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        If we are to build a ruling class of perfect Aryans, a Reich that will last a thousand years, we must begin with our children…

      

      

      Oliver Fredrich sat quietly in the waiting room for his interview. He’d already been sitting in that chair for over an hour. Three other young men in their late teens were seated beside him. They, like Oliver, wore their best clothes and were carefully groomed. That was because they had all come to be interviewed for the same position: chief counselor for the boys’ division of the Deutsche Jugend in der Slowakei summer camp, German Youth in Slovakia. Oliver looked around him and assessed his competition. All of us are German boys. He could tell, or at least he thought he could. But as he scrutinized everything about them, he decided he was the most Aryan-looking of the bunch. He’d worn his only suit, a dark blue wool suit that didn’t quite fit him since he’d grown so tall and muscular. Since he couldn’t afford a new one, it would have to do. He donned it with a clean, freshly ironed white shirt and a navy-blue tie. Blue was his color. He knew that. The suit and tie showed off his deep blue eyes. He’d taken extra time to comb his light blonde hair back. He had wanted to make sure it was perfect, not a single hair out of place. This gave him the perfect clean German look he was certain his interviewer would be searching for. It was spring, and it was a hot day. There was no fan in the building, and he could feel himself sweating, the sweat trickling down his ribs and temples. He hoped the interviewer would not notice.

      “Herr Fredrich,” a young woman with a lovely figure and perfectly finger waved red hair called his name.

      “Yes. I am Herr Fredrich, Oliver Fredrich,” Oliver said as he stood up.

      “Follow me, please,” she said.

      Oliver followed her down a long hall, where she turned right into an office.

      “Heil Hitler.” The man behind the desk stood up and saluted.

      “Heil Hitler,” Oliver returned the salute with enthusiasm.

      “I see here your name is Oliver Fredrich,” the man said as he looked over Oliver’s resume. He was a middle-aged man, well-built, with a full head of graying hair. “Sit down,” he commanded.

      Oliver took a seat across from the interviewer, who looked him up and down and then smiled. “Well, well… aren’t you a handsome devil,” he said.

      Oliver looked down modestly and smiled. “Thank you, sir.”

      “So, I have been looking over your credentials, and they look quite appealing. You certainly have what we’re looking for. I see that you are quite the athlete. And you come from a good family, good German stock.”

      “Yes, thank you. I am proud of my German heritage. I was born in Germany but raised in Austria. We moved when I was seven, but I never forgot the beauty of our Fatherland.”

      “I’m sure you must realize the importance of the position you are applying for.”

      “I do, sir.”

      “As the counselor of the summer camp for the Deutsche Jugend, you will be instrumental in preparing our children for the future. It will be up to you to guide them and ensure they know they are the future of the fatherland. The future of Germany and a Reich that will last a thousand years. Do you think you have what it takes to assume such a huge responsibility?”

      “Yes, sir, I know that I do.”

      “I must say that you do have the right look,” the interviewer said as he stroked his chin. Then, under his breath, he said, “Blond, handsome, athletic. The young boys who are under his care will emulate him. They will want to be like him, and because he will be the perfect representative of an Aryan man, it will be good for the morale of the entire youth camp.” Then the interviewer looked directly into Oliver’s eyes, and in a firm, deep voice, he said, “I must ask this question.”

      “Yes, sir,” Oliver said.

      “And…” he hesitated for only a moment. “I am fairly sure that I already know the answer. However, I am required to ask.”

      “I understand.”

      “How do you feel about Jews, gypsies, Untermensch, that sort of thing?”

      Oliver shrugged, then he causally spewed the same rhetoric that he had heard repeatedly at every Hitler youth meeting he had attended as he was growing up. “They have no place in the new Germany.”

      The interviewer nodded. “And,” the interviewer’s eyebrow shot up, “have you ever fraternized with a Jew? Your doctor or dentist, perhaps? Someone you knew as a child?”

      I should have expected it. Of course, they would want to know this. Oliver thought. He’d never told anyone how he felt about Anna. And it was only because she was Jewish that he hadn’t pursued her. For a moment, his mind drifted back to his first kiss and the girl he’d never forgotten. Even to this very day, even right now, sitting in front of this interviewer as he thought of Anna, his heart fluttered just a little. Anna Levinstein, with her bright smile, dark eyes, and warm, gentle voice. He’d never forgotten that day in the park.

      All of his friends, the boys in the neighborhood, were out on the field playing football. The local girls who lived in the same area and attended the same school were sitting on the sidelines, watching. Oliver had been playing, too, until he noticed that Anna was setting up a food table. Once he saw her, he lost interest in football. Oliver couldn’t concentrate on the game. He’d even mis-kicked the ball, causing one of his friends to get angry, but he didn’t care. His eyes were glued to Anna. She wasn’t one of the neighborhood girls. In fact, she didn’t attend his school, and because of this, she shouldn’t have been at the picnic. But as long as he had known Elica and Bernie, Anna was always with them. Everyone knew she was Jewish, and that she attended a Jewish school. Even then, Jews were not popular, and making friends with them was not a good idea. But no one dared say a bad word about Anna to Elica or Bernie. At least not then, because that was before Hitler’s ideology became the norm in Germany, and everything changed. Once Hitler rose to power, it was not only socially acceptable to dislike Jews, but slowly the entire society turned against them. Laws were made that took all freedoms away from the Jews. They could not attend schools with or marry Aryans. Aryans could not work for Jews. Hitler’s minister of propaganda, Dr. Goebbels, warned of the dangers of befriending and trusting Jews. He even published a newspaper article filled with reasons to distrust and fear the Jews. That was when all his friends and everyone in his neighborhood became openly critical of Elica and Bernie’s friendship with Anna. As Hitler’s power took root, things grew ugly, and Anna stopped coming around after a while. But that was later. On that lovely summer day, it seemed to Oliver that Anna was the only girl Oliver would ever love, and someday he would marry her. He wasn’t thinking about her being Jewish. Perhaps he didn’t realize that her being different from the other girls was part of what had attracted him in the first place.

      Since he couldn’t concentrate on football, Oliver excused himself. He walked away from the game, proclaiming he needed a drink of water. He watched Anna as he walked over to the table where she stood. And when she saw him, she looked up, and she smiled. His heart fluttered as the light in her eyes lit up his world.

      “What can I do for you, Ollie?” she asked.

      “Just a cup of water,” he said.

      “Of course.” She handed him a cup and then filled it with water from a pitcher.

      He drank the water in a single gulp and put the cup down. Oliver felt clumsy and awkward. He’d never been alone with Anna before, but he knew this was his opportunity to talk to her without his friends listening. He forced himself to be brave. “I like you, Anna,” he got the words out. Then cleared his throat. “But you already know that, I suppose. I mean, I’ve told you before.” He was rambling, but she didn’t interrupt him. She didn’t seem to mind. Her eyes were glued to his, and he was captivated. “Well, there’s a dance next week at my church. Would you like to come as my date?”

      She looked into his eyes. “I’d love to come,” Anna said.

      He had no idea where he got the courage, but he leaned over and kissed her. When their lips met, his entire body tingled, and he knew for sure that he was in love. But what was so interesting was that he had been awestruck the first time he saw her. They were just children, and already he’d been smitten. Oddly enough, it was at this very same park. He was with his friends, and she was with hers. How old were we? Just children. It must have hurt her when, a week later, I told her that I was forbidden to bring her as my date. However, I still vividly remember how my heart skipped a beat every time I saw her. It was very strange, but from the very first moment that he saw Anna, he was confident that she was the girl he would marry one day.

      “Herr Fredrich!” the interviewer snapped. “Stop daydreaming and answer my question!”

      “I’m sorry. I was only trying to remember if I had ever had anything to do with a Jew.”

      “And? So, you have so much you have to think about? I need an answer. What is your answer?”

      “No, I have not had anything to do with a Jew. Nothing that I can recall, sir.”
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      Daniel Goldenberg came out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. His dark hair was wet and shiny as he pushed it back from his face.

      “You are so handsome,” his young, blonde wife, Elica, sighed as she watched him.

      Daniel smiled. “And you are so beautiful.” He bent down and kissed her, then he let the towel drop.

      “Michael Angelo’s David has nothing on you,” she giggled.

      “Have you ever seen it?” he asked curiously.

      “Only in books.”

      He pushed her gently until she fell back on the bed. Then he lay beside her and began to kiss her neck and moved lower to place passionate kisses on her breasts.

      There was a loud wail that came from the room across the hall. “How does that child know when we are about to make love?” Daniel held Elica tightly, not wanting to let go, trying hard to will the baby back to sleep.

      “I think sometimes he has some kind of magical hearing because he seems to hear us every time,” Elica said, disappointed.

      “Do you think he’ll go back to sleep if we ignore him?” Daniel moaned.

      Elica laughed. “No! I think your mother will come knocking on our door to let me know that it’s time to breastfeed.”

      “Hmmm. Well, having a baby has done wonderful things to your breasts. I must admit that. However, little Theo is a selfish brute. He wants to keep them all for himself.”

      She shook her head and laughed again. “Theo is a baby. He is hungry. He doesn’t even know that what he wants are my breasts. He only knows that he wants some milk.”

      “I’m jealous,” Daniel teased.

      “Don’t be. I am going to feed him. Then I’ll be back.”

      “Hurry, please?” Daniel smiled. “I’ll die without you. I swear I will.”

      She giggled. “I doubt you are going to die. But I’ll do my best. What time is your job interview?”

      “Nine, and it’s already seven thirty,” he said.

      “Well, perhaps we should wait until tonight when we have more time,” Elica said.

      Daniel moaned.

      Elica stood up and blew him a kiss. He frowned in mock sadness. She smiled, slipped on her robe, and went into the adjoining room, where little Theo was fussing in his crib.

      “Good morning, little man,” she said in a soft whisper. “Did you sleep well?” Picking him up, she held his warm body against her own. He began to cry. “You’re hungry. Of course, you are, and mutti is going to feed you right now.”

      Elica sat down in the rocking chair Daniel’s parents had purchased for her to use when she fed the baby. Her breasts were already leaking milk. Carefully, she inserted her nipple into his mouth and gently rubbed his cheek. Almost immediately, he began to nurse. She gazed out the window at the sunrise and smiled. Life was good. Theo sucked greedily. He was a healthy, strong, chubby little boy who had Elica’s coloring and the build of Elica’s father. His hair was golden, and his eyes were bright blue. But unlike her father, she could see warmth and intelligence in her child’s eyes. And this warmth and intelligence she believed Theo had inherited from Daniel, his own father.

      Softly, she sang to Theo in German, rocking the chair slowly back and forth. He drank until he was full, then his eyes closed softly, and she marveled at his tiny eyelashes. She wanted to touch them, but she dared not. He’d fallen asleep, and she didn’t want to wake him. Elica longed to be with Daniel. She craved his arms around her and his kisses, but she also savored these very special moments when Theo slept in her arms. Slowly, she continued to rock and watch him as he slept. Then she heard a loud knock on the door, followed by a commotion coming from the living room downstairs. She knew by the loud guttural demands that the Nazis were at the door like wolves.

      She heard a loud noise, like the door had been kicked. Then she heard the front door downstairs fling open and hit the wall as it did.

      Elica’s heart was beating so fast that her chest hurt. Since the Anschluss of Austria, the Germans had begun rounding up the Jews. They would come into a Jewish home and arrest everyone living there. Daniel’s parents had dismissed this. His father had assured the family that those arrested had probably done something against the law. He said he was confident that they would be safe because he was an owner of a large factory and had plenty of influential friends. But, in the end, none of that mattered. All that mattered was the fact that Daniel and his family were Jews, and that alone was a crime. They didn’t need to do anything wrong. Being Jewish was enough.

      Elica trembled as she heard the pounding of the jackboots on the stairs. She longed to go to Daniel. She wished she could collapse in his arms and let him be her strength. But she knew they were in danger, and no matter what happened next, she must hide her child. Quickly, but still holding tightly to Theo, she ran into the closet. The child was frightened. He sensed his mother’s fear, and his eyes flew open. Elica rocked him as she closed the closet door. But his eyes were still open wide, and he was about to scream. To stifle him, she pressed him to her breast and put her hand over his mouth. Then she remembered that Daniel kept a bottle of kosher wine stored in the closet for Jewish holidays. The Nazis were hollering outside the room, and she could see that the unfamiliar sound of their voices was frightening Theo even more. He began to cry. She pressed him against her hard so that her body would muffle his cries. Then Elica opened the wine. Putting her finger into the bottle and got it very wet with wine. And then she put her finger into Theo’s mouth. He sucked on her finger, and he stopped crying. Thank you, dear God, she thought. The wine seemed to calm him. She continued to do this until he fell asleep. Trembling, she held her sleeping son and listened as the Germans led Daniel and his parents away. Elica heard her father-in-law demanding to see someone in charge. Then she heard a gunshot. And her mother-in-law let out a scream. Instinctively, she rocked Theo. He continued to sleep.

      She wished she could go to Daniel, but she dared not. She had to stay in hiding; she had to protect her son. If the Germans found out that Daniel had a child, even though she, the child’s mother, was not Jewish, they might still take her baby. A half-Jewish child might still be taken or even killed on the spot for having Jewish blood. Elica could not take the risk. She wept as she heard the names the Germans were calling her husband. “Jewish swine. Dirty Jews.” Her mother-in-law was weeping loudly.

      “Shut up, whore,” one of the Germans said.

      Elica was trembling. She took a swig of the wine, trying to comfort herself. But she was certain that her father-in-law was lying dead just outside this room. Holding Theo tighter, tears ran down her face. She knew they were taking Daniel away. In a few minutes, he would be forced down the stairs and into the back of a truck filled with the other Jewish families the Germans had arrested in the neighborhood. Elica had seen this happen once before, just a few streets away from here. If only she could believe that her husband would be questioned and then return home soon. She knew he had done nothing wrong. But she also knew that when a family of Jews disappeared, they did not return.

      It seemed like forever that she sat on the wooden floor of the closet, her legs tingling from lack of movement. Her arms were heavy from holding her precious son. It was not cold in the room, and yet she was freezing. But at least Theo was quiet. He slept peacefully in her arms. His breathing was heavy, and he was mercifully drunk from the wine she’d given him. She jumped when she heard the door slam downstairs. And then there was silence.
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      Elica had no idea how long she sat on the floor with the pants from Daniel’s gray wool suit that was hanging in the closet waving against her face. But she was terrified to leave the safety of the closet. And even though there had not been a sound in the house for hours, she was still afraid that they might still be there. And, if they were gone, what would she find when she walked out of this closet? Was her father-in-law dead on the ground? Was Daniel dead too? Dear God, let it not be possible, not Daniel. She trembled because she knew she might never see her husband again.

      Elica closed her eyes. Her arm had fallen asleep and was tingling like it was being pierced by small needles where the baby’s head lay. She thought of her friend Dagna. They had not been on good terms since Elica and Daniel reunited. Dagna had been angry with her, but if it meant saving Daniel, she would do anything. She would beg Dagna if it meant that Dagna would help her.

      Elica stayed in the closet until long after sunset, although she didn’t realize it. She had no watch or window, so she had no idea of the time. When her son awoke hungry, she fed him. Then she gave him more wine to put him back to sleep. But she did not move. She finally emerged from the closet, trembling, after many hours of silence in the house.

      Even though she’d heard the gunshot, she was still shocked to see her father-in-law lying on his back in the hallway. His eyes were wide open, and there was a pool of blood surrounding him. She stifled a scream. I have to clean this up. I can’t leave this here.

      Elica put Theo into his crib. He woke up and was fussy, but she had to take care of the body in the hall. Grabbing the bucket they used to wash the floor, she filled it with water and began wiping up the blood. But then her stomach turned, and she vomited. Her hands were stained red with blood. Elica began to cry. But she knew she had to finish. No one else was going to do it for her. And so she did. The body was so heavy that she could hardly pull her father-in-law down the stairs. In fact, she practically fell down the stairs trying. Elica was out of breath, but she pushed the body down, and it fell to the bottom of the stairs where it lay. In its path, it left a trail of blood. Not knowing what to do with it, she left it there. Then she began to clean the stairs. But her father-in-law’s eyes seemed to be watching her, and she couldn’t bear it.

      I need help. I don’t know what to do with him. He’s dead, and there’s blood everywhere. I can’t do this alone. She did her best to push her father-in-law’s body out of the path of the stairs. Then she went back up to Theo’s bedroom. He had fallen back to sleep. Dear God, I hope the wine didn’t damage him in any way. He’s so small and helpless. What have I done? What choice did I have? She looked at her son and then collapsed on the floor, weeping. She lay there for a while, looking at the ceiling.

      Crying doesn’t help. There is no one here to see me cry. No one is here to help me. I must go tomorrow and speak to Dagna. She works at the police station. She will know where they’ve taken Daniel. I will beg her to help me. I will promise her anything she wants. I need her help. I know she’s angry, but I think she will help me. Even so, I can’t be sure. I can’t trust her, so I won’t bring Theo with me. I will leave him with Bernie. Bernie was a friend she knew she could always trust. Dagna knows Daniel and I have a child, so I will tell Dagna that my son died. If she asks how it happened, I will tell her that he did not wake up one morning. That I found him dead in his crib. God forgive me. What a horrible thought. But I can’t trust Dagna not to turn Theo in for being half-Jewish. So, I must make sure she believes he is dead.

      Every morning Elica got up and told herself that she must go to the police station and talk to Dagna, but she couldn’t bring herself to do so. She was paralyzed with fear. Two weeks passed. The dead body at the bottom of the stairs was giving off a powerful and terrible odor. Elica was not strong enough to take the body outside. She couldn’t eat. She hardly slept. And she did not leave the house. Each day, she prayed that by some miracle, Daniel would return. But Daniel did not return. Finally, she knew she must go to the police station and talk to Dagna. She could not procrastinate any longer.
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      One afternoon Bernie returned home from work to find Elica sitting outside on the steps. She was holding Theo in her arms. When she saw Bernie, she stood up. Her lips trembled as she tried to smile.

      “Elica? What are you doing here?” Bernie said as she walked up the sidewalk. She was unable to hold back the joy in her voice at seeing her old friend.

      “I came to see you.”

      “How are you?” Bernie said.

      “I’m fine.” Elica was trembling, and she could hardly speak.

      “It’s so good to see you. I haven’t seen you in months. What brings you here?”

      “The truth is, I am not fine. I am not fine at all.”

      “What is it? Are you ill?” Bernie asked, concerned.

      “It’s not my health. But I need to speak to you.”

      “Is something wrong? With you? With the baby? With Daniel?”

      “Yes, something is terribly wrong. But I can’t talk here. I know there is no one around, but I can’t take any chances.” Elica felt the tears forming in her eyes. “Can we go inside where we can talk privately?”

      “Yes, yes, of course,” Bernie said. “Come in.” She put her hand on Elica’s arm, leading her to the door. “I’ll make you a cup of tea, and we’ll talk.”

      Bernie unlocked the door and opened it, then she motioned for Elica to enter. Once inside, Bernie locked the door and said, “Let’s go into the kitchen.”

      Elica followed Bernie into the kitchen. “Sit down. Please make yourself comfortable. Do you want to put Theo on my bed?”

      “No, it’s best if I hold him. If I put him on the bed, he won’t recognize his surroundings, and he’ll cry.”

      “He looks heavy.”

      “Yes, he’s getting so big. He’s a toddler already. And I know I carry him around too much. I should let him walk more. But he’s all I have.” Elica sat down at the kitchen table.

      Bernie looked at Elica. “What do you mean, he’s all you have? What about Daniel? Did something happen?”

      “Oh, Bernie,” Elica said, and the tears began to fall.

      Not knowing what to say, Bernie stood up and walked over to the pots piled neatly on the counter. “I’ll put some water to boil for tea,” she said.

      Elica did not look up at Bernie, but Bernie knew she was crying. After Bernie filled the teakettle, she sat across from Elica and patted Elica’s hand. “Now, please, you must tell me what’s happening. What is wrong? Where is Daniel? Talk to me, Elica.”

      Elica sighed. “Bernie, I am frightened. I am so afraid for my son and for my husband. The Germans came to our house. They took my Daniel away, his mother too. They shot my father-in-law. He’s lying dead in the middle of the living room. I tried to clean it up, but I wasn’t strong enough to carry the body.” She began to weep hard, gut-wrenching sobs. Sensing his mother’s distress, Theo began to cry too.

      “All right. Shhh, it will be all right,” Bernie said, but she knew she could not justify that statement.

      “I don’t know where the Germans took them. I am so distraught.”

      “It’s a good thing they didn’t take you and Theo.”

      “They would have, I am sure, but Theo and I hid in the closet until I was sure they were gone. But I must find my husband. I must.”

      “When was this?”

      “Two weeks ago.”

      “And your father-in-law’s dead body has been in your house this whole time?”

      Elica nodded. Her face was deep red. She began sobbing again. “I’m horrified. I can’t eat. I can’t sleep. I don’t know what to do. All I know is I must find Daniel. I need him, Bernie.”

      “All right. All right. Calm down,” Bernie said just as the teakettle started to whistle. The baby began to shriek. Elica tried to rock him, but he would not stop. Bernie turned off the stove and left the kettle without pouring the water. Then she placed her hand on Elica’s hand, which held the baby, and said, “How can I help you? What can I do?”

      “Well,”—Elica hesitated—“Dagna works at the police station. One of the mothers in my neighborhood told me that a few months ago. I don’t know if they took Daniel there or not. But either way, I believe my only chance of finding my Daniel is through Dagna. I am sure she hates me for what I did. But we were friends for so many years, blood sisters. We had the pact to help each other, didn’t we? I must go to her and ask, not ask but beg, for her forgiveness and help.”

      “Dagna,” Bernie said. That was all she could manage to say. Dagna was never the kind of person who could be depended upon to forgive. She had always been cruel, and even though Bernie knew that Dagna had thought of Elica as her best friend, she also knew that Elica had betrayed Dagna.

      “I hate to drag you into this, Bernie. But I came here to speak to you. To ask for your help because I can’t bring my son to see Dagna. She knows that Theo is Daniel’s child, and that makes him half-Jewish. I just can’t trust her not to tell her German friends that my Theo is the son of a Jew. And if she does, they might take him away from me.”

      Elica began to rock Theo, and he started to quiet down.

      “Yes, they probably would. And you’re right. You can’t trust Dagna. I’m sure she is angry with you for marrying Daniel.”

      “I know that she is. And besides that, she always hated the Jews. Remember how she treated Anna?”

      “Of course, I remember.”

      “If it were up to me, I would never speak to her again. But I have to go to her. She could be the only chance I have of finding him. I must go and talk to her no matter what the consequences. I don’t think she would try to have me arrested for marrying a Jew even though it’s against the law, and she could do that.”

      “I don’t think she would either. She always admired you. I’m sure she feels betrayed, but I don’t think she would do something like that to you. Not after all the years she tried so hard to be your best friend.”

      “I am afraid of her because she does have connections, and she could hurt me. But I don’t think she would.”

      Bernie nodded. “Yes, I agree with you. So how can I help? Do you want me to go to her for you?”

      “No, she never liked you. Not really. She only wanted to be a blood sister because of me. She wanted to be a blood sister so she could be closer to me,” Elica said.

      “I always knew that.”

      “And, of course, she never liked Anna either. She was always so horrible to Anna,” Elica said. “And Anna never deserved it.” Then, in a sad voice, she added, “I was horrible to Anna too. I regret it every day. We were blood sisters. I can still remember that day when we cut ourselves and mixed our blood. We were so young. Do you remember that day?”

      “Of course, I remember,” Bernie said, then she smiled wistfully. “Blood sisters are forever.”

      Elica smiled too, but it was a sad smile. “Bernie, I need your help. I need you to watch my son while I go to see Dagna. I want to leave him with you.”

      “Of course, I will take him.”

      “But this is important. I want you to realize that there is a possibility that I may not return. I don’t believe Dagna will hurt me, but I can’t be sure. She might have me arrested. I am sure she is still very angry with me. She feels I betrayed her when I left the apartment we shared to marry Daniel. She struggled to pay the rent alone. I knew she would. I knew she couldn’t afford to live in our flat without my salary. I didn’t want to leave her that way, but I’ll admit, I was selfish. I wanted Daniel. I wanted to marry him. And I wanted a home and a father for my son. To make matters worse for Dagna, she knew Daniel was Jewish. And we both know how she hated Jews.”

      “Yes, I remember that. She really had it in for Anna from the beginning. Even when we were children, she hated Jews.”

      “From the day she met Daniel, she had it in for him, too. So…” Elica hesitated for a moment. Then she sucked in a deep breath. “If I don’t return, you must promise me you will take care of my child. Can you promise me that? Will you, Bernie?”

      Bernie looked down at the ground. Then she looked back up into Elica’s eyes. “Of course. I will love and raise him as if he were my own.”

      “I knew I could count on you,” Elica said. She reached out and touched Bernie’s cheek. Then tears began to run down her cheeks.

      “But there is something I feel I must tell you,” Bernie said.

      “Please, what is it?” Elica asked.
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      Bernie was trembling as she looked into Elica’s deep blue eyes.

      “What is it?” Elica asked. “Tell me, please.”

      “It’s about Anna.”

      “What about Anna? I haven’t seen her in such a long time. And I have so many regrets about how I treated her. I’ve tried to find her, but I can’t. I went to her house, but it’s been taken over by a German family. ‘Aryanized,’ I guess they call it. I didn’t know where else to look. I hope she hasn’t been arrested like Daniel. I am so afraid she has. And every time I think about it, I feel sick to my stomach. Do you know anything about what happened to her? Anything at all?”

      “Elica,” Bernie said, taking Elica’s hand. “Elica, I have something to tell you. Something important. I know you will keep this secret because you have a secret, too.”

      “What are you talking about? What secret?”

      “I mean that I have a secret to tell you about Anna. And I know you will not tell because you are keeping a secret about Theo.”

      “What is it? Bernie, I don’t understand. You’re talking in circles.”

      “I know, I know. Elica. Listen to me. Anna and her family are hiding in the attic,” Bernie whispered.

      Elica put her hand to her lips. She looked up. “Here in your house?” she asked, shocked.

      “Yes. I hid them there when the Germans started arresting the Jews.”

      “Your mother knows?”

      “Yes, she knows.”

      “She agreed to it?”

      “Reluctantly, but yes. Anna’s father paid her. She was glad to get the money. I didn’t do it for the money, though. I did it for Anna. We’re blood sisters.”

      “Oh, my lord,” Elica said. “Is Anna all right?”

      “Yes, she’s all right. I mean, as right as she can be. She hasn’t had any fresh air or seen sunshine in a long time.”

      “Oh, my,” Elica said. “Oh, my. Can I see her?”

      “That would be very dangerous. Too dangerous, I think.”

      “I know. I know it would. But please, can I see her? I have so much I want to tell her.”

      “You’d have to come to my house in the middle of the night and make sure that no one follows you. Can you do that?”

      “I can and I will. I’ll come tonight then. I’ll bring Theo with me, and I’ll leave him with you. Meanwhile, I’ll have a chance to see Anna.”

      “You know I would do anything for you,” Bernie said.

      “I know. You’ve always been a good friend to both Anna and me.”
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      Late that night, Elica arrived at Bernie’s home with Theo, a bag of folded cloth diapers, and a doll.

      Bernie opened the door carrying a lit candle in her hand. “I didn’t want to turn on the light,” she said. “I didn’t want to draw the attention of any of our neighbors.”

      “Good idea,” Elica said.

      “What’s this doll for? It’s not Theo’s doll, is it?” Bernie asked, looking at the doll.

      “Of course not. Boys don’t play with dolls.” Elica smiled. “It’s mine. In fact, I can’t believe you don’t remember this doll?”

      “No, I don’t. I never cared for dolls. Should I remember it for some reason?” Bernie asked.

      “Oh yes. This doll meant a lot to both Anna and me. We were just children. And I remember that I wanted it so badly. In fact, at that time in my life, I had never wanted anything as much. Then we all went to Anna’s birthday party. And Anna got the doll as a present from her parents. I was so sick with jealousy,” she sighed. “But then Anna did something remarkable. She gave the doll to me as a gift. That was a very generous thing to do for a twelve-year-old. But that was Anna. She was always doing things like that.”

      “Actually, I do remember that.”

      “Yes, she was always that way, generous and kind. I didn’t appreciate her when we were children. I was too jealous of her. But now…” She shook her head, and her eyes started to water. “Now I want to tell her how much she meant to me. And I want to give her this doll. She’ll understand,” Elica said.

      Bernie looked down at the sleeping toddler in Elica’s arms. “He’s so beautiful,” she said, then she sighed. “Do you remember that night when we were in the park, and we decided to become blood sisters?”

      “Of course,” Elica said.

      “Sometimes I think about that night and how we didn’t know at that time how much our lives would become intertwined. We had no idea how much we would go through together and how much the world would change.”

      “That’s for sure. But I still feel the same way about you and Anna. However, Dagna has turned so mean. I guess she always was, but she was never mean to me,” Elica said. “I am so afraid to go and talk to her tomorrow. I am dreading it.”

      “I don’t trust her,” Bernie said. “I wish you would not go to see her. Your safety means a lot to me.”

      “I have to trust her. I have no choice. She’s the only person I know who has any connection to the Germans. She’s working for them. She might be able to find out where they’ve taken Daniel. And she might just be my only hope of ever finding him again.”

      When Elica mentioned Daniel, she could see the hurt and longing in Bernie’s eyes, and she felt sorry for her friend. But she also knew she could never give Bernie what she was looking for. Even so, Bernie or Anna were the only two people Elica would trust to watch Theo.

      “I was thinking about Theo all day. If you don’t return after two nights, I am going to take Theo to Italy. I have a friend there who works at an orphanage. She will watch over him. It’s too dangerous with Anna hiding in the attic for Theo to be here, too. The neighbors might hear a baby crying and report it. They know I have no children. Who knows what they could do? But after you return, you and Daniel can go to Italy and get him, and at least you’ll be out of Austria. Theo will be safe there until you are ready to pick him up.”

      “Italy?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s so far away.”

      “But that’s why I know he’ll be safe. If the Nazis make any connection between you and me, at least Theo won’t be involved. I’ll take him if you’re not back in a couple of days.”

      Elica contemplated Bernie’s offer. “Yes, I think you’re right. I think that would be best. Although I hate to be parted from him.”

      “My friend Viola will take care of him until we return.”

      Elica nodded, but she felt sick to think of parting with her son.

      “Can I hold him?” Bernie asked.

      “Of course. He’s sleeping very soundly because I gave him some whiskey. I rubbed it on his gums,” Elica said. “I know it’s probably not good for him, but I was afraid he might cry when we were walking outside, and if the Germans saw us, they might question me as to why I was out so late at night carrying a child.”

      Theo slept soundly even as Bernie took him into her arms. “He’s a big boy,” Bernie said.

      “Yes, he’s almost two. I can’t believe it.”

      “Don’t worry about him.” They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment. Then Bernie said, “let’s put the baby into this makeshift crib I’ve put together for him, and then we can go and see Anna.”

      “Come with me,” Bernie said, and she led Elica into her bedroom. She’d taken a drawer out of her dresser and put it on the floor. It was lined with blankets. “He’ll be alright in here.” Bernie indicated the drawer. “I set this up for him this afternoon. He’ll be safe here until we get back from the attic.”

      Elica nodded. Gently, she lay Theo on the makeshift bed and kissed him on the forehead. Then she took Bernie’s hand, and by the light of a single candle, Bernie led Elica up the backstairs to the attic.
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      Anna was shocked and terrified when the door to the hidden attic room opened in the middle of the night. She’d been half asleep, but her eyes flew open wide. But then she saw Bernie, and she relaxed. Elica followed behind. It had been years since the last time Anna had seen Elica, and although she was glad to see her, she wondered why Bernie had brought her to the attic.

      “Anna,” Elica said.

      Tears rolled down Anna’s face. Elica put the doll down on the cot and hugged Anna tightly. Then she began to cry. For several minutes, the girls embraced while Anna’s parents and her brother watched without saying a word.

      Then Anna noticed the doll lying on the end of her cot.

      “Daniel and his mother have been arrested,” Elica said, her voice barely above a whisper. Tears flowed freely down her cheeks.

      “I heard that you and Daniel got married.”

      “Yes, it’s true.”

      “I am happy for you.”

      “It was wonderful. It’s a long story. But once his parents saw Theo, they accepted our marriage. Before Daniel and I were married, things were very hard for us. I was living in an apartment with Dagna.”

      “I heard about that too,” Anna said.

      “It was rough. Every morning, I had to take Theo to the state childcare, so I could go to work. I lied and said he was a pure Aryan. They would never have allowed him in if they had known he was half Jewish.”

      “Everyone has had to do so much lying. My family and I are forever indebted to Bernie and her mother for taking us in.”

      “Yes, so much lying. I had to make up a story for the state childcare agency. I told them that I was the maid at Daniel’s parents’ home, but now I was no longer working for them because they were Jewish, and it was against the law. I explained that I had gotten a job at a factory, and I needed child care so I could work.”

      “And they accepted that?”

      “They did. They wanted to know who Theo’s father was; I told them he was a Christian, an Austrian, who was married. I explained that he left me when I got pregnant. They liked Theo; they liked his blonde hair.” She smiled sadly. “But then Daniel came back to me. He said you sent him.”

      “I did. I went to speak to him, and I told him that he should be a husband and father to you and Theo. We talked for a while, and he could see that it was the right thing to do. He always loved you, Elica.”

      “I always loved him. But I feel so bad about you and him. I came between you two. And I can’t believe that you sent him to me. You are so kind.”

      Anna smiled. “What Daniel and I had was nothing more than a teenage crush. We dated for a while, but the truth is, he belongs to you and Theo.”

      “After we got married, we were so happy together. We lived with his parents. They loved Theo. And everything was wonderful until two weeks ago, when the Germans broke into Daniel’s parents’ home and arrested Daniel and his mother. They shot and killed his father in the hallway.”

      “Dear God,” Anna gasped. “Where were you?”

      “I was hiding in the closet with Theo. Oh, Anna, it was horrible.”

      “I can imagine,” Anna said. Being forced to live in an attic without adequate food and water had taken a toll on her. She was tired and angry. Elica has always been selfish. It took me years to see it. But now it is so obvious that it’s painful. She had never been one to be critical of her friends. Elica is so caught up in her own misery that she doesn’t even acknowledge how difficult it must be for my family and me. I can’t believe she never even asked how we were doing.

      “Do you remember this doll?” Elica asked.

      “Of course,” Anna said. “I got her for my birthday, and then I gave her to you. You wanted her so badly.”

      “Yes, and do you remember what you said?”

      Anna shook her head. “I don’t.”

      “You said you thought I should have the doll because it looked like me. Remember now? You said I should be her mommy because we looked alike.”

      Anna tried to smile. “I remember.”

      “Well, I brought her to you because I can’t be here with you, but when you are lonely, you can look at her and think of me. I wish I could do something more for you. I didn’t treat you well, Anna. I am sorry. I fell in love with Daniel, and he was your boyfriend. I should never have allowed that to happen. I knew it was wrong. But he is the love of my life.” Elica began to cry.

      “It’s all right.” Anna soothed her as she had always done. “It’s all right.”

      “I am going to the police station in the morning. Dagna works there now. I want to see if she will help me to find Daniel.”

      “Please, Elica. You must be very careful not to tell her you saw me. Don’t tell her where we are hiding. I know how sometimes you can start talking and forget yourself. But you must be careful. Dagna can’t be trusted, Elica. I know you have always had a special bond with her, but I promise you she will turn my family and me in if she finds out where we are. And that would also put Bernie and her mother in danger. You don’t want to do that, do you?”

      “No, I promise you I won’t tell her I saw you. If she asks about you, I’ll say I don’t know where you are.”

      “You must promise me. You must weigh every word you say. You can’t be careless, or it could be very bad. Now, I know you don’t think she would do anything terrible. But believe me, she would have me and my family arrested in a second if she could find us. So, please, please, please, you must promise me.”

      “I promise,” Elica said.
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      Before Elica left, she went back to Bernie’s room to kiss Theo one last time. Bernie stood beside the bed and watched her.

      “Please, be careful tomorrow,” Bernie said.

      They looked into each other’s eyes. Then there was a moment of silence when all they heard was the sound of Theo’s gentle breathing.

      “Elica, remember the metal box we kept buried under the tree where we would meet when we were children?”

      “I haven’t thought about that box for years,” Elica said. “But yes, I remember where we buried it.”

      “Since our lives are so uncertain, let’s agree to leave any important information for each other in that box. In case something goes wrong and we can’t get to each other.”
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