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​Introduction
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War is a strange and merciless force, capable of reshaping lives, nations, and the very fabric of human identity. This book is not just a recounting of battles or a record of military tactics; it’s the story of a man caught between two worlds, fighting for a country that was not his own while grappling with the fragments of the one he left behind.

Steel Tracks and Silent Screams follows the journey of Jonathan Keller, an American who, through a twist of fate and the choices of his parents, found himself conscripted into the Wehrmacht during World War II. Serving as a gunner in a Tiger I tank, Jonathan experienced the chaos of war from a perspective few Americans have ever known. This is not a tale of heroism or glory—it is a story of survival, guilt, and the haunting echoes of decisions made under unimaginable circumstances.

Jonathan’s journey takes readers through the grim landscapes of Eastern and Western Europe, into the claustrophobic belly of one of the most feared machines of the war. The Tiger I tank was a symbol of German engineering might, but inside, it was a prison of steel, diesel, and unrelenting fear. Through Jonathan’s eyes, we witness the camaraderie and heartbreak of his crew, the moral complexities of war, and the weight of surviving when others did not.

Told in the twilight of his life, Jonathan’s story unfolds during an intimate interview that forces him to relive his most harrowing memories. As his past intertwines with the present, we are reminded of the scars war leaves behind—not just on the battlefield but in the hearts and minds of those who endure it.

This is not just a story about war; it’s a story about what it means to be human in the face of unimaginable conflict. Jonathan’s journey asks questions that linger long after the last page: Can one find peace after bearing the burdens of war? Is forgiveness, especially from oneself, ever truly possible? And how does a man reconcile the person he was with the person he has become?

Steel Tracks and Silent Screams is an exploration of identity, morality, and the quiet resilience of the human spirit in the shadow of war. This book is for anyone who seeks to understand the complexities of war beyond the headlines, who wants to hear the voice of someone who lived it and carried its weight for a lifetime. This is Jonathan Keller’s story. And through him, it becomes a story for all of us.
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​Chapter 1: The Interview Begins
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The small New England town was quiet, the kind of place where the air smelled of woodsmoke and the streets were lined with rustling autumn leaves. David Conrad parked his beat-up Volkswagen Beetle at the end of the gravel driveway, cutting the engine and taking a moment to glance at the modest house before him. It was unremarkable—a single-story home with peeling white paint and a sagging front porch—but David had learned that appearances rarely told the full story.

He grabbed his recorder, notebook, and a battered leather bag from the passenger seat, took a deep breath, and stepped out of the car. The crisp air bit at his face as he made his way to the porch. He hesitated for a moment, staring at the weathered door, before raising his fist and knocking firmly three times.

There was a shuffling sound inside, the faint creak of footsteps. The door opened slowly, revealing an elderly man with sharp, deep-set eyes and a face lined with years of hardship. He wasn’t particularly tall, but there was something imposing about him, a presence that made David’s nerves prickle.

“Mr. Keller?” David said, his voice steady despite the slight flutter in his chest.

Jonathan Keller nodded, his gaze assessing. “You’re the journalist,” he said, his tone clipped but not unkind.

“Yes, sir. David Conrad. We spoke on the phone.”

Jonathan nodded again but didn’t move to let him in immediately. Instead, he seemed to study David, as though deciding whether to send him away. Finally, he stepped back, opening the door wider.

“Come in,” he said simply.

The house was as unassuming inside as it was outside—simple furniture, walls adorned with faded photographs, and a faint smell of tobacco. David noticed a photo on the mantle of a young man in uniform standing in front of a tank, his expression serious. He assumed it was Jonathan, decades younger, during a time that had shaped and scarred him.

“Have a seat,” Jonathan said, gesturing to a worn armchair in the living room. He himself lowered into a recliner across from it, his movements slow but deliberate.

David set up his recorder on the coffee table between them, adjusting it to make sure it picked up clearly. Jonathan watched him in silence, his eyes never leaving David’s hands.

“Thank you for agreeing to this,” David began, leaning back in his chair. “I know it’s not easy to talk about the past.”

Jonathan let out a dry chuckle, though it carried no humor. “Easy? No, it’s not. But you journalists never stop asking, do you?”

David smiled faintly, not taking offense. “Sometimes, the hardest stories to tell are the ones that need to be told the most.”

Jonathan didn’t respond right away. He looked past David, his gaze settling somewhere far away, as if the words had unlocked something he wasn’t ready to face.

“I don’t talk about it much,” Jonathan said finally. His voice was quiet but firm, like he was laying down a boundary. “There’s a reason for that.”

David nodded, leaning forward slightly. “I understand. But I think people need to hear what you have to say. Not just for history’s sake, but because stories like yours... they remind us of the human side of war.”

Jonathan sighed, rubbing a hand over his weathered face. “Human side. That’s one way to put it.” He shook his head. “All right, Mr. Conrad. Ask your questions. But don’t expect me to sugarcoat anything. War isn’t the kind of thing you dress up to make it pretty.”

“I wouldn’t ask you to,” David assured him, hitting the record button. The small red light flickered to life, casting a tiny glow on the coffee table.

Jonathan glanced at the recorder, then back at David. For a moment, there was a silence so deep it seemed to stretch on forever. Then, Jonathan spoke.

“You want to know how it started?” he asked, his voice low and steady. “It started with a mistake. A mistake my parents made... and one I’ve been paying for ever since.”David didn’t interrupt. He simply sat back and listened as Jonathan’s story began to unfold.

David shifted in his chair, trying to ease into the conversation without making it feel like an interrogation. "So, Mr. Keller," he began, glancing at his notebook for a moment before looking back at the older man. "Why did your family leave America? 1938... that must’ve been a tough time to make a move like that."

Jonathan snorted softly, leaning back in his recliner. "Tough time, you say? That’s putting it lightly." He looked down at his hands, weathered and rough, as if searching for the right words. "My parents... well, they thought they were doing the right thing. Thought it was their duty."

David frowned slightly, waiting for him to elaborate. Jonathan’s gaze shifted to the window, where sunlight filtered through lace curtains, casting soft patterns on the floor.

"We were living in Illinois back then," Jonathan began, his voice taking on a slightly distant quality. "Small town, not much different from this one. My dad worked at a grain mill, and my mom stayed home, taking care of the house and me and my sister, Greta. Life wasn’t bad—tight sometimes, sure, but we got by. At least, I thought we did."

He paused, rubbing a hand over his jaw, where faint stubble still showed. "But my parents... they were different. You ever heard of Heim ins Reich? It was this idea, this propaganda the Germans put out, calling ethnic Germans from all over the world to come back to the Fatherland. They were obsessed with it. Talked about it at the dinner table, listened to German broadcasts on the radio. Hell, I think my dad even wrote letters to people over there before we left."

David raised his eyebrows. "So, they believed in it? The whole idea of going back to Germany?"

Jonathan nodded grimly. "Oh, they believed in it all right. My dad was proud of his German heritage, always talked about how it was his duty to ‘help rebuild the homeland.’ My mom? She just followed along, agreed with him on everything. Didn’t matter that me and Greta were born in America. Didn’t matter that we didn’t speak a word of German back then. To them, it was like we didn’t belong in America."

David jotted down a few notes, his pen scratching quietly against the paper. "How did you feel about it?"

Jonathan’s lips pressed into a thin line. "I hated the idea. I told them that, too. Told them America was my home, not some country halfway across the world. But you know how it is with parents—they don’t ask kids for permission. They just make decisions, and you have to live with them."

He shook his head, the memory clearly still bitter even after all these years. "They sold the house, packed up everything we owned, and dragged us onto a ship bound for Hamburg. I was sixteen, David. Sixteen, and everything I knew about the world got ripped out from under me because my parents thought they owed something to a country they hadn’t set foot in since before I was born."

David could hear the resentment in his voice, sharp and raw despite the years. "That must’ve been hard for you," he said softly.

Jonathan let out a short laugh, one without much humor. "Hard doesn’t even begin to cover it, Mr. Conrad. I lost everything when we left. My friends, my school, my life. And for what? So my dad could chase some dream of being a good German? Yeah... it was hard."

He fell silent for a moment, his gaze fixed on the window again. "I didn’t understand it then, and I don’t think I ever will. But that’s how it started. That’s how I ended up in Germany, and how my life took a turn I’ll never be able to undo."

David leaned back, giving Jonathan space to gather his thoughts. He could feel the weight of the man’s story pressing down on the room, the kind of heaviness that didn’t just come from memories, but from regret.

"Let’s take it slow," David said after a moment, his voice gentle. "We’ve got time to go through it all."

Jonathan nodded, his expression unreadable. "Yeah," he said quietly. "We’ve got time."

Jonathan leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. His voice dropped a little, like he was sinking back into that moment. “I still remember the night they told us. It was a Tuesday—I don’t know why that sticks with me, but it does. We were all sitting around the dinner table, and my mom had made meatloaf. Greta and I were just talking about school stuff, nothing big, when my dad clears his throat and says, ‘We’ve made a decision.’”

He paused, a faint scowl tugging at the corners of his mouth. “I didn’t think much of it at first. I figured maybe he was changing jobs or something. But then he says, ‘We’re going back to Germany.’ Just like that, like it was as simple as going to the grocery store.”

David scribbled a quick note but didn’t interrupt.

“I thought he was joking,” Jonathan continued, shaking his head slightly. “I even laughed. But then I saw his face, and my mom’s—they were serious. Dead serious. Greta was just staring at them, and I... well, I lost it. I said, ‘What do you mean, we’re going to Germany? We live here. This is our home.’”

He sighed and leaned back in his chair, his expression tightening. “But my dad just brushed me off. Told me it wasn’t up for debate. Said it was our duty as Germans to help rebuild the Fatherland, that we’d have a better life there, be part of something bigger. He started spouting all this crap about how Germany was the future, how America didn’t understand us. It was like he’d been waiting to say it for months, maybe years.”

Jonathan’s jaw clenched briefly before he continued. “I told him it was stupid. I told him we didn’t even speak German, that we didn’t know anyone there, that we were Americans. But he wouldn’t hear it. He just kept going on about how it was our heritage, our responsibility. My mom chimed in too, saying it was for the best, that we’d thank them later. Thank them,” he added bitterly, shaking his head.

“And Greta?” David asked softly.

“She didn’t say much,” Jonathan admitted. “She was only thirteen at the time. I think she was too scared to argue. But me? I yelled. I called it the dumbest thing I’d ever heard. Told them they were ruining our lives. And you know what my dad said?”

David stayed quiet, waiting.

“He looked me right in the eye and said, ‘You’re too young to understand.’ That was it. Like I didn’t even have a say in what happened to my own life.”

Jonathan’s hands gripped the armrests of his chair, his knuckles whitening briefly before he released them. “A few weeks later, the house was sold, our stuff was packed, and we were on a train heading for New York. From there, we boarded a ship to Hamburg. I stood on the deck as we pulled away from the harbor, staring at the city disappearing behind us, and I remember thinking, ‘This isn’t fair. None of this is fair.’”

“What about the journey over?” David asked, leaning forward.

“It was miserable,” Jonathan replied bluntly. “We were crammed into steerage like cattle. The air reeked of oil and sweat, and the food was barely edible. My dad acted like it was an adventure, like we were pioneers or something. But I just sat there, staring out at the ocean, thinking about everything I was leaving behind. My friends, my school, my dreams... all gone because my parents decided I needed to be a ‘good German.’”

He let out a long breath, rubbing the back of his neck. “When we finally docked in Hamburg, I just felt empty. I didn’t care about the cheers from the people welcoming us or the flags waving in the air. I didn’t feel like I was coming home. I felt like I was being exiled.”

Jonathan’s voice grew quieter, almost a whisper. “And in a way, I guess I was.”

David let the silence settle for a moment before asking, “Did you ever tell them how you felt? After you arrived?”

Jonathan gave a bitter laugh. “Oh, I told them, all right. But it didn’t matter. They’d already made their decision. And by the time I realized just how much that decision would cost us... well, it was already too late.”

Jonathan let out a long breath and settled deeper into his chair. “Hamburg was... nothing like Illinois. The moment we stepped off that ship, I knew I didn’t belong there. The air was cold and damp, and the streets were gray. People bustled around, speaking a language I didn’t understand, wearing these stern expressions like they were all heading to some urgent appointment. It didn’t feel like a homecoming; it felt like we’d stepped into a completely different world.”

David nodded, jotting down a note but staying quiet to let Jonathan continue.

“My dad, of course, was all smiles,” Jonathan said, his tone laced with bitterness. “He kept going on about how proud he was to be back in the Fatherland. My mom, too—she acted like everything was fine, like we hadn’t just left our entire lives behind. But me and Greta? We were lost. Completely lost. Neither of us spoke a lick of German, and every time someone tried to talk to us, all we could do was shrug and look at my dad to translate.”

He leaned forward slightly, resting his elbows on his knees. “The first few days were the worst. My dad had this friend, some guy he’d written to for years, who helped us find a place to stay. It was this cramped apartment in a dingy building with a toilet that barely worked and walls so thin you could hear the neighbors arguing. And the food—God, the food was awful. My mom tried to act like everything was normal, but even she couldn’t pretend powdered soup was a step up from what we used to have back home.”

Jonathan paused, rubbing his temples as if the memories were giving him a headache. “But the real kicker? The people. Everywhere we went, it was like they could smell that we didn’t belong. The way they looked at us, like we were outsiders. And we were. My dad might’ve been born there, but to them, we were Americans. Traitors, almost. And you know what made it worse? The stupid Nazi uniforms everywhere. Soldiers marching down the street, kids in their little Hitler Youth outfits. It was like the whole country was wearing a costume, and nobody thought it was weird.”

David tilted his head. “How did that make you feel?”

Jonathan gave a humorless laugh. “How do you think? I hated it. I hated all of it. The propaganda blaring from loudspeakers, the posters of Hitler on every corner, the way people talked about him like he was some kind of god. And my parents... they just went along with it. My dad ate it up, joined some local group to ‘do his part.’ Even my mom started parroting that nonsense about how we were supposed to be proud of our heritage.”

He shook his head, his voice tightening with anger. “But I wasn’t proud. I was angry. I didn’t want to be there. I didn’t want to learn German, or go to a school where the teacher spent half the day lecturing us about the greatness of the Reich. And I sure as hell didn’t want to stand in some assembly and salute a flag that wasn’t mine.”

Jonathan leaned back and sighed, his shoulders slumping. “That’s when it started. The resentment. It was like this little seed that just kept growing. Every time my dad told me to stop complaining, or my mom said I’d ‘get used to it,’ it grew. Every time I saw some kid my age shouting Sieg Heil like it was normal, it grew. And every time I thought about the life I’d left behind—the friends I’d never see again, the plans I’d never get to follow through on—it grew.”

David frowned slightly, his pen hovering over his notebook. “Did you talk to your parents about how you felt?”

“I tried,” Jonathan said flatly. “But they didn’t listen. My dad thought I was just being stubborn, and my mom kept saying I’d thank them someday. But I never did. And I never will.”

The room fell silent for a moment, the only sound the faint ticking of a clock on the wall. Jonathan’s expression softened slightly, but the weight in his voice remained.

“Looking back,” he said quietly, “I think that’s when I stopped trusting them. Not fully, anyway. They didn’t care about what I wanted. They only cared about what they thought was right. And that... that made everything so much harder.”

Jonathan leaned back in his chair, his eyes distant as he stared out the window. The light coming through seemed softer now, almost muted, as if the weight of the story had dulled even the day. David watched him carefully, sensing that he was lost in thought, maybe even debating whether to say more.

Finally, David broke the silence. “How did you feel, you know, leaving the U.S.?”

Jonathan let out a dry laugh, shaking his head. “How did I feel? I felt angry, David. I felt like everything I’d ever known, everything I cared about, was being ripped away from me for no damn good reason. I mean, I was sixteen. My life was just starting. I had friends, dreams... and none of it mattered. My parents made the call, and I was just expected to go along with it.”

David nodded but didn’t interrupt. He could tell Jonathan wasn’t done.

“I remember sitting on that ship, staring at the water as we left New York behind,” Jonathan continued, his voice quieter now. “It felt... wrong. Like I was leaving a piece of myself behind on that shore. And for what? For some stupid idea my dad bought into. I didn’t care about ‘heritage’ or ‘duty.’ I cared about my home. My real home. And they took it from me.”

Jonathan’s jaw tightened, and for a moment, he looked much younger, the years of resentment etched into his face. “I hated them for it. I really did. My dad, for being so damn stubborn. My mom, for going along with it. They thought they were doing the right thing, but they didn’t care what it cost me or Greta. They didn’t care what we wanted.”

Jonathan paused, exhaling slowly as he rubbed his hands together. “You know, I’ve had a lot of time to think about it over the years. To try and understand why they did what they did. And maybe, in their minds, it really did make sense. But I never forgave them. Not for that.”

David felt the weight of those words settle between them, heavy and unspoken. He glanced at Jonathan’s hands, still rubbing together like he was trying to smooth out something invisible.

“You carried that with you for a long time,” David said gently.

Jonathan nodded. “Yeah, I did. Still do, I guess.” He looked up at David, his gaze steady but tired. “Leaving the U.S.? It was like losing part of myself. And I’ve spent the rest of my life trying to figure out if I ever really got it back.”

The room fell into silence again, thick with the weight of unspoken emotions. David glanced at his recorder, its little red light still blinking steadily. He leaned forward slightly, his voice quiet when he spoke again.

“Thank you for sharing that, Jonathan,” he said, meaning it.

Jonathan gave a faint nod but didn’t respond. His eyes wandered back to the window, as though the answer to his unspoken questions might somehow be out there, waiting for him.
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​Chapter 2: Life in Germany
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Jonathan shifted in his chair, his fingers tapping lightly against the armrest. His gaze turned distant again, like he was watching a scene play out in his mind.

“School was... rough,” he started, his voice carrying a note of bitterness. “I mean, I didn’t expect it to be easy, not with everything else going on, but I wasn’t prepared for how different it would be. From the second I walked in, it was clear I didn’t belong there.”

David adjusted his notebook, giving Jonathan space to continue.

“My first day, the teacher asked me to introduce myself,” Jonathan said, his lips curving into a humorless smile. “I stood up, said a few words in broken German, and the whole class started laughing. I guess my accent sounded funny to them—too American. One kid even called me a ‘Yankee’ like it was an insult. I didn’t know enough German to argue back, so I just sat there, humiliated.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, the memory clearly still uncomfortable to recall. “That was the start of it. Every day, someone would point out how I didn’t fit in. The way I talked, the way I dressed, even the way I sat at my desk—it was all wrong to them. And the worst part? The teacher didn’t do a damn thing to stop it. If anything, he encouraged it.”

Jonathan leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “You see, school wasn’t just about reading and writing. It was about indoctrination. Every morning, we had to stand up and salute the flag, recite some loyalty oath to the Reich. And then, there’d be lectures—long, boring lectures about how great Germany was, how Hitler was going to make the country strong again. It was everywhere, David. The propaganda wasn’t just on posters or the radio—it was baked into everything we did.”

David scribbled a quick note. “Did you believe any of it?”

Jonathan shook his head immediately. “No, not at first. I mean, I didn’t understand half of what they were saying anyway, and what I did understand sounded like nonsense to me. But it was hard not to feel like an outsider when everyone else was eating it up. The kids in my class, they’d parrot back everything the teacher said, like they were trying to outdo each other in loyalty. I remember one boy—Hans, I think his name was—he’d bring in these little pamphlets filled with cartoons making fun of Jews and Americans. He thought they were hilarious. I didn’t.”

He paused, his face tightening. “But the thing is, when you hear the same stuff over and over again, it starts to seep in. Even if you know it’s wrong, even if you want to resist it, it gets to you. It’s like being in a room where someone is playing the same awful song on repeat. Eventually, it gets stuck in your head.”

David nodded, his pen still against the page. “That must’ve been isolating, being surrounded by people who believed in it while you didn’t.”

Jonathan let out a low chuckle. “Isolating? That’s one way to put it. I felt like I was on a different planet. And my parents weren’t much help. My dad would tell me to ‘keep my head down and do what I was told.’ My mom said it would get easier if I just ‘tried harder to fit in.’ But I didn’t want to fit in. I didn’t want to be like them.”

His voice softened, and he looked down at his hands. “Still, I did what I had to do to get by. I learned the language, followed the rules, even started reciting that damn oath every morning. But inside? I hated every second of it. And I hated what it was doing to me.”

David looked up, his eyes meeting Jonathan’s. “What do you mean by that?”

Jonathan sighed deeply. “I mean, it made me angry, bitter. I started blaming myself for not being stronger, for not standing up to it all. But what could I do? I was just a kid. A kid stuck in a world I didn’t understand and didn’t want to be part of.”

The room grew quiet for a moment, the weight of Jonathan’s words settling between them. David clicked his pen softly, breaking the silence.

“It sounds like you were doing the best you could,” he said gently.

Jonathan nodded slowly, his expression weary. “Maybe. But it didn’t feel like enough back then. Not by a long shot.”

Jonathan sat back, his hands resting on the arms of his chair. He glanced toward the window, his expression hardening. “My dad got a job at a factory pretty quickly after we got to Hamburg. Some kind of metalworks place. He was good at that kind of stuff—working with his hands, keeping busy. It didn’t take long before he started acting like everything was falling into place, like the move was the best decision he’d ever made.”

He shook his head, a bitter smile flickering across his face. “He was proud, you know? Real proud. He’d come home covered in grease, talking about how he was ‘helping rebuild Germany.’ My mom would hang on every word, like he was some kind of hero. Meanwhile, I’m sitting there thinking, ‘You’re just making screws and bolts for God-knows-what.’ But he believed in it. All of it. The work, the ideology, the idea that we were part of something bigger.”

Jonathan leaned forward, rubbing his hands together like he was warming them. “And my mom? She followed right along. She started going to these community meetings for women, where they’d teach them how to be good housewives for the Reich or something like that. She even started decorating the apartment with little German flags and propaganda posters. It was like they were trying to erase everything we’d been in America.”

David frowned slightly, his pen hovering over the page. “How did that make you feel?”

“How do you think?” Jonathan replied, his tone sharp. “I felt like a stranger in my own family. My dad would sit me down and lecture me about how this was our future, how I needed to stop holding on to the past. He’d go on about duty, loyalty, how the Führer was going to make Germany great again. But none of it made sense to me. I didn’t care about any of that. All I cared about was the fact that I didn’t belong here, no matter how much they pretended we did.”

He let out a short laugh, though it lacked any humor. “The thing is, they weren’t pretending—not really. They believed it. They bought into the whole thing, hook, line, and sinker. My dad even started wearing this stupid little pin with the Nazi insignia on it, like it was some kind of badge of honor. Every time I saw it, I wanted to rip it off his shirt and throw it out the window.”

Jonathan’s voice softened, and he leaned back again, his eyes unfocused. “I think what hurt the most was how easily they seemed to forget everything we’d left behind. They stopped talking about America, stopped mentioning our old neighbors, our friends, our life. It was like none of it mattered anymore. But it mattered to me. It mattered a lot.”

David jotted something down, then glanced up. “Did you ever tell them how you felt?”

Jonathan shrugged, a faint frown tugging at his mouth. “I tried, a couple of times. Told my dad I didn’t see the point in all this ‘duty’ nonsense, that I missed home. But he’d just look at me like I was being ungrateful. Told me I needed to grow up, to stop living in the past. My mom was no better. She’d pat me on the shoulder and say, ‘You’ll understand someday.’ But I didn’t. And I never did.”

For a moment, the room fell quiet. Jonathan rubbed the bridge of his nose and sighed. “They embraced it, David. All of it. The work, the ideals, the whole idea of being part of the Reich. But me? I couldn’t. I didn’t want to. No matter how much they tried to convince me otherwise, I knew I didn’t belong there. Not in that world, not with those beliefs. And that made everything... harder.”

David nodded slowly. “It sounds like it was a lonely time for you.”

Jonathan’s eyes flicked to the window again, his face unreadable. “Yeah,” he said softly. “It was.”

Jonathan’s expression softened slightly, a faint, bittersweet smile tugging at his lips. “Then there was Otto,” he said, almost to himself. “If it weren’t for him, I don’t think I would’ve made it through those first couple of years in Germany.”

David perked up at the change in Jonathan’s tone. “Who was Otto?”

“Otto Krieger,” Jonathan said, leaning forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “He was... well, he was different. I met him at school, maybe a few months after we arrived. I was sitting outside during lunch, trying to avoid the other kids—didn’t feel like being their punching bag that day. Otto sat down next to me, just plopped down without saying a word. At first, I thought he was just another kid trying to mess with me, but then he pulls out this sandwich and says, ‘You’re not from here, are you?’”

Jonathan chuckled lightly, shaking his head. “I didn’t know what to say. I just stared at him for a second and then mumbled something about being from America. And you know what he said? ‘Figures. You don’t have that look about you.’ I had no idea what he meant, but he wasn’t laughing at me, so I figured he was okay.”

David smiled faintly. “Did you hit it off right away?”

“Not right away,” Jonathan admitted. “But Otto wasn’t like the other kids. He didn’t care about all the Nazi stuff. In fact, he hated it. He was quiet about it, of course—everyone had to be, or you’d end up in trouble—but when we were alone, he’d let his real thoughts slip. He thought the whole thing was a load of crap, the propaganda, the Hitler worship. He said it felt like Germany had gone mad, and he wanted no part of it.”

Jonathan leaned back in his chair, a faraway look in his eyes. “I think that’s why we got along so well. We were both outsiders, in a way. Me, because I was American, and him... well, because he didn’t fit into the mold. He didn’t try to pretend like everyone else. And that made it easier for me to be myself around him.”

David scribbled a quick note. “What did you guys talk about?”

“Everything,” Jonathan said, smiling faintly. “But mostly books. Otto loved books. He’d sneak them out of his dad’s library—stuff that was banned by the regime. I remember the first one he handed me. It was this old, tattered copy of All Quiet on the Western Front. He told me, ‘Read this. It’ll tell you what war is really like.’”

Jonathan’s smile faded slightly. “I stayed up all night reading it. It was brutal, honest. Nothing like the crap they were feeding us at school about glory and honor. It made me see things differently, made me question everything even more.”

Jonathan paused, his fingers tracing the edge of the chair arm. “Otto had this way of making you think, you know? He wasn’t just some kid rebelling for the sake of it. He really believed that the world was bigger than what the Nazis were trying to make it. He’d talk about art, music, literature—all the things they were trying to erase. And for a while, it felt like we had our own little world, just the two of us.”

David nodded, sensing the warmth in Jonathan’s voice. “Sounds like he was a lifeline for you.”

“He was,” Jonathan said simply. “Otto made me feel like I wasn’t crazy for hating what was happening around us. He made me feel like I wasn’t alone.”

There was a pause, and Jonathan’s face darkened slightly. “Of course, we couldn’t talk about this stuff around anyone else. It wasn’t safe. People were suspicious of everything back then. But those moments with Otto? They were a reminder that not everyone was blind to what was going on. And for me, that was enough to keep going.”

David leaned forward slightly. “What happened to Otto?”

Jonathan’s jaw tightened, and he looked away. “That’s... a story for another time,” he said softly. “But let’s just say, not everyone who sees the truth gets to escape it.”

The weight of that statement hung in the air, and David didn’t press further. He could tell that Otto had left a lasting mark on Jonathan, one that carried both gratitude and pain.

David leaned back in his chair, tapping his pen lightly against his notebook. He studied Jonathan for a moment before asking, “You mentioned the propaganda earlier. All the stuff in school, the posters, the speeches. How did you... deal with that? Did you believe any of it?”

Jonathan let out a long sigh, his shoulders slumping slightly. “Believe it? No, not really. At least, not deep down. But you’ve got to understand, it wasn’t like you could just ignore it. It was everywhere. You’d walk down the street, and there’d be posters of Hitler staring down at you, slogans plastered on every wall. The radio? Nonstop speeches and marching songs. School? They drilled it into you every single day. And at home...”

He trailed off for a moment, his face tightening. “Well, my parents bought into it. Especially my dad. So even in my own house, I couldn’t get away from it.”

David nodded, jotting something down. “How did you manage to resist it?”

Jonathan thought about that for a moment, his brow furrowing. “I don’t know if it was resistance so much as stubbornness. I just... I couldn’t buy into it, you know? The whole idea of one man being the savior of a nation, the way they blamed everything on the Jews, the communists, the Treaty of Versailles—none of it sat right with me. Even as a kid, it felt like they were oversimplifying everything. Like they needed someone to blame to make themselves feel better.”

He leaned forward slightly, his voice lowering. “But the thing is, it’s hard to block it all out. You hear it enough, see it enough, and it starts to seep in. Not in a way where you believe it, but... you start to question yourself. Like, ‘What if I’m the one who’s wrong? What if they’re right?’ And that’s terrifying because deep down, you know it’s all garbage, but you can’t help that little voice in the back of your head.”

David tilted his head, his pen still against the page. “Did it ever feel like... like you were drowning in it?”

Jonathan chuckled softly, though there was no humor in it. “That’s exactly what it felt like. Drowning. You couldn’t escape it. Not at school, not at home, not even on the street. And the worst part was, if you didn’t play along, people noticed. And when people noticed, they talked. And when people talked, things got dangerous.”

David frowned, his pen pausing mid-scribble. “Dangerous how?”

Jonathan’s jaw tightened. “You’d lose friends. Neighbors would stop talking to you. Kids at school would gang up on you. And that was the mild stuff. If someone really thought you weren’t ‘loyal enough,’ they’d report you. To the teachers, to the police, to whoever they thought needed to know. And once that happened, you were in trouble. Real trouble.”

David shifted in his seat. “So, you had to fake it?”

Jonathan nodded slowly. “Yeah. I had to fake it. I saluted the flag, said the oaths, kept my mouth shut in class. It made me sick, but what choice did I have? You either played along, or you painted a target on your back. And believe me, I wasn’t brave enough to paint that target. Not back then.”

He paused, his gaze fixed on some invisible point in the distance. “The truth is, David, nobody came out of that time untouched. Even if you resisted, even if you hated it, it left its mark. It was like a shadow you couldn’t shake. And no matter how much you wanted to ignore it, it was always there.”

David stayed quiet, letting Jonathan’s words hang in the air for a moment. Finally, he asked, “Do you think it changed you?”

Jonathan sighed, his expression unreadable. “Yeah,” he said softly. “I think it did. You can’t grow up in a world like that and come out the same. Even if you fight against it, it changes you. It hardens you. Makes you look at people differently. Makes you question things you shouldn’t have to question. And some of those questions... they stay with you forever.”

“You know, as much as I hated everything about being there—the propaganda, the routines, the constant feeling that I didn’t belong—what scared me the most was knowing what was coming.”

David leaned forward slightly. “What do you mean?”

Jonathan let out a slow breath, rubbing









d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
FROM THE AUTHOR THAT BROUGHT YOU
IRON WOLVES






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





