiers would have a quiet place to regain their wits before returning to the frontlines.


  The conversation took less than five minutes. I did not need to work too hard to convince the chief surgeon to consider my proposal. Being a pragmatist, he knew that he could not afford to turn it down. I was one of his most seasoned and qualified workers. (I can make such statements without false modesty holding me back. Those were my employer’s words). As much as he needed me by his side in the operating room, he realized what a relief it would be to move all of the psychiatric cases out of his domain. The postoperative ward was cracking at the seams. With not enough beds, some of the wounded slept on the floor and on benches in the hallway. The building was not ideal as a field hospital anyway. Before the war it was a regular civilian clinic.


  Dr. Looft did admit to feeling a little nervous leaving me with a bunch of volatile men.


  “Are you sure, Marie?” he asked me in his weary, breathy voice, struggling to keep his cloudy eyes open. “Will you be all right by yourself?”


  “I won’t be entirely by myself,” I replied. “I’ve found a handful of helpers.”


  “Are they nurses too?”


  “Even better. Factory workers.”


  He exhaled and rubbed his eyeballs.


  “Marie, my dear … You cannot commit to such things without consulting me first. Recruiting all of these women. I know you mean well but how will I compensate them?”


  “Don’t worry about it. They’ll work for room and board. I’ve negotiated the terms already. A bowl of hot soup and a bar of soap should keep them content. We have enough barley and canned pork to last us through the winter. I’ve done my calculations.”


  He gave me a dubious look. “German girls, working for food?”


  “I didn’t say they were German. They barely speak the language. Just enough to get by. They don’t ask questions, but they do follow instructions. Mute and obedient—a perfect combination. And frugal to boot! They know how to stretch a single strip of bacon to feed a family of six. They know how to make a piece of wood burn longer.”


  Dr. Looft did not resist the idea any further. With a paternal familiarity reserved for his most trusted employees who had stood beside him through the most gruesome of amputations, he whacked me on the back of my head, nearly knocking off the white cotton hat. “Off you go, child. Get out of my sight before I change my mind. God speed.”


  The old surgeon did not know that my volunteer corps consisted of two women—a Moravian named Tereza and a Russian named Sophia. That was all I had. I did not need more.The two of them did the work of ten. In one day they scrubbed all six bedrooms and laundered all of the sheets. The next morning the ambulance truck brought the soldiers. I counted twenty-five—almost twice as many as I had budgeted for. But then it occurred to me that my employer and I had never discussed the exact number of patients I would be willing to take in.


  “There will be more coming tomorrow,” the driver warned. “After Dr. Looft is done with the triage.”


  “Grand,” I mumbled. “I’ll tell my girls to bring more towels.”


  Within minutes the living-room filled with the smell of wet wool, rubber and tobacco—the collective smell of Neurose. Without removing their boots, the men ran up and down the stairs, slamming doors and pulling out drawers. What were they looking for? God knows.


  It did not take long for some sort of rudimentary hierarchy to establish among the newly arrived. This handful of mental invalids comprised a miniature government, and I was not the head of it. Perhaps, Dr. Looft had neglected to tell them that the house belonged to the Stahl family, and that I, Marie Clara, was there to preside over them, not serve them. They must have assumed that a team of women would feed them and empty their ash trays.


  Heinrich Rust, a train conductor from Düsseldorf, one of the bolder and more articulate lads, promptly appointed himself the ringleader and raided the attic in search of board games. He was able to retrieve a broken gramophone, an incomplete deck of cards and a chess set with a few missing pieces.


  “I need two black pawns,” he huffed, spraying my face with smokey saliva.”Find them for me. Surely, they must be somewhere. It’s your house.”


  “Why, thank you for acknowledging that,” I said. “Until then, why don’t you use winecorks instead? Or … empty bullet shells. Engage your imagination. Learn to substitute.”


  “I like that.” For a second I thought he was going to clap me on the shoulder. “Now bring us some snacks. I could kill for some dried fish and beer.”


  I scratched behind my ear, my hand instinctively reaching for the white starched cap that I was no longer required to wear.


  “Those items you ask for … Where do you suppose I procure them? The dried fish, for starters. Last I checked, haddock didn’t grow on trees.”


  He smirked and pulled out another cigarette.


  “We aren’t in the middle of the Sahara Desert, are we? The house is sitting on the lake. I assume the water isn’t poisoned, and there’s live fish there.”


  “Uhm … In case you didn’t notice, the lake is frozen over.”


  “So? Burrow a hole in the ice. Catch the fish, dry and serve it. It’s not like digging trenches, mate.”


  I could live with “mate.” It could’ve been worse. He could’ve called me “sweetheart.”


  I did not ask what Rust’s rank was, but I could see him as an officer. He had a knack for dispensing commands, even in his weakened mental state. Within minutes he managed to organize a chess tournament in the living-room. At least, the aimless wandering and the boot-stomping ceased. The men crowded around the card table, taking turns to push the figures across the board. A few of them got bored and retired to their rooms upstairs. I wondered if any of them would volunteer to help Tereza replenish the woodpile. I dismissed that idea instantly. It probably was too soon to trust one of those fellows with an ax.


  When Heinrich Rust realized that his order for dried fish and beer was not going to be filled any time soon, he decided to take matters into his own hands. He took a few pieces of hardened pumpernickle bread and drowned them in a jar of hot water. There was no real tea in the house, but there was a bag of dried linden blossoms harvested over the summer. He added a handful of blossoms and a pinch of salt to the mix, then covered the jar with a damp cloth. Having completed that alchemical procedure, he started belting a drinking tune, as if it could speed up the fermentation process. Before long, his friends joined him.


  It was in the middle of their performance that my brother made a surprise appearance. After having his foot blown off, he had been receiving treatment from one of the top orthopedic surgeons in Cologne. Fritz had made it clear that he did not want visitors, including his sisters and his wife. Nobody was allowed to see him until he was able to walk again. We honored his wish, as
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