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        Warsaw, May 1944

      

      

      Lotte stepped off the train, excitement about her new life burning in her chest. Holding the paper with instructions in her hand, she made her way to the Wehrmachtheim für Helferinnen, the dormitory for the female Wehrmacht auxiliaries in Warsaw, Poland.

      She walked the three blocks from the central train station with her small suitcase in hand. The spring sun shone down on her, casting the city in a magnificent glimmer while warming the air. Lotte took the bright sunshine as a good omen for the future.

      Warsaw was more beautiful than she’d imagined. Certainly in a better state than her beloved hometown, Berlin, reduced to rubble by the constant Allied bombing. Fifteen minutes later she arrived at the building and opened the wooden door.

      “Can I help you?” a young woman greeted her in German. The woman was clad in the Helferinnen uniform, consisting of a gray jacket and garrison cap with the Imperial Eagle carrying the swastika. A matching gray skirt, a white blouse with a black tie and black shoes completed the look. Her right sleeve bore the lightning-flash badge identifying her as a signals assistant.

      “I was told to come here after I got off the train,” Lotte said and added, “My name is Alexandra Wagner and I’m a Wehrmachthelferin.” She offered the woman the paper containing her orders and tried not to let her nerves get the best of her. So much had happened in the past few months, including having to fake her own death and assume a new identity, but this was a chance to put all of that behind her and make a difference.

      “Very good, Alexandra. I’m Karin. We’ve been waiting for your arrival already. Please follow me.”

      Lotte followed Karin through the front office, along a long hallway with doors to both sides. They stopped in front of a door with the sign “Office”.

      “Oberführerin Kaiser will get you all set up. She’s the boarding master and our superior for all things apart from our actual working position.” Karin lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “It’s best not to get her upset.”  Then she knocked on the door and moments later a voice from the inside said, “Herein.”

      “Oberführerin, here’s the new arrival,” Karin said and dashed off to return to her previous post.

      Behind a huge desk sat another uniformed woman, about forty years of age. She stood and stretched out her hand. “Welcome, Helferin Wagner. May I see your orders please?”

      Lotte handed them over, slightly confused at being addressed with her new title, instead of the more informal Fräulein. In that moment, her mission suddenly became real to her. It wasn’t a game anymore.

      The older woman nodded and then stood. “I’ll take you to the supply room for outfitting and then have someone show you to the dormitory. While you’re not a soldier, you are an official employee of the Wehrmacht and will be expected to act and dress as such at all times.”

      Lotte followed Frau Kaiser through the maze of hallways, trying not to show her nerves. For now, she’d focus on getting her uniform and figuring out where she was to sleep.

      Inside the supply room Oberführerin Kaiser began pulling articles of clothing from shelves and laid several garments on a counter, marking them on her list. Soon one gray dress suit, two white blouses, a black tie, three pairs of ugly woolen socks, a light coat, and a garrison cap lay in front of Lotte.

      “You will also be issued a pair of shoes. What size?”

      “Thirty-nine,” Lotte said.

      The Oberführerin retrieved a pair of sturdy black shoes and added them to the pile. “There you go. Please put the uniform on in the changing room over there. I’ll wait for you in my office. Will you find the way back?”

      “Yes, Oberführerin. Thank you,” Lotte said and took her new garments to the small changing room that was more like an oversized closet and slipped them on. She looked at herself in the mirror hanging on the back of the door and stuck out her tongue at the Imperial Eagle adorning her breast pocket.

      While she hated the insignia of the Reich, she couldn’t help but give a twirl and admire herself in the nifty uniform. Hers didn’t have the single-flash badge on the sleeve like Karin’s, but a badge with six flashes organized in a circle, identifying her as radio operating personnel.

      The skirt hung a bit loose on her bony hips, but with needle and thread, she’d make it fit properly. Returning to glance at herself in the mirror, she donned the garrison cap, adjusting it to the side of her head the way the women on the propaganda posters wore their caps.

      Perfect, she thought and for a tiny moment she forgot that she wasn’t here to serve the German war effort. Several minutes later she exited the small room and returned to Oberführerin Kaiser’s office.

      “Everything fits fine,” Lotte said after being asked inside.

      The other woman looked her up and down and then nodded once. “Very well, Helferin. Go straight through to the door at the end of the hallway. I have assigned you a bunk in dormitory three. I trust you will have no problem finding your way there?”

      “I will be able to find my own way. Thank you for your help, Oberführerin.”

      The woman turned away and Lotte realized she’d been dismissed. She exited the office as quietly as possible and walked down the hallway until she came to the door with the number three on it.

      She stepped into a room with four beds, two against each of the side walls, four lockers, one table with two chairs beneath the window, and a washbasin in the corner. Her new quarters were Spartan to say the least, but a huge improvement on the barracks at the concentration camp in Ravensbrück.

      Lotte was still contemplating which one of the meticulously made beds belonged to her when the door burst open and two chatting girls stepped inside. They stopped in their tracks when they saw Lotte standing in the middle of the room.  From their sleeve badges she could identify one as a signals assistant and the other one as a radio operator like herself.

      “Hello, I’m Alexandra Wagner. Oberführerin Kaiser assigned me this room,” Lotte said stretching out her hand.

      One of the girls, a beautiful brunette, straightened her skirt and giggled, shaking Lotte’s hand. “We call her the Dragon when she can’t hear. You’ll soon find out that she lives up to her nickname. I’m Heidi by the way.”

      The other girl, not older than twenty, with long dark-blonde hair carefully combed into fashionable waves, stepped forward next. “I’m Gerlinde. Nice to meet you.” Following Lotte’s bewildered glance across the room, she added, “The bunk over there is yours, next to mine. On the other side are Heidi and Karin. You probably met her since she has door duty today.”

      Heidi pouted, “Another one of the Dragon’s inventions. She keeps a list of the times when everyone leaves and returns. A minute late and you’re due for kitchen duty or some other nasty task.

      “Thanks for the warning,” Lotte said and glanced at the two smartly turned out girls, who looked like their biggest sorrow was whether their hairstyle matched the one on the newest fashion magazine.

      Lotte herself had never cared much about looking ladylike, preferring plimsolls to pumps. Her own fiery red hair was as untamable as a hurricane and, since joining up, she’d resigned herself to wearing it in one or two plaits to make it look decent.

      Discipline, though, wasn’t a problem for Lotte. Not anymore. She’d learned it the hard way. The hardest way, actually. In Ravensbrück a woman could get beaten to death for being late or otherwise disobedient. No, Lotte would be the poster child of a Wehrmachthelferin.

      She stowed her belongings in the locker, while Heidi and Gerlinde tossed questions at her. Lotte carefully navigated the inquiries, sticking to her cover story. “I’m an only child and my parents died a few years back. When I turned eighteen in February, I decided to do my bit for the war effort and joined up. I trained almost three months near Cologne and now I’m here.”

      “Cologne? That must be so exciting. Tell us how it was. Did you go to dances? Motion pictures? Did you have many suitors?” Gerlinde asked with big, dreamy eyes.

      “We weren’t actually in Cologne, but a few dozen miles away. And there were no dances.” Lotte could only wonder about Gerlinde’s naivety. Didn’t she have the slightest idea about the desolate state of the city after being the target of hundreds of air raids?

      “Have you been here for long?” Lotte asked her new roommates.

      “We arrived last week,” Heidi said.

      “It’s incredibly exciting here,” Gerlinde added.

      “All the dashing soldiers…”

      “And the leisure activities…”

      “And the dapper uniform…”

      “If it weren’t for the Dragon, it would be like paradise.”

      “Paradise?” Lotte inwardly laughed at her overzealous roommates. “And here I thought there was a war going on.”

      “Pah…the war…the front line is far away and it’s so much better here than back home.” Heidi sat down on her bed, took lipstick and a hand mirror from her purse and carefully retraced her lips.

      “Where are you from?” Lotte asked.

      Since Heidi was occupied painting her lips, Gerlinde answered for both of them. “We’re from the same village in East Prussia. Our parents are the biggest land owners around there, but instead of letting us go to school in the city of Königsberg, they insisted we stay in the village with private tutors.”

      Heidi stashed the utensils in her purse, gave an air-kiss and added, “Boring…You have no idea how boring it was. Especially since all the eligible men left to become soldiers. What’s a girl got to do without any men about? We couldn’t sit around talking to cows, now could we?”

      “I guess not,” Lotte said, not really paying attention to Heidi’s complaints. Despite the fact that Lotte’s family wasn’t rich, her two roommates reminded her of herself less than a year ago.

      Sheltered. Bored. Unaware of what was really going on in this country. One rash decision had sent Lotte’s entire world tumbling and almost killed her. She didn’t regret her actions, but she regretted not having taken the time to properly think them through – and the fact that her best friend Irmhild had died because of it. Because of her. The feeling of residual guilt threatened to choke her, and she tried to swallow it down.

      No. Lotte would never take freedom or life for granted again. Thanks to her sisters, she’d been given a second chance at life and she intended to use it to help end the madness of this war.

      “So we joined the Wehrmacht. Why are you here?”

      To spy for the Allies. Lotte bit her lip. In her former life as a sheltered adolescent she might have blurted out what was on her mind, but since she’d assumed a fake identity, she weighed every word before she spoke. “Why am I here? To help the war effort of course.” The answer didn’t seem to satisfy her two new friends and she added, “And for the dapper uniform, too. Don’t you think it makes me look like Marika Rökk?”

      “Marika Rökk,” Heidi squealed. “She must be the best-looking actress in all of the Reich. Even the Führer admires her greatly.”

      “The uniform does make you look preppy, and all the men will turn their heads after you, you’ll see,” Gerlinde said, glancing at her elegant wristwatch.

      “Let’s go and show you around Warsaw, then we can have dinner in the mess with the boys.” Heidi straightened her skirt and stepped in front of the small mirror over the washbasin to adjust her cap.

      “Don’t you have to work?” Lotte asked.

      “No, we finished for today,” Gerlinde answered and took her hand. “Come on. We’re here to have fun, right?”

      “Right.” Lotte plastered an enthusiastic smile on her face, even though having fun was the last of her reasons to be here.

      The three of them walked along Nowy Świat, New World Street, until Gerlinde stopped in front of a huge and beautiful building and said, “That’s the theater. They give performances on the weekend.”

      Lotte nodded. Apparently this Wehrmachthelferinnen job provided one big adventure for the girls, desperate to flee their boring homes or their bombed-out hometowns.

      After fifteen minutes of walking they reached the building that served as mess for all German military personnel, including the female staff.

      Gerlinde and Heidi greeted a few of the other girls streaming inside and introduced them to Lotte. “Hey, this is Alexandra, our new roommate. She’s a radio operator and will start work tomorrow.”

      The other girls were mostly signals assistants, nurses, and a few radio operators like herself. Everyone talked and laughed, eating amounts of food Lotte hadn’t seen for a long time in a country of rations. They searched for an empty table and sat down.

      Gerlinde pointed out the abundance of handsome men, all flirtatious and intent on charming the women present. She couldn’t stop gushing about how dashing they looked in their uniforms, and drew her fair share of attention and inviting glances from across the room.

      Lotte watched with a jaded eye, caring not for how cocky these men behaved, nor the reactions of the women. At home she had heard wild stories about the loose morals of the Helferinnen, who were often nicknamed Blitzmädel, flash girls, not only for the flash badges on their sleeves, but also for the speed some of them ended up in bed with one of the officers.

      Lotte, for one, didn’t have any intention of living up to that image; she had more important things on her mind. Oberführerin Kaiser had instructed them that walking out with one of the soldiers wasn’t well received. She wouldn’t give her superiors the slightest reason to be dissatisfied with her work or her person.

      “The men here are so good-looking,” Gerlinde gushed on the way home.

      “I didn’t really notice,” Lotte said.

      Gerlinde shook her head at her and asked, “You didn’t notice? Were your eyes closed?”

      “No, I guess I’m just excited to get to work,” Lotte answered, fighting a wave of nostalgia. After last year’s events, she would never be so jaunty again.

      “Well, that’s what tomorrow is for,” Heidi said and opened the wooden door of the dormitory building for them. Oberführerin Kaiser was already waiting near the entrance, taking note of who returned home at what time.

      About an hour later, the four girls crawled between the sheets. Lotte doused the light, but even though her roommates fell into a deep sleep minutes later, she lay awake for several hours, thinking about the future. She was excited to get started on her new life, but also scared.

      Very scared.
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      Peter Wolf pushed his way through the crowd, trying to find empty seats on the train.

      “Up here,” he called out to his wife, her sister and her mother, indicating a compartment with four vacant seats. He blocked the door with his broad shoulders to prevent others from pushing inside. Minutes later everyone in their party was finally seated.

      “I had no idea the trains would be this crowded,” Frau Klausen, his mother-in-law, said.

      “It’s been like this for quite a while. Since they started using all passenger trains for troop transports,” Ursula, Peter’s sister-in-law, answered.

      “…and requisitioning all private vehicles for the war effort,” his wife, Anna, added.

      “It’s a miracle we even got the travel permits for all of us,” Peter said, helping the heavily pregnant Ursula out of her light summer coat and heaving up the heavy suitcases into the overhead bin.

      “Well, we are going to attend a special Nazi ceremony, so it’s not like we’re traveling for pure pleasure.” Anna pursed her lips as she said the words. Peter knew how much his wife hated the Nazis for everything they’d done to her family.

      “I’m so happy you girls could come with me to visit Lydia; it’ll be a much-needed reprieve from the air raids in Berlin for all of us,” Frau Klausen said as the train started moving. “May I sit over there? I get sick when sitting with my back to the direction of train.”

      Peter got up and changed places with her. Now he sat opposite Anna and couldn’t hold her hand during the trip, but he had the pleasure of looking into her beautiful face with the dark blue eyes, framed by shining blonde hair. Warmth spread throughout his body. As far as he was concerned, admiring her was as enjoyable as holding her hand. He was a truly lucky fellow to have found love again, after his first wife was killed – back when he still went by the name of Piotr Zdanek.

      Ursula, one year older than Anna, had the same blue eyes and blonde hair, but instead of Anna’s straight strands, natural waves fell about her face and shoulders. At least he assumed so, because what knowledge did he have about the little tricks women used to make their faces and hair look elegant, yet natural? Anna and Ursula were the spitting image of their mother, who must have looked like them twenty-five years ago.

      Caught in his thoughts, he followed the conversation of the women only with half an ear. He was worried about the happenings in the European war theater. Through his clandestine contacts with the British, he knew there was something big about to happen in his home country, Poland. But nobody knew the precise details.

      “…I haven’t been to Kleindorf in years.” Anna’s sweet voice caught his attention and a smile spread across his face.

      “Tell me what it’s like at your Aunt Lydia’s,” he said.

      “To cite our baby sister Lotte, it’s boooooring.” Anna laughed. “The village where Aunt Lydia’s farm lies doesn’t even have a train station. We’ll have to take the bus from Mindelheim to get to Kleindorf. From there it’s another twenty minutes’ walk to her farm.”

      “I arranged for her to pick up our luggage with an ox cart,” Frau Klausen said, winking at Peter. He didn’t shy away from hard work, but the prospect of not having to lug all their suitcases to the farm still sent a jolt of relief through him.

      At every stop more and more people pushed inside, filling the two remaining seats in their compartment, and also piling in the corridor, making a trip to the bathroom next to impossible. About halfway to Munich, where they had to change trains, the rail car became so crowded no new passengers could climb aboard the train and people started pushing through the windows. At least fifteen passengers filled their compartment to the brim, everyone desperate to get wherever they needed to go.

      “It’s very hot in here,” Ursula murmured quietly, not one to complain when nothing could be done.

      “Here, have some water,” Anna said, offering her a flask.

      Ursula took it, drank a small amount and then handed it back. “Thank you.”

      Peter glanced at Ursula, who looked very pale, except for red, heated cheeks. She held her hands across her belly, as if protecting the child inside from accidental bumps of the standing passengers. He got up from his seat by the open window to change places with her and said, “Sit here.”

      “Thanks,” Ursula said and fanned herself with cooler air from outside.

      After endless hours, they finally arrived in Munich and changed into a slightly less crowded regional train bound for Mindelheim. When at last they reached Mindelheim, Aunt Lydia was waiting for them at the platform, much to their surprise.

      “Aunt Lydia,” Anna called out, waving to gain her attention. She pushed her way through the crowded platform, leaving Peter to trail after the women, his hands full of luggage.

      “Lydia, you came all the way here. We could have taken the bus,” Frau Klausen said, greeting her sister.

      “Frida. It’s so good to see you. I’m so glad you could all come.” Lydia gave her sister a short embrace before she looked at her nieces. “Anna, Ursula. It’s been how long? Four years?  Or longer?”

      “I believe almost five years, ever since this war started,” Ursula answered.

      “Aunt Lydia, this is my husband, Peter,” Anna said.

      “Peter, welcome to Bavaria. Such a shame that I couldn’t attend your wedding,” the older woman said with a smile shaking his hand.

      “Thank you, Frau Meier,” Peter said. Lydia was about his age, but since she was his mother-in-law’s sister, he opted for the more formal greeting.

      “Please, call me Lydia. Come. We have to catch the bus.” Lydia hurried them on and led the way outside the tiny train station to the place where the bus already waited to pick up the disembarking passengers. At the bus stop in Kleindorf, Lydia’s oldest son, Jörg, who’d just turned eleven years old, waited for them with a rickety-looking ox-driven cart. Somehow, they managed to fit everyone plus their suitcases onto the cart and shortly thereafter they stopped in front of a very tidy-looking farmhouse.

      Lydia showed them their rooms and asked them to come down into the kitchen for dinner. As Peter carried the suitcases upstairs with Jörg’s help, the boy stopped for a moment before entering the small room assigned to Peter and Anna. “This one used to be Lotte’s, God bless her.”

      “I’m sure she’s better off where she is now,” Peter said in a serious tone. Nobody except for immediate family knew that Lotte wasn’t really dead but had assumed the fake identity of Alexandra Wagner. Despite the obvious grief in the boy’s eyes, it was best not to let him in on the secret. When Jörg left, Peter closed the door and wrapped Anna in his arms.

      “It’s true, you know,” she murmured against his shoulder.

      “What?”

      “Wherever Lotte is, she’s better off than in Ravensbrück.”

      “It’s over. She’s safe now.” He hugged Anna tighter, a stab cutting into his heart at the lie. He’d only seen her little sister Lotte once, at their wedding ceremony. And he’d never approved of Lotte’s plan to become a spy for the Allies. Especially not when she’d told them she was being deployed to Warsaw. As much as he loved his hometown, the Polish capital wasn’t a safe place to be right now, not when world-changing events loomed in the air.

      “You’re right. Let’s go downstairs and introduce you to everyone.” Anna gave him a kiss, before she straightened her skirt and led him to the kitchen, where Lydia and her six children waited for them. Lydia’s husband had been on furlough several weeks ago, on his way from somewhere in Serbia to France. Rumors had it that the Allies would try to invade France, so Hitler had transferred huge numbers of troops to the West.

      “Dinner is ready. Wash your hands and sit,” Lydia told the children and showed the visitors where to sit. Peter admired the woman in her thirties who managed not only her six children, all under the age of twelve, but also an entire farm, without the help of her conscripted husband. But then he shouldn’t be surprised; his Anna and the other Klausen women were forces to be reckoned with.

      “Lydia, this dinner is exceptional,” Frau Klausen praised her sister.

      “It definitely is. I believe I haven’t eaten such a delicious meal in ages,” Peter added. With the rationing, they rarely got fresh vegetables or milk, but here on the farm, food didn’t seem as much of an issue as it was in the city.

      “Thank you for having me,” Peter said later, while Anna and the girls cleared the dishes from the table. Ursula excused herself, as she was tired from the trip, but he and Frau Klausen sat with Lydia in the sitting room.

      “You are very welcome. Thank you for bringing my sister and my nieces here to celebrate with me. I know how difficult it is to travel these days.”

      “It was good to get out of the city.”

      “We hear so many bad things about the air raids. I’m glad we live far enough from the big cities that we rarely see an enemy aircraft.” Lydia poured him and her sister a glass of self-brewed schnapps.

      “That’s good,” Peter said as the clear liquid ran down his throat. “When is the ceremony?”

      “The day after tomorrow. On Mother’s Day.” Lydia gave a curt laugh. “The Nazis are pulling out all the stops on this. There’s a festival with music and parades, and the mayor of Mindelheim, Herr Keller, will give a speech. Then someone from the propaganda ministry will award the cross of honor to all Aryan mothers who have at least four children.”

      “Since Lydia has just borne her sixth child, she’ll receive the Silver Cross,” Frau Klausen said.

      “I could do without it,” Lydia said, lulling her baby to sleep, “but the Silver Cross is very prestigious and grants me special status as honorable mother. I’d rather not go to the ceremony, but since the unfortunate events with Lotte, I’m grateful for any help remaining in good standing with the administration and Herr Keller. The award provides insurance for me, and I’ll put a good face on the matter.”

      Peter nodded, empathy for Lydia filling his soul. He’d been curious as to why the family had made such a fuss about attending the ceremony. But now he understood. The mayor had cast an eye on Lydia’s farm, and only waited for an opportunity to take it from her. But he wouldn’t be able to touch the bearer of a Silver Mother’s Cross. He would first have to deprive her of the award.

      “Do you mind if I retire?” Lydia asked them. “I have to put the children to bed and the cows need milking early in the morning.” Suddenly, she looked tired.

      Frau Klausen waved her off. “We’ve got this. Anna and I will finish doing the dishes. We don’t want to be a burden on you.”

      “Thank you, dear. I’m glad you’re all here. I’ll see you both in the morning.” Lydia cradled the baby in her arms and walked into the kitchen to order her children to bed. Later, Anna came into the sitting room and asked Peter if he wanted to go for a walk. At this time of the year, the daylight lasted until well into the night, and he agreed. A romantic evening walk with his wife was something they got to do much too infrequently.

      Anna linked arms with him and led him around the vast farm, pointing out the barn, the cowshed, and several of the fields. His heart grew weary and he became ever more silent.

      As they returned to the farmhouse, she stopped to ask, “What does that look on your face mean?”

      “It’s just…it reminds me of home.” A wave of nostalgia swept over him as he remembered the happy times during his childhood on his grandparents’ farm near Lodz. But that had happened in another lifetime. Before he met his first wife Ludmila and moved to Warsaw. Before he joined the Polish Army. Before Hitler invaded and Peter fled with his unit via Romania and Iran to Britain to join the British Army.

      And before the Nazis killed Ludmila and his son Janusz. Because they were Jews.
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      On Sunday morning everyone was giddy to attend the event, but for different reasons. Lydia’s children welcomed the distraction from day-to-day life, since festivities and happy celebrations came few and far between. The adults, though, loathed the Hitlerjugend parades and propaganda speeches that had to be endured first.

      Peter escorted Anna to the marketplace in Mindelheim, where hundreds of people had already gathered. Lydia seemed to know every last person and they stopped to greet far too many people for Peter to even try to remember.

      The marketplace had been decorated with festive red and white ribbons, and the swastika flag hung from virtually every window. On one side of the marketplace a wooden dais had been erected where currently a group of girls from the Jungmädelbund, the Hitler Youth for girls under fifteen, performed gymnastic exercises.

      They ended their performance with thundering applause from the spectators. Most of the girls rushed to their parents, their faces heated with sweat and pride. Then, an official in a decorated uniform, whom Lydia identified as the mayor, party leader and chief of police, Herr Keller, stepped on the dais.

      Peter noticed a shudder rip through Anna, despite the wonderful sunny day, and he wrapped an arm around her shoulders.

      “He’s the one…” she whispered.

      “Shush,” Peter put a finger on her lips to keep her from saying anything compromising.

      The mayor gave a lengthy speech about the virtues of the German Mother, reminding everyone that today was a day of happiness and celebration, despite the sacrifices that some had to make. Peter looked around, seeing more than one woman secretly dabbing at her eyes. In the past years, with all the fallen soldiers, Mother’s Day had become a sad occasion for so many of them.

      “…the war of birthing has to continue. It’s every pure German mother’s duty to birth children for the Reich and the Führer. You cannot let insecurity and the vile attacks of our enemies let you waver in your efforts to produce soldiers for our great army…”

      Peter tuned out the disgusting words of the mayor. What woman would feel compelled to have a child just to send it to die in the next war the Nazis were obviously already planning? And without their husbands? As far as he was concerned, a man was needed to conceive the child, but the number of men attending the celebration was minimal. The Nazis probably already worked on some wicked solution for this conundrum.

      Anna elbowed him. “Where are your thoughts?”

      He gave a rueful grimace and watched as an official from the Propaganda Ministry climbed the dais and started to read the names of the women to be awarded the Mother’s Cross in Bronze, for giving the Führer four racially pure, genetically fit, healthy children.

      Next were the Silver Awards, for having borne six children, and Frau Klausen had to nudge her sister forward when her name was called. Clapping and cheering accompanied the women as they approached the dais. The official proceeded to give the award to the women lining up, shook their hands and ended his congratulations with the words, “The Child ennobles the Mother.”

      Lydia stepped down and returned to her family with the cross hanging from her neck, while the tribute to the mothers with the Gold Cross for eight children continued. Lydia’s girls wanted to touch the award, and she handed it around for everyone to appreciate.

      For the girls it seemed to be nothing more than a fancy, glittery necklace, the Nazi symbolism meaningless, which they would love to use in their games.

      It was the first time Peter had got a glimpse of such an award from up close. It resembled a Marian Cross, with the swastika on the front, surrounded by enamel blue and white. The inscription around the swastika said Der Deutschen Mutter, for the German Mother. It was fastened on a long blue and white ribbon to be worn around the neck.

      “Can we play now?” three-year-old Maria asked.

      Since the official part of the celebration had ended, Lydia allowed her children to take off to play. A marching band of Hitler Youth boys occupied the dais and played popular songs. Despite the festivities’ being sponsored by the Nazis, Peter enjoyed the cheerful atmosphere and soon followed the example of a few couples and danced with Anna.

      The war had made things so difficult, the jubilant mood of the day was a welcome respite.
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      Lotte sat in the transmission room in the building next to the Oberfeldkommandantur, the German Wehrmacht headquarters in Warsaw. She’d practiced hard to master the Morse code during her training, but real -life transmission was a different monster. During the first week of work, she left the transmission room every day with a pounding head and bleeding fingers.

      “School was so much easier,” she complained to Gerlinde, who occupied the workstation beside hers, during a break.

      “I know…it was like twenty minutes of Morse work and then something else. Not eight hours straight like here. My first week was brutal, but you’ll get used to it. I promise.”

      Just as Gerlinde had predicted, in the second week work had already become a challenging but manageable task. Over the weekend, calluses had grown on Lotte’s fingertips and her brain had adapted to the required focus. Every day they received phone calls from several locations across Poland and Russia, and the group of radio operators translated this information into Morse code and relayed it to the armed forces high command in Berlin.

      During the first week she’d worked side by side with a supervisor, making sure her transmissions were accurate, but now she sat alone at her desk, trying to memorize all the information about directions, troop movements, and everything else that might prove vital for the Allies. But first she needed to visit her contact person.

      This evening, Lotte sought out Oberführerin Kaiser in her office. Since the Wehrmacht encouraged her female auxiliaries to engage in cultural activities in their leisure time, she hoped Frau Kaiser would agree with her request. Despite being called the Dragon, the woman was actually very benevolent towards her subordinates – as long as they stuck to her rules.

      “Oberführerin, may I ask for something?”

      The older woman looked up from her desk, “Yes, Helferin Wagner, what is it?”

      “Since I enjoyed the weekly folkloric evening with the traditional German songs so much, I would like to take up piano classes,” Lotte said.

      “You liked our folkloric evening?” Oberführerin Kaiser beamed with pride.

      “Yes.”

      “It is a shame not more young women think like you. Our cultural heritage is an important factor in racial purity and the superiority of the Master Race. Once we have won this war, you girls will go back to your families and raise your many children with the Führer’s ideals in mind.”
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