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            Dedication:

            
                

            

            The novel is dedicated to Larry, a friend for almost five decades. The former Dr Larry Bart, clinical psychologist, Vermont, continues to be a gifted musician, a raconteur and one of Alzheimer’s many victims.

         


      

   


   
      

         
            In bello, parvis momentis magni casus intercedunt.

            In war, great events are the results of small causes.

                   Caesar in Bellum Gallicum
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            Foreword

         

         Occasionally you find yourself reflecting on history. Such opportunities often lurk in innocuous places. When explored, an intricate tale often emerges. For some it is mere history, a lesson to learn. For others, it is a lesson to celebrate.

         Tentatively based around the remarkable life of my great-aunt, Frau Hilda Richter (née Campbell, 1889-1956), this story merges her life with the great events of World War 2. Her niece, and my godmother, Vera Wild (née Caldwell, 1900-1992), revealed the story of Hilda’s life to me in her penultimate year. My uncle, Dr A. Stanley Caldwell (1920-2013) gave me some of Hilda’s personal communications, stamps and the story of her initial espionage for the Nazis in 1938. The novel fills in the voids I have in Hilda’s life, focusing strongly on Vera’s memories of a most unusual and courageous great-aunt.

         With the exception of identified historical personalities and significant world events, this novel is the product of my imagination and knowledge of my remarkable great-aunt. Netherholm Dumfries

         2019

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         Hilda Campbell was born in 1889 in Forres, in the north of Scotland. She studied modern languages at Aberdeen University and in 1911 went to Germany to further her knowledge of the German language and culture. At a concert at the Kunsthalle in Hamburg, Hilda met Dr Willy Büttner Richter, a local general practitioner. They married in 1913 and spent their honeymoon in Scotland visiting relatives. They also met my godmother Vera Wild (née Caldwell) and invited her to come to stay with them in Hamburg the following summer.

         Vera arrived in mid-July with the promise of a six-week visit before she returned for her fourth year at secondary school. The First World War broke out on 4th August 1914 and found Vera trapped behind enemy lines in Germany. Through a network of friends, Vera returned home via Harwich after an eventful trip. An account of her return to Scotland appears in the Forres and Nairn Gazette of 2nd September 1914. Copies of this document are available by courtesy of the Forres Library Educational Services. A report of Vera’s travels under war conditions is contained in the appendices.

         Hilda occasionally taught English privately in Hamburg as she fulfilled her duties as a mother to Otto and wife of a busy family doctor. Further details of her life were unknown until…

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 1

            The Funeral

            1938

         

         As she checked her black hat in the mirror in her bedroom, for the second time in her life Hilda realised war with her homeland seemed inevitable. This time, however, she would be on her own.

         
             

         

         The funeral party gathered around the grave beneath the branches of sycamore trees that caressed each other in the spring breeze. The Hamburg sky hung low and the light was grey and dull for mid-morning; the clouds struggled to hold on to their moisture. Beyond the wall of the Friedhof Ohlsdorf cemetery, the traffic on the Fuhlsbüttler Strasse was a distant rumble. It was 11.30 a.m. on Friday 12th March 1938, a day all Austrians and Germans would remember, while in this city graveyard the Richter family congregated, each with their personal thoughts and memories as Dr Willy Büttner Richter’s coffin descended into the grave.

         
             

         

         Grateful patients gathered around. Many were in tears to see such a relatively young man deprive them of his caring attention at their popular medical surgery. There were also many mourners from the professional ranks of the city. For the moment, the exciting news of the Anschluss, which was developing that morning, had to take a back seat.

         Hilda Richter, the doctor’s widow, resplendent in her black fur-lined overcoat, took comfort holding the hand of her son Otto, smartly dressed in his Hitler Youth uniform.

         ‘Dust to dust, ashes to ashes. In the name of the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, Amen.’

         The tall, lean young Lutheran pastor closed his prayer book of common order and invited Hilda and Otto to step forward and sprinkle the sunken coffin with a dusting of earth. Hilda did as he bade her and passed the trowel to her son. Otto brushed away a tear as the earth left the trowel a little ashamed to show any weakness, especially in his uniform. He stood back as Hilda opened her handbag and took out a sprig of heather. She kissed it then dropped it on to the centre of the coffin. Unintentionally, it masked Willy’s brass nameplate.

         A breaking twig alerted her to an approaching footstep and a hand gently tapped her right shoulder.

         ‘Willy would have liked that touch.’

         She turned and smiled at her brother-in-law Karl, who had been as shocked as anyone on hearing of Willy’s sudden fatal heart attack. They had been close brothers.

         ‘We loved our holidays in Scotland,’ she said.

         ‘I know you did Hilda. Those were happier days, much happier. The gathering clouds this morning… seem so menacing.’

         ‘Karl… shhh.’

         She looked over her shoulder. Sympathetic eyes met hers, and she felt uncomfortable. Like Otto, she was embarrassed to show any emotion and schooled her expression to mask her sadness.

         
             

         

         Shortly after noon, the dignified group of mourners entered a reception room at the nearby Vier Jahreszeiten Hotel. A black paper cloth with a central motif of the swastika covered a table at the side of the room. There were sandwiches, fruit and biscuits galore and a coffee urn percolated happily at the far end of the room. In the middle of the table, the party emblem remained uncovered for everyone to see and appreciate.

         A man in a dark green suit approached Hilda.

         ‘My condolences, Frau Richter.’ He wore the party emblem on his lapel and was a little overweight, exaggerated by a ruddy round face. He shook her hand, bowing his dark bushy eyebrows as he did so.

         ‘Thank you,’ she replied politely, wondering who he was. Their eyes danced around with caution. It was an awkward moment for both of them as she tried to place him. Not knowing this man, or how he knew her late husband, left her struggling for words.

         ‘Do forgive me. I am Herr Gerhardt Eicke. I am your son’s training officer.’

         Instantly she recalled this man was the individual who impressed Otto so much. Her smile emerged reluctantly. He seemed briefly embarrassed by her cool response and turned away to the nearby table to lift a coffee cup. Then he returned.

         ‘Otto is a fine young man, one of the best in the Hitler Youth without a doubt. He is a credit to you and of course to his late father.’ 

         There was a ring on the hand holding the coffee; it matched his lapel badge and was on his marriage finger.

         ‘I see,’ Hilda said. ‘So Otto is doing well?’

         His demeanour oozed confidence now.

         ‘These are exciting times. The Fuehrer has taken Austria into Greater Germany today. He has wedded us to the German-speaking Austrians. It is a bittersweet day for you I am sure, Frau Richter. Otto will be a great comfort to you at present.’

         ‘You must forgive me. I had not heard the news,’ she lied. As it broke that morning, she had been preoccupied and had failed to understand fully the consequences of the Anschluss. Now concern prickled in her mind.

         He nodded understandingly. ‘I appreciate your thoughts have been elsewhere. The twelfth of March will go down in history. I can assure you of that,’ he said pompously.

         ‘It will be a day I shall have no difficulty in remembering, certainly,’ she said, looking away.

         ‘Indeed.’ Eicke shuffled uneasily. ‘If there is anything I can do for you now, or indeed any time, I hope you will not hesitate to get in touch with me. I have resources at my disposal.’ He peered at her over his glasses with a smile, which struck her as artificially sincere. It seemed he was willing to use trickery to gain an advantage.

         ‘I will bear your kind offer in mind, Herr Eicke.’ She could not warm to this self-opinionated party man.

         He gulped down his last mouthful of coffee and smacked his lips together. She was glad to see him return his cup to the table; this was surely the end of a sticky conversation. However, he approached her once more, fumbling in his side pocket then holding out his hand.

         ‘Here, my card. Again, my condolences, Frau Richter. I must leave now.’

         He bowed to her and her smile was one of relief.

         ‘Certainly… you must have much to do,’ she said, feeling her shoulders relax.

         As Herr Eicke walked smartly to the hotel exit, she placed the card in her black handbag and turned to find her brother-in-law standing nearby. Karl was quite different from Willy, perhaps because he was six years younger, and would have mixed with different people. He had a slightly cynical sense of humour that did not lie deep under the surface. Hilda was fond of him.

         ‘I hope you would come to family first,’ he said with a troubled brow. 

         Hilda wondered how much of her conversation with Herr Eicke he had heard. He smiled, and slipped a hand under her left elbow ‘I saw he gave you his card. My advice, should you take it, would be to pay little attention to him.’

         Hilda smiled; she had reached the same conclusion, and that was reassuring. ‘You know him personally?’ She was keen to hear more of the man who had influence over her son.

         ‘I find Herr Eicke rather narrow-minded – dogmatic, even. He is a Gestapo officer when he is not training the Hitler Youth. He’s a man on the up, from a very lowly base indeed.’

         Karl’s assessment did not surprise her. ‘He is Otto’s training officer.’

         ‘Yes, that’s true, I know. We cannot change that. Caution is required, Hilda. That’s all I am saying.’

         She nodded. That was sound advice. ‘I think you may have to speak to Otto from time to time, for me.’

         Karl nodded. ‘If you feel that would be appropriate?’

         Without a father figure for her son, Hilda felt she would be leaning more and more on Karl. She knew he recognised that fact.

         ‘Otto has loyalties beyond the family,’ she said. She knew it was something which troubled Willy. Nevertheless, what could Otto do? He would have stood out, or worse, been ostracized if he had not joined the Hitler Youth along with his friends. The wolves would have devoured him if he had stayed apart. She clutched her handbag in both hands, and her shoulders tensed.

         ‘Yes, it’s true. Though I may come to regret these reservations I have. I’m as keen as anyone for Germany to regain its rightful place in the world.’ Karl took out his handkerchief to catch a sneeze. ‘Excuse me,’ he said wiping his nose. ‘It’s possibly the right policy, with the wrong leader.’

         Hilda was concerned about who might be listening to Karl’s observations, so she moved a few paces from the table. Then for the first time since they arrived at the hotel she spotted her son. With an egg sandwich in his hand, Otto looked lost amid the adults sharing their memories of his father and dipping into political conversations. He approached her.

         ‘These people, mother, I don’t know many of them.’

         She placed her hand on his shoulder. ‘I am not surprised, Otto. Many were your father’s patients. You know how popular he was.’

         He raised his arm to remove her hand. ‘Yes, I know.’ He lifted his eyes to hers, seeking her full attention. ‘You saw Herr Eicke? I’m glad he came to show his respects.’ 

         She seized the opportunity to gauge Otto’s view of this enigmatic man. ‘Did you know he was coming to the funeral?’

         ‘No. But I hoped he would.’

         ‘Your father did not know him.’ Her voice seemed to carry into the room. She walked to the quiet bay window so that they could talk in greater privacy.

         ‘Herr Eicke is fun, honestly. He is in the Gestapo, you know. That is his day job. We learn many skills from him and he gives us sweets. He is firm but good to us. He’s a good leader, he really is.’

         ‘Maybe so Otto, maybe so. However, remember you are the man of the house now. You must study hard at school and make your father proud of you.’

         For the time being, Otto had all the conversation he wished to discuss. He nodded to his mother and left to find more juice. Hilda returned to the centre of the room where her in-laws were talking in a circle. They opened the arc to accommodate her.

         ‘Have you a headstone, Hilda?’ asked Karl’s wife, Renate.

         She was on comfortable ground now, not only with the question but also with her dark-haired sister-in-law. She and Karl were a perfect match.

         ‘Yes, I have a grey granite stone. I also have an inscription in mind and in keeping with Willy’s ideals without all the trappings of nationalism and banner-waving.’

         Karl turned towards her. ‘Need any help with the wording? If you like, I could lend a hand.’

         Renate smiled. ‘That might be a good idea, Hilda.’

         Hilda gave a little smile to them both. ‘I already know how it will read.’

         ‘Really?’ Karl’s eyebrows raised an inch or two. Renate tilted her head to the side, obviously keen to learn more.

         Hilda held the floor. ‘It will read: “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of one of His saints.” Then his name, profession and dates of birth and death will appear, leaving enough space for me and Otto to add ours in due course.’

         ‘I like that, Hilda,’ said Renate, patting her arm.

         ‘Yes,’ said Karl. ‘Without any flag-waving, as you said.’

         She smiled at them. ‘Yes, I’m pleased with it. However, the words are hardly mine.’

         Both Karl and Renate appeared perplexed.

         ‘Then whose fine words are they?’ asked Renate. 

         Keen to reveal the source, Hilda smiled. ‘The Psalmist. As always, the Psalmist says it perfectly.’

         
             

         

         That night Hilda tried to relax after the stress of the funeral. However meeting Gerhardt Eicke filled her with unease. This man, who had control over her son, epitomised the very worst of the bellicose regime which surrounded her.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

            The Letter

         

         Widowhood had its highs and lows: on the one hand freedom, on the other loneliness and mild depression. Kind words from former patients did a lot to increase her confidence, but she could not depend on many of them for long-term friendship. In her memory lurked the pain and anguish of being an alien during the last war. If a second war broke out, as many considered inevitable, it would be a war to defeat communism on Germany’s eastern border. There would be no Willy to support her now. As the weeks progressed these thoughts grew more powerful. Her blood was not German and never could be. Yet if it was Scottish, it was certainly diluted.

         One morning she rose early before her alarm clock struck 7 a.m. She parted the curtains and the sun pierced her eyes and lit the bedroom. From the movement of the trees outside, she detected the wind. She felt invigorated. The house needed a thorough clean. She had dreamed of a pristine house the night before, and now she would make that dream come true.

         She took a feather duster to the cobwebs festooning the high ceilings and then hung rugs out on the clothesline by the side of the house.

         She took her wicker cane beater to them, assaulting them with a fury she did not know she possessed. Puffs of dust drifted skyward, and colour reappeared in the pile through the haze. She was so absorbed in her task that she did not hear footsteps approach.

         ‘Post, Frau Richter.’

         She looked behind and stopped in her tracks.

         ‘I thought I heard some beating. Goodness me, I am glad you were not my class teacher. You have a strong right hand.’ Hans laughed loudly, competing with the rooks on a nearby rooftop.

         ‘You surprised me,’ she laughed.

         ‘I could see that.’ He sorted the letters, holding them in one hand and flicking the fingers of the other through them at a tremendous rate. Hans was in his late fifties. He had been Hilda’s regular postman over the last two decades and knew her well. He handed her letters over.

         ‘There’s one from abroad in this lot.’

         Her face lit up. ‘Thank you… yes… from home… excellent.’

         
             

         

         News from home was always welcome. Her parents’ letters following Willy’s death had been a source of great comfort. This letter would add to her growing satisfaction with this near perfect day. She wondered if they had received her last letter, written a month ago. Would there be fresh news from home? Would it be good or bad? She gave the rugs one final whack then looked upwards. A single spherical cloud made its way toward the sun. It would only interrupt the sun’s rays for a brief moment, on a superb day made even better by the letter in her hand. She left the rugs to recover while she prepared the rituals she performed only with her personal correspondence. Prolonging the opening of the letter heightened her excitement.

         The kettle whistled on the stove as she washed her hands thoroughly in warm water with carbolic soap. Then she cleared the kitchen table and brewed some hot black coffee before taking a sharp knife to open the letter from Scotland. Her eyes lingered on the Forres franked envelope. She lifted the envelope to her nose and detected two different types of glue. She had expected that.

         The letter itself was brief. It contained news that made her anxious from several different perspectives.

         She sipped her coffee and held the cup with both hands. The letter lay flat on the kitchen table before her tear-filled eyes. She read it twice then sat back to decide how to respond. What would suit her, her parents and Otto?

         
            Commercial Hotel

Forres

23rd June 1938

            Dear Hilda

            I trust you and Otto are keeping well. We are too, although age is creeping up on us both, especially your father. He is not too well. What worries us most is the developing situation in Germany; and as a widow, you will be feeling the pain of loneliness during this time. We would love to see you of course, and I hope it will be sooner than later. I am delighted to have learned that the Hamburg to Aberdeen ship still sails regularly once a week. I hope Karl and Renate will understand, and of course Otto too. I suspect he will not be able to spend time in Scotland again for some time. He must finish his schooling and then head for university.

            I seem to have left you with much to think about. However, this is a letter sent with love. Enough love to sink Hitler’s latest battleship!

            With our fondest love and affection,

                    Mother and Father.

         

         Hilda cringed at her mother’s last line. She hammered the table twice in disgust. Criticism of the state provoked dire consequences. What was her mother thinking?

         Perhaps the censor only skimmed the letter, and might have read ‘more love, enough to launch Hitler’s latest battleship’. She hoped so. Her mind struggled to find any other interpretation. She feared a knock on the door was not out of question later in the day. She shook her head in despair at her mother’s casual and potentially dangerous comment.

         Her parents’ ageing was a constant concern. She had not visited them for eight years, and when she left them that time, as each time before, she wondered if she would ever see them again. Now it was more pressing, not just because of their age but also because of the tensions in Germany.

         There was one solution she could rely on in such times of anxiety; the contents of her black box. She had not opened it much since Willy had died, but now she retired to the sitting room, unclipped the lid and assembled the double reed into her oboe. Anton Bruckner’s Symphony No 5 in B flat major seemed appropriate for the occasion; she placed the music on the stand and sat on a hard ladder-backed chair to play the Adagio. While she played, she remembered Anton Bruckner was not German, but Austrian. She dedicated her music that day to all who might suffer because of the recent forcible acquisition of Bruckner’s land and people.

         She spent the rest of the day dusting and polishing while reflecting on her options. She left her mother’s letter on the dining room table for Otto to read when he returned home from school.

         A few minutes after four she sat down in the lounge and began to read a novel that she had started before Willy had died. She soon remembered what she had read and settled comfortably by the log fire, tired after a day’s hard work. 

         At 4.25 on the dot, the key turned in the latch. The door closed with a click, and a bag thumped down on the hall floor. Otto was home.

         ‘Hello, darling. I’m through here,’ she said, marking her novel with her mother’s envelope and resting the book on her lap.

         Otto came into the lounge holding a glass of water. He raised it to his lips, drank it all in one gulp and burped loudly.

         ‘Otto,’ she said reprovingly.

         ‘Sorry, mother. I was thirsty.’

         ‘All the same, not what I’d expect you to do in public.’

         He replaced the glass on the side table, with a solid thud. ‘Of course not,’ he replied. Clearly, he felt the reprimand was unnecessary.

         Hilda said no more and waited for Otto to find the letter. He sat down, somewhat exhausted, having run home from school. The letter remained untouched.

         ‘Mother, I don’t think I could be a doctor just yet.’

         Her heart sank. Willy’s footsteps, now no longer considered? ‘Why ever not?’ she asked.

         ‘Well, the Hitler Youth takes most of my time up in the evenings, and its preparation with joining the army. I cannot see me studying medicine as well. By the way, I have just learned that when I turn eighteen, I could be sent to the 7th Hamburg Motorized Unit. That should be good.’

         The thought of her son in army uniform and dispatched to far-flung places gave her a shiver. To her, he was still a young boy, yet to the state, he was a young soldier.

         ‘Maybe so, Otto, but even the army needs doctors.’

         Otto looked uncomfortable. ‘True,’ he said bending down to remove his school shoes.

         ‘Give it some thought. Alternatively, you might like to be a dentist. The army needs them too, and your Uncle Karl can advise you on that profession, can’t he?’

         ‘Hm…maybe.’

         He had still not seen the letter and her impatience got the better of her. ‘There’s a letter from your grandparents on the table for you to read.’

         Otto rose and gathered the letter with an outstretched hand. He read it as he returned to sit by her.

         ‘You’re not going, are you?’ he said accusingly.

         ‘I probably will.’ 

         ‘What will I do?’ he said, his tone half-incredulous, half-angry.

         She gave him a moment to calm down. ‘Karl and Renate would be pleased to have you to stay with them while I’m away.’

         ‘So it’s all agreed? You have made your mind up. You have decided to go to Scotland. For how long?’

         ‘I’m not sure, Otto. Your grandparents are ageing. I’m not sure if I’ll see them again if I don’t go soon.’

         She could see him adjusting his indignant outburst. He did have feelings for his grandparents and their home in Forres. This time his tone was less sullen. ‘So when are you going?’

         ‘Late September, I think.’

         ‘I’ll have three months left at school. That means Christmas with Karl and Renate.’

         ‘Yes, of course. That should be fun.’ She smiled at him, glad he had decided to behave like an adult after all. ‘You are very much my young man now. You remember your father left a sum of money which you will receive on your twenty-first birthday?’

         Otto looked thoughtful. ‘I may need it then. Once communism is defeated, I can start to study medicine.’

         Hilda smiled. His attitude might have irked her earlier, but he was a good boy at heart and she knew he would like to follow his father’s profession in due course. ‘Otto, you make me proud. Come here.’ She lifted her book and placed it on the fireside table. She opened her arms to him.

         They hugged for a moment, and his show of affection warmed her. Otto smiled at her, perhaps realizing his plans had met with her approval. His arms tightened around her and he whispered quietly, ‘Give my love to Grandmother and Grandfather. I miss them.’

         She patted his back. ‘Of course I will, Otto. Of course I will.’ Nevertheless, a tear was visible in her eye and a lump formed in Otto’s throat.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 3

            The Gestapo demands

         

         The doorbell rang one Saturday afternoon. Hilda was ironing one of Otto’s brown shirts, making sure his arm creases presented correctly and firmly in the right place. She was delighted to find that the visitor was Karl. He kissed her cheek as he entered, throwing his hat on a hall chair immediately afterwards.

         ‘Carry on, Hilda. Don’t let me stop you.’

         ‘I’m ready for a break,’ she said, skipping through to the kitchen to make coffee.

         ‘No second thoughts about us taking Otto?’ Karl called out to her.

         ‘No, none. Of course not,’ she said then wondered. ‘I thought it was settled. Renate is comfortable with the arrangement, isn’t she?’

         Karl followed her into the kitchen and reached for cups and the sugar bowl from the cupboard.

         ‘We’d both have Otto to stay any time. That’s not my worry,’ he said placing the bowl and cups on the table.

         ‘Something else on your mind?’ She clutched the handle of the coffee percolator, a little apprehensively.

         ‘A couple of things have been bothering me. One is Otto’s lack of regular education because of his frequent Hitler Youth meetings. It runs on strict activity lines. There is no time for proper education. It’s certainly not like the Boy Scouts.’

         ‘No, they banned them two years ago. How Otto loved the Scouts.’

         ‘Yes, I know he did. However, I am even more concerned about what happens after the Hitler Youth. He told me he’ll be with the 7th Hamburg Motorized Unit.’

         Hilda stirred a spoonful of sugar into Karl’s cup. ‘It’s almost certain that they are drafted into the army at that age,’ she said. ‘It’s pretty well unstoppable. Otto told me as much. He reckons he’ll only be with you for a short while.’ She tapped the side of the teaspoon against the lip of the cup.

         ‘Hilda, it’s not that he’s naive or gullible. He’s going with many other boys, and they are all in the same situation. But I’ll tell you one thing I am certain of.’

         They sat opposite each other in the warm kitchen. Hilda slid the coffee cup across the table to her brother-in-law.

         ‘Thank you. Mmm,… that is good. Yes, there can be little doubt we are heading for war. The allegiances that are forming are another matter for concern. Hitler sees Britain as Aryan and is quite opposed to a communist nation taking over Europe. He assumes Britain will not oppose him. I hope that is the case too. However, it is a long way from certain. We cannot be sure.’

         Hilda could not fault Karl’s conclusion. The future looked bleak. Once more, the nations sharpened their swords, she thought.

         ‘That is why I think you should consider staying in Scotland as long as you can, or at least until we see which way the wind is blowing. You follow me?’

         She bit her lower lip. ‘And how long should I be away?’ she asked.

         ‘You could help run the family hotel for a while. I am sure your parents would appreciate that.’

         The idea caught her off-balance, but it was a pleasing one, for the moment anyway. ‘How long do you think the authorities here will let me stay?’

         ‘Hilda, I think you’ve forgotten. You have an additional status, haven’t you? You remember what troubles it caused last time there was war when you did not have dual nationality. I think you could put it to good use now.’

         A smile came over Hilda’s face. ‘Then a one-way ticket for the time being?’ ‘Exactly.’ Karl smiled, pleased with her decision.

         
             

         

         Hilda booked passage on a ship sailing from Hamburg to Aberdeen on Friday 30th September 1938 and began to gather her luggage together. She would take as much of her own property as possible to Scotland, travelling with a full suitcase, a small black bag and her handbag, while sending two large trunks ahead. She sorted out what she would need in Scotland. Especially as the days were heading towards winter, she rationalised.

         She made a seminal decision: she would place the house in Otto’s name when he turned twenty-one. That was not so many years away, and she was not sure, when or if, she would return.

         One day she started a notebook of instructions for Otto, about cooking, laundry and shopping. First, she covered the book in greaseproof paper, then in leftover wallpaper from the lounge, which Willy had quite recently redecorated. On the front cover, she wrote in bold ink: OTTO’S BUCH Kochen; Bugelservice, Waschen und Einkaufen. Satisfied with her work, she opened her oboe case and began to play a piece by Mozart. During the allegro section, there was a knock at the door. She stopped playing immediately; perhaps it was Renate or a friend for Otto. She ran to the door.

         When she opened it, the blood drained from her face and her heart began to flutter.

         ‘Oh. Herr Eicke. I was not expecting you.’

         ‘No, Frau Richter. I have been standing outside your front door for the past few minutes. You play Mozart particularly well.’

         ‘You know your music, Herr Eicke,’ she said, showing him an appreciative smile.

         ‘Only that it is Mozart. You will have to enlighten me as to which piece you were playing.’

         ‘It was The Hostias from Mozart’s Requiem in D minor K626. The oboe does not usually play it, of course. I was adapting from the choral part.’

         ‘Ah… I see.’ Herr Eicke entered the house uninvited. Hilda stood aside to let him in. He stepped over one of the suitcases with an exaggerated high step.

         ‘The sitting room is on the left, Herr Eicke.’

         He opened the door and strode with purpose into the centre of the room. ‘I intended to see you before you returned to Scotland. Sorry I was too busy to visit you sooner.’ He held his hands behind his back, and she heard one hand tapping the other impatiently.

         ‘You knew I was returning to visit my parents?’ she asked, her throat as dry as the desert.

         ‘Yes, of course. I knew you were about to leave,’ he said as he took out his handkerchief and polished his glasses. Hilda saw him as an older man without his spectacles on.

         ‘If my wife and I go on holiday, as we did to Bad Liebensel last year, we each take one case. That is more than sufficient. I see you are packing two trunks.’ He pointed towards the hall.

         ‘I am taking quite a lot as you can see, to make the house less congested.’

         His eyes lingered on the cases. ‘I see. Yes, Otto told me. Well, in fact, he did not. It was a change of address for his next of kin that alerted me to your intentions to travel. Not just a short visit abroad, I suspect. He has named Karl and Renate Richter as his guardians.’ He paused for a moment to let his information sink in. ‘A little unusual, perhaps?’

         Hilda was on edge. ‘Otto is now the man of the house and I wish him to take greater responsibility. I cannot say how long I will be in Scotland, of course. I have family and friends there as well as in Hamburg. But you can assume that I shall return to Hamburg before too long.’

         ‘I understand, Frau Richter. And I wish you a safe voyage.’ He gave her a wide smile as if approving her trip. That was a relief for Hilda.

         ‘Thank you,’ she said, hoping he had said everything he wished to say. However, that was not to be the case.

         ‘You will leave with fond memories of our land, and of course, your much respected late husband.’

         ‘Naturally.’ She found herself folding her arms defensively.

         ‘And Karl and Renate, and especially Otto, will miss you?’

         She was losing her patience with him. ‘Herr Eicke, they are my family. Of course, I will miss them, but I am returning I do assure you. Surely my travel arrangements do not require so much of your attention?’ She felt a mist of anger begin to rise.

         ‘You are quite right. Of course, I would not interfere with domestic arrangements.’

         Herr Eicke stood up, walked to the window and gazed up and down the street. She watched him, sensing that his pose was somewhat staged, as if to say, Look at me now; see how important I have become.

         He turned around smartly. ‘We are all insignificant as individuals. Together we realise Germany is on its way to recapturing its prominent and rightful position in Europe once more, and that England is, how shall I say, sympathetic to our cause, we hope.’

         She hid a smile. ‘It always pleases me to hear that Germany has so much in common with England, or to be more precise, Britain.’

         He thought about what she said for a moment. ‘Forgive me. Yes, Great Britain, you are right of course. The British royal family has Hanoverian connections, the English are Saxons from central Europe, and of course, the Scots are pure Viking Aryan stock, is it not so?’

         ‘Well, some are. Most are lowland Scots of Irish descent.’ The confrontation eased and Hilda relaxed eager to expedite the conversation. ‘Why should this interest you?’

         Herr Eicke took a cigarette from a silver swastika emblazoned case. He tapped the cigarette twice against the case. He lit up and inhaled a second time before blowing a stream of blue smoke towards the ceiling. Then he turned to look at her. His eyes seemed to be closer together than ever, his eyebrows almost colliding. Eventually, he said, ‘Since 1912 you have been a German wife. You will be the mother of a brave German soldier soon and so I expect you will retain a firm loyalty to the ideals of our Fatherland in all its aspects?’

         Hilda felt the atmosphere change for the worse.

         ‘Yes, of course,’ she replied firmly, keen for her conviction to appear genuine.

         ‘It would be good if you would keep in touch with me, not on a personal basis of course, although I would always value your friendship if it were granted.’

         Hilda’s lips tightened. ‘I am confused, Herr Eicke. I am going to be in Scotland for a while. I cannot see how I could be of interest or assistance to you when I am there.’

         ‘Forres is in the north of Scotland, isn’t it?’ he asked curtly.

         ‘How do you know that?’ Suddenly she was on edge once more.

         ‘Otto has only told the truth. He told me you would be staying with your parents in Forres at their hotel, is that not so?’

         ‘Well, of course, I have to go somewhere when I arrive, and it is my parents’ home.’

         ‘Of course.’ Herr Eicke placed his cigarette ash in the ashtray on the mantelpiece. His spectacles slipped down the bridge of his nose and his expression grew more and more solemn.

         ‘We have our contacts in that area.’

         Hilda let out a gasp of astonishment. ‘I doubt that, Herr Eicke. What a claim. It is in a remote part of Scotland, and it is most unlikely that you have German agents there. It would be a waste of their time.’ She laughed at the thought of German men entering Mr David Harvie’s baker’s shop in Forres without being noticed. Herr Eicke seemed uncomfortable as he threw his cigarette end into the fire.

         ‘You know the airbase at Lossiemouth and the garrison at Fort George?’ he asked.

         Cold sweat trickled down Hilda’s back as she realised Eicke was quite serious and was playing his hand with both caution and precision. A moment’s silence seemed to pass at a snail’s pace. The rhythmic ticking of the grandfather clock in the hall stopped as it prepared to strike four. 

         ‘If you already know about these places, what use am I likely to be?’ she asked guardedly.

         ‘Frau Richter, there are bases we would need if there was war against Russia and a naval attack on our country. We would rely on the British in such an event. If they refused, well… we would have to take the matter into our own hands. I’m sure you understand?’

         ‘I see. You need British assistance.’

         ‘Exactly. Our agents may not speak such fluent English as you do. They may need some help; some reassurance perhaps. Or even just the opportunity to speak to someone who is familiar with both languages and cultures and who shares their love of the Fatherland.’

         She felt trapped. ‘I would have no hesitation in helping any stranger who needed it, whether they were German or any other nationality.’

         Eicke gave a long sigh. ‘Yes, true, I am sure you would. Nevertheless, if there should be a war, would you help our cause? In fact, Frau Richter, exactly where would your loyalties lie?’

         This question had been at the forefront of her mind many times over the last few months, and she had gone to great pains to avoid answering it. She turned away from Herr Eicke in an attempt to compose herself.

         ‘Why would Germany be at war with Britain?’

         ‘We have no intention of being at war with our friends, of course.’ Herr Eicke began to walk up and down the room, staring at his feet awkwardly. When he looked up, his eyes seemed to pierce through to Hilda’s heart. ‘Should it come to war, you realise the Gestapo has to secure its borders.’

         ‘Naturally. That makes sense. Herr Eicke, I think you have a lively mind. You seem to enjoy playing games. Britain has no land borders, you realise?’

         He seemed annoyed at her attempt to lighten the mood. ‘Then let me make myself clearer, Frau Richter. Your sister-in-law Renate and her husband Karl, Otto’s guardians. We don’t want any weakness there, do we?’

         She looked down at her hands and found them so tightly clasped together that her knuckles were white. Beads of sweat broke out on her forehead and nipped her eyes as they ran down. Why was he mentioning her brother and sister-in-law? She took out her handkerchief and dabbed her running sweat.

         ‘Most loyal Germans are keen to attend rallies when the opportunity arises,’ he went on. ‘I think I can say quite confidently that neither Karl nor Renate Richter have ever attended such grand occasions.’ He paused to allow her to absorb his allegations. ‘They may have to be given some… encouragement… perhaps?’

         ‘And just what do you mean by that?’ she asked, placing a defiant fist on her hip.

         ‘Times are changing. Everyone must change with them, everybody, with no exception, including Karl and Renate. We must all support and serve the Fuehrer.’

         She was incensed. ‘Karl and Renate do support him, as does Otto as you know. Karl is a busy dentist and his wife is his secretary. They work long hours.’

         ‘It’s my job to mend the cracks, Frau Richter. You don’t see them, do you?’

         ‘I only see what is right.’

         He nodded slowly, clearly impressed by her determination. ‘Then we agree.’

         Hilda had a strong sense that she had already lost the argument. She could not compete with Eicke; she could only confront him. She drew herself up to her full height and raised her chin.

         ‘What exactly are you expecting of me, Herr Eicke?’

         Now he spoke a little more warmly, ‘Troop movements in Scotland, Frau Richter. That would be interesting information for us. New and existing air bases too. We need their exact locations, please. Nothing else at present, I assure you. We will contact you when we need to.’ He clicked his heels and gave a little bow. ‘I am glad you see the need to remain loyal to the Fatherland. Rest assured that Renate and Karl will be treated fairly. As I said, you will hear from me or one of our agents abroad at the right time.’

         Hilda was speechless. The wind had gone out of her sails. She stood aside to let him pass as he headed out of the lounge. He made for the front door with a parting shot.

         ‘Frau Richter, I have a very high regard for you and know you will not disappoint me.’

         She opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out.

         As the door closed firmly behind him, she sagged against the wall and groped for her handkerchief to dab her forehead once more. The German war machine had found her. She had become a cog in its grinding wheel. It had entrapped her. She bit her fist.

         It took her no time to realise exactly what was required of her. She was to spy for Germany against Britain, her real homeland.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 4

            The Voyage Home

         

         Guilt threatened to overwhelm her as she wrote the labels on her trunks. They stared back at her. Had she packed the right items, made the correct decisions? Was she right to leave Otto at a crucial time in his life?

         She was past the point of no return. The mantelpiece was almost bare except for the photo of Willy with Otto as a small child playing on the beach at Sassnitz on the Baltic shore. She would leave that photograph in place for Otto’s sake. Photo albums brought back memories of the happy family she once knew. She took one and left the others in the cabinet. She still found it hard to accept Willy’s passing; the grief was still raw after such a short time. If only she could turn back time. She knew it could not happen, no matter how much she willed it.

         After agonizing over her recent decisions, she realised she had to be strong and decisive. She was going to Scotland. That was the right decision, though only time would tell, of course. The photo album was crammed into her trunk, all except two photographs. The family seaside scene and one of her remained on the mantelpiece for Otto to remind him of his absent parents. The constant thought, which dominated her thinking however, was how she could spy against her homeland.

         
             

         

         The Grampian Empress lay impressively in the Vopak Terminal Dock. Hilda felt a warm glow as she read the word Glasgow on the ship’s stern, beneath a red ensign flag. Her two trunks boarded the ship, and she accompanied them to ensure no prying eyes might inspect them out with her absence. Her anxious, suspicious mind was ever-present.

         Otto had said goodbye to her the night before she was due to embark, and Karl and Renate spent the final afternoon with her. They took Herr Eicke’s warning seriously. Karl promised to attend some rallies and close his surgery to show he was attending. That might ease the situation, even although it irked him to do so. They parted with long, tearful hugs, knowing both of their futures were uncertain. 

         She was escorted to her cabin by a crewmember quick to pick up her accent when she spoke to him.

         ‘Thurs nae many Scottish women like you on board, ye ken,’ said Able Seaman Rory Tait.

         ‘There are not many Scottish women in Germany at all,’ Hilda replied.

         He looked at her as if she was an endangered species. ‘There are only a few women on this trip. I guess families o’ Jews. They Jews, they are nae welcomed here, are they?’

         ‘You mean in Germany?’ she asked.

         ‘Aye.’

         ‘They are victims of the state,’ she told him as she grabbed a rail in the slight swell of the ship.

         ‘I ken. Worrying times.’

         ‘These are the fortunate few. They’re getting away – that’s why they are on board.’

         Tait looked at her blankly. ‘Aye… suppose so.’

         He took her hand luggage and eased the cases through a compartment door leading to a carpeted aisle.

         ‘Ladies always need their extra boxes for perfume an’ the like. Mind you, there will be nae ballroom dancing tonight, Miss,’ said Tait.

         She saw he was looking at her black box. She laughed. ‘That’s not what you think it is. It’s my oboe.’

         ‘Oh, I see. Well, ye’ll hae nae use for that either. There’s nae orchestra on board,’ he said.

         She chuckled. ‘I am not travelling to play in public.’

         Tait looked at the box and shook his head. ‘If it has any sense, that oboe of yours should stay in its case on this voyage.’

         ‘Not keen on music, are you?’

         ‘Naw, not keen on rough seas. The barometer is low. It’s gonna be a rough crossing.’ He laid her cases at her cabin door and she gave him a collection of coins. He looked at them with distain.

         ‘I’m sorry, I’ve no shillings or pence.’

         He did not reply. Perhaps it was a familiar predicament on his sailings. He tapped his forelock and was gone.

         As Able Seaman Tait had said, even before the Grampian Empress left harbour a swell gently rocked the ship from side to side. After familiarising herself with her cosy cabin, Hilda wrapped herself in a warm blanket blazoned with the ship’s livery and made her way to the deck. Her hair caught the breeze and she felt its strands tangle. Nevertheless, she needed to see the land that meant so much to her drift away. Where Germany was heading was uncertain; she wondered whether she would go with it when the extent of its ambition became clear. In fact, would she ever return to Hamburg?

         Church spires and cranes stood erect above the skyline, proud of their achievements. However, the church no longer had a strong voice, and the cranes rested before they began work in the morning, building more ships for the German navy. Flags flew everywhere, warm bright red and the sombre black swastika on its stark white background. Mixed feelings swept through her as she remembered. Her thoughts came in an ordered sequence; order had become a requirement, a demand even, during her recent life in Hamburg.

         Germany had been her home since 1911 when as a recent language graduate of Aberdeen University, she had come there to brush up her German. She met Willy by chance at a music concert. That memory gave her a warm feeling. She smiled as she recalled the Kunsthalle near the Binnenalster pond in Hamburg where the concert took place. They listened to Grieg’s Piano Concerto. By the third movement, the Allegro Mercator, Willy was holding her hand.

         Their honeymoon in Scotland two years later was another happy memory. She was proud to take her husband, Dr Willy Richter, around her relatives scattered around the country. Then back to Germany, and the fateful visit of Vera Caldwell, her cousin, in the summer of 1914, and the trials and strains of getting her home after the first guns had been sounded in that devastating war. Perhaps she might visit Vera again on this trip if she managed to get to Glasgow. Could history repeat itself, and find their roles reversed if there was another war? Had the lessons of the Great War not been learned?

         The ship’s horn sounded and the thick restraining mooring ropes were manually released from the dockside bollards and fell freely into the dark water below. They were then hauled on board, slithering upwards to the deck by the vessel’s capstan winch drum. The Grampian Empress eased itself away from the quay, setting it free from an increasingly belligerent land and headed towards an island of peace and relative harmony.

         In the dying light of autumn, the golden trees and flags of Hamburg waved goodbye. She gave a lingering smile to the city which had brought her happiness, love, culture and family. Fear and foreboding now overcame the land, but those treasured happier memories would always be with her. 

         ‘Till the next time, Hamburg. I will return, God willing. Deus Volente, I will return,’ she said to the breeze, and it cast her words landward.

         She made her way unsteadily towards her cabin as the ship lurched towards the open North Sea. As she passed cabin number 227 she stopped. She listened. She made a note of the cabin number then returned to her own cabin swaying as if she was drunk.

         That night in the restaurant she ate alone, noticing a dearth of single travellers aboard. She managed to spill some soup on to the clean white tablecloth. A waiter arrived promptly to wipe and clean the offending spot.

         ‘Soup is possibly not the best choice on a night like this,’ she said by way of apology.

         ‘Perhaps not,’ he replied. ‘You might like me to serve you the soup in a cup?’

         ‘An excellent solution, thank you.’

         The soup arrived promptly. It was filling, but she needed a further layer of food to settle her stomach. That would serve two purposes. It could quell the movement of the ship for her, and go some way towards giving her confidence for what she had in mind.

         After a plate of haddock, mashed potato and peas, she returned to her cabin and opened her black box. She dampened the double reed then left her room, retracing her steps unsteadily until she reached cabin 227. She knocked on the door and the German chatter inside fell silent. She waited a few moments, and then knocked again. This time the door opened an inch or two.

         ‘Good evening. I hope you don’t mind me calling.’

         ‘What have you there?’ The young girl asked, clearly curious.

         ‘It’s my oboe. I brought it because I thought I heard music coming from this cabin earlier.’

         ‘You are German?’

         ‘No. I speak German, but I am Scottish. I am returning home.’

         The door opened wider. She entered. Three children sat on the top of the bunk bed with their legs dangling and swinging back and forth. Their mother was behind the door, gripping a dark brown shawl tightly around her shoulders.

         The parents remained cautious. Hilda understood how they must have felt. She had to show she was no authority figure plotting to have them returned to Germany.

         ‘You are safe here. I mean you no harm.’ 

         There was a pause. The father’s instinct of suspicious towards the visitor was understandable. That was why she had reassured them that she was not German. The ship was also now underway, and that was reassuring too. Hilda raised her oboe for his inspection.

         ‘I am Hilda Richter. I am a widow returning to Scotland. My parents are there.’

         The father relaxed and smiled. It was a signal for the rest of the family.

         ‘My name is David Hortowski,’ he said ‘My wife Anna, my son Konrad and daughters Lilli and Petra.’ He pointed proudly to each member of his family.

         ‘You are right to leave Germany at this time,’ Hilda said.

         ‘We had no choice. We decided and planned to leave Vienna the day after the Anschluss,’ said Anna.

         ‘Ah…12th of March,’ said Hilda.

         ‘You remember it well. I am not surprised. It pleased the German people,’ said Anna. Her husband shook his head sideways and frowned.

         ‘Yes, I can remember it very well indeed,’ Hilda said. ‘In fact, I can never forget that date. It was the day of my husband’s funeral.’

         Anna emitted a quiet apologetic gasp and Petra bit her lip.

         ‘I am sorry,’ David said.

         ‘I am sorry too, for the way your people have been treated,’ she replied.

         David nodded thoughtfully. ‘These are difficult times.’

         ‘Very true. However, we can make some moments happier. Who was playing the clarinet?’ asked Hilda, looking at the children.

         Lilli raised her hand.

         ‘My daughter Lilli was a pupil of the Mozarteum in Salzburg. It was her final year, but she could not finish her studies because we are Jewish,’ said her father.

         Hilda looked at Lilli sympathetically. ‘Perhaps we can play together?’ she suggested.

         Lilli’s eyes shone brightly, and with a smile as wide as the Danube, she brought her clarinet to her lips. Her eyes were dark, playful and bright.





OEBPS/logo_1_online.png
|| E

London | New York





OEBPS/9781912850655_cover_epub.jpg





