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Schwerin, northern Germany, 1 October 1944

The city of Schwerin had thus far been very lucky in the war that was now in its fifth year. The capital of the state of Mecklenburg-Vorpommern was a beautiful place, a city filled with brick buildings interspersed with mediaeval and Gothic architecture. It was not a large metropolis like Berlin or Munich, but it had a fairytale charm, surrounded as it was by large tracts of forests, lakes and gently undulating farmland. Much of the state’s population lived in the many villages and small and medium-sized towns that dotted the landscape of the large province.

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern was regarded as poor and backward by the rest of Germany, a place inhabited by simple agricultural labourers and their ugly wives. But the reality was a state filled with strong and healthy men and women who had largely been spared from the heavy destruction inflicted by Allied bombers that rained down death on Germany night and day. In the early years of the war, the city of Schwerin had no major industry or infrastructure to make it a priority target for British or American bombers. That all changed, however, in 1944 when the aircraft manufacturer Dornier moved some of its production facilities to a location south-west of the city, a site called Schwerin Görries that also housed an air base. The plant was bombed in August of that year, causing heavy damage. At long last the war had come to the city of Schwerin. But for many of its citizens, the war had already exacted a heavy toll.

Elsa Steiner glanced up at the photograph of the handsome young man beaming proudly down in his uniform and peaked cap. Her son, Hans, had been a charming, intelligent, conscientious and attractive young man, adored by his family and everyone he came into contact with. The photograph was large and the frame expensive, but surrounded by black cloth. Hans been called up to serve the Fatherland and had trained to be a pilot at Schwerin Görries. He had been an excellent student. Of course he was. He was the son of Elsa and Joachim Steiner, one a Lutheran pastor, the other a member of Mecklenburg’s aristocracy. Elsa’s eyes filled with tears as she remembered Hans going off to war as a fighter pilot in the vastness of the Eastern Front where he distinguished himself in shooting down ten enemy aircraft. His star had shone bright but only briefly and Hans Steiner was killed in action soon after. It had been two months since news had reached the Steiner family that their eldest son had fallen in defence of the Fatherland, one of a multitude who had paid the ultimate price in the service of the Third Reich.

Elsa felt a hand on hers and through the tears saw her other son, Axel, looking kindly at her.

‘Come, mother, you must eat to keep up your strength.’

She gripped his hand and kissed it. ‘God bless you, Axel.’

‘Let us all give thanks to God,’ said his father.

Joachim bowed his head and brought his hands together in prayer, his wife and son doing the same. The pastor was not a physically imposing man but he was an individual of great emotional and spiritual strength. A man of faith who did not bend when it came to matters of conscience or morality.

‘Heavenly Father, we thank You for this food before us. We thank You for the one who saved us. We thank You for the people who help us. And thank You for the life You gave us. Amen.’

Thanks to Elsa’s wealth and privilege, the Steiner family still ate well in comparison to the majority of Schwerin’s residents, though as the leader of the city’s Lutheran congregation, Joachim insisted that his family share in the hardships being experienced by the general populace. In nearly five years of war the bread, meat and fish rations had all been drastically cut, though as yet the shortages and hardships experienced during the First World War, the Great War, the war to end all wars, had thus far been avoided. But as the years went by, food grew scarcer.

‘Bread and potato stew again,’ complained Axel as Anna, their servant, spooned thick stew onto his plate.

The Steiners may be showing solidarity with their fellow citizens, but they still employed a maid, cook and gardener to keep their well-appointed residence in good order. It was a commonly held view that Elsa Steiner had married beneath her. She might well have done, although she still had wealth and social standing in Schwerin society. But she also had a strong religious faith and had found in her husband a kindred spirit.

‘Don’t be ungrateful,’ she scolded her son. ‘You are well fed compared to the unfortunate wretches who are kept like cattle on the farm you work on.’

The demands of war meant young men had been drafted into the armed forces, which ordinarily meant a shortage of labour. However, Nazi victories in the early years of the war had resulted in millions of people being absorbed into the Third Reich, and millions of forced labourers were thus sent to work on the German home front.

Before Axel began spooning stew into his mouth, he said: ‘The gauleiter has issued orders that all foreign workers are to be fed so they can function at peak efficiency.’

Elsa cut a slice from the large loaf on the table. ‘The gauleiter? That oaf should take himself off to the fields and do some work himself, rather than sitting in his castle like some feudal lord. He is nothing more than a useless Golden Pheasant.’

‘Golden Pheasant’ was a derogatory term for Nazi Party officials who wore ostentatious uniforms and were possessed of an exaggerated sense of their own self-importance. Mostly corrupt and incompetent, they were ridiculed by civilians and soldiers alike. As hardships increased during the war, ridicule turned to contempt and then hatred.

Under the Nazis the whole of Germany was divided into gaue, or districts. Each gaue was supervised by a gauleiter, or district leader, who was responsible for all political and economic activities within his region. When war broke out, a gauleiter was also in charge of civil defence and labour mobilisation within his region. Gau Mecklenburg’s gauleiter was Friedrich Hildebrandt, the son of a farm worker who had enjoyed a meteoric rise in the pre-war Nazi Party.

Elsa took a sip of wine. ‘I heard the Golden Pheasant had a grand ball in the castle a few days ago where champagne flowed like a river and caviar was consumed in abundance.’

‘He sets a bad example,’ agreed her husband.

‘He is an animal!’ said Elsa loudly, making Axel jump. ‘You think God will forgive him his part in the abominable slaughter of the disabled that took place in Schwerin?’

‘No,’ said Joachim firmly. ‘He will not.’

Elsa was alluding to Hildebrandt’s participation in the Nazi euthanasia programme that murdered those who were considered to have no place within the Third Reich, such as the insane, and physically and mentally disabled.

‘He also starved thousands of Russians during the winter three years ago,’ seethed Elsa. ‘He is nothing more than a murdering peasant.’

Joachim smiled at his wife’s sneering remark, evidence of her aristocratic upbringing.

‘You are talking about our gallant Reich Defence Commissioner, my dear,’ he observed.

‘One day someone will pluck the feathers of the Golden Pheasant,’ snapped Elsa, draining her glass.

Joachim raised his glass to his wife. ‘I pray it will be so.’

Elsa looked at her son eating his evening meal and sighed. In one month he would turn eighteen and would be drafted into the Luftwaffe. Like his brother, he would train to become a pilot, but she prayed that the war would be over before he was qualified. Schwerin had largely been untouched by war, but soldiers on leave had told stories of huge defeats on the Eastern Front and retreat in the West. It was common knowledge that Paris had fallen to the Allies, who were approaching the western borders of the Reich itself. But it was the Russians who everyone feared the most, and they were also nearing the borders of Prussia in the east. In spite of these threats, morale on the home front had thus far held, however, and there were few challenges to Nazi rule. The Führer, Adolf Hitler, and his party had transformed Germany in the 1930s and though there was a creeping apprehension that ultimate victory would not be achieved, no one seriously believed Germany would crumble as it had done in 1918.

Elsa Steiner may have loathed Friedrich Hildebrandt for being a murderous upstart but she was still a German patriot, viewing the Allied bombing of German cities a war crime and believing the Bolsheviks in Russia to be a threat to Western civilisation. As a deeply religious person she was horrified by communist ideology, which denied the existence of God. For this reason alone she had welcomed the coming to power of Adolf Hitler, who had rebuilt Germany economically and politically.

A downtrodden nation at the mercy of communist takeover had been transformed into a great power once again and even though she wept when war had broken out in September 1939, Elsa had fully supported the regime in its aim of defending Germany from Polish aggression. She had been saddened that France and Great Britain had been duped by the Poles into declaring war on Germany, but was relieved when the Führer had declared war on Bolshevik Russia, believing only the total defeat of an atheistic regime on Germany’s eastern border could secure not only the future of the Third Reich, but also the whole of Europe.

She was not blind to the more extreme elements of Nazi ideology, such as the shameful euthanasia programme and the overzealous persecution of the Jews. But in war, extreme measures were often necessary for the greater good, and her faith in the Führer and the party had held – until the death of Hans. The loss of her firstborn had shaken Elsa to the core and she had become bitter, focusing her rage on the Golden Pheasant, whom she blamed for all the gau’s problems. She was especially scathing about Hildebrandt’s lavish lifestyle, particularly when the rest of the state’s people were making sacrifices to support the war effort. It was only through sacrifice that final victory could be achieved, though not if parasites such as Friedrich Hildebrandt were allowed to prosper.

Both of Axel’s parents were worried sick he would be killed in action, like Hans, but there was nothing they could do. He had elected to follow in his brother’s footsteps into the Luftwaffe, the air force, and the only thing they could do was pray he would not return home in a coffin. For his part, Axel was bursting with enthusiasm at the prospect of serving the Führer and defending the Fatherland.

‘Tomorrow you will take food to feed the forced labourers on Herr Dietrich’s farm,’ said Joachim.

‘They look like skeletons,’ remarked Elsa. ‘Whereas Herr Dietrich is so fat I doubt he can bend down to tie his own shoelaces.’

Food shortages in Germany had resulted in foreign forced labourers working on farms, compulsory agricultural labour service for unmarried women under the age of twenty-five, and parks and gardens being dug up to create vegetable patches.

‘He is a fair boss, mother,’ insisted Axel.

‘To you, yes, but not to the poor wretches who work from dawn to dusk on his farm,’ replied Elsa. ‘Just make sure Dietrich does not take the food for himself.’

‘I will come with you in the morning,’ Joachim told his son, ‘just to ensure his workers receive the food.’

Axel sniffed and shook his head but said nothing.

‘I doubt Herr Dietrich has ever contributed to the Winter Relief fund,’ sneered Elsa.

The Winter Relief scheme was an annual charity collection to support the Nazi Nationalist People’s Welfare Organisation. Before the war, party functionaries, movie and theatre stars and high-ranking Nazis appeared in towns and cities with collection boxes to collect contributions. Those who did not contribute to the fund were labelled ‘bourgeois philistines’ and were publicly shamed. Joachim Steiner had been an enthusiastic supporter of the fund and each year had raised a huge amount for Winter Relief in Schwerin.

‘Herr Dietrich’s workers need winter relief now autumn has arrived,’ said the pastor firmly.

The pastor had never contemplated joining the Confessional Church, a pre-war association of Protestant priests who had declared that Christianity was incompatible with Nazism. It was, in any case, irrelevant in the face of his strong sense of morality and what he believed was right and wrong. But Joachim was also conflicted in many ways because he was also a proud German patriot, having served in uniform at the tail-end of the Great War, when he had seen with his own eyes the ignominious defeat and collapse of Imperial Germany. He had no desire for the Fatherland to suffer a second humiliation, though such sentiments did not interfere with his day-to-day duty of providing spiritual succour to his congregation. His parishioners included the unfortunate wretches who had been plucked from their homes in Poland and Russia to work on Herr Dietrich’s large farm.

The next day, Joachim drove Axel to the Dietrich farm in the family’s Opel. It was a measure of the Steiner family’s wealth that it not only owned a motor vehicle but also had the money to run it. Rationing meant that even Steiner money did not grant access to unlimited amounts of fuel, but in a city where private car ownership was a rarity, to even own a motor vehicle was a sign of wealth and prestige. Axel usually cycled the five miles to work, but today he sat in the front seat beside his father with a boot filled with loaves of bread. It was autumn now and Mecklenburg was subjected to frequent winds that made daytime temperatures cool.

The Dietrich farm occupied several hundred acres outside Schwerin, the land given over to crops, the main one being potatoes. Before the war, labourers were hired to collect the potato harvest, which took place in October. But five years of conflict and huge losses had stripped Germany clean of its fighting-age men. Now only the young, the old, those unfit for military service and those working in reserved occupations were left. For men like Ugo Dietrich it might have resulted in crops being left to rot in the fields, which would have meant bankruptcy and destitution. But when the German Army had been sweeping all before it in the first three years of the war, the Third Reich had conquered not only land but also millions of people, hundreds of thousands of whom had been shipped to Germany to work as forced labourers in factories and on farms. They fulfilled vital work but were treated appallingly.

The Opel came to a halt a short distance from the farmhouse, an austere, one-storey building with a thatched roof built on a slight rise as a defence against flooding. Standing on the porch was the corpulent figure of Ugo Dietrich. Dressed in a coat that had seen better days, his boots scuffed and dirty, his eyes narrowed when he saw Joachim Steiner exit the vehicle.

‘Black crow,’ he hissed, stepping down from the porch to point at Axel. ‘You are late. I want to get the crop harvested before the rains come. Get to work.’

Axel glanced at his father. ‘I will see you tonight, father.’

He ran to catch up with a column of workers under armed guard who were heading for the fields where potatoes waited to be picked. Axel himself would not be picking any potatoes, having been assigned a supervisory role overseeing the back-breaking work.

‘What can I do for you, pastor?’ asked Herr Dietrich.

‘I have brought the gift of food for the labourers toiling in your fields,’ replied Joachim.

A sneer creased the farmer’s top lip. ‘Feeding them is not my responsibility.’

‘A worker who is malnourished is an inefficient worker,’ retorted Joachim. ‘Besides, as it is not costing you anything, I assume you have no objection to receiving the donations of my parishioners.’

‘What donations?’

‘Simple bread, Herr Dietrich, the food that sustained our Lord during his many trials on earth.’

The farmer turned away from the priest, watching Axel catch up with the column of workers and their guards, a group of Hitler Youth boys marching behind them.

‘It is a shame Axel will be leaving us at the end of the month. He is a good worker, I will admit,’ he said.

Joachim sighed. ‘He will follow in the footsteps of his late brother and join the Luftwaffe. I pray your own son is safe and well?’

‘He’s not dead, if that is what you mean,’ snapped Dietrich, ‘though God alone knows where he is.’

Dietrich’s only son was in the army on the Eastern Front, though he had not heard from him in weeks. For a second, the farmer’s iron-hard demeanour cracked a little as a tiny speck of emotion showed. But it disappeared in an instant. He turned to walk away. He had no wish to share his deepest fear with a priest, a member of the religious class the Nazis termed Black Crows, believing them and their church to be parasites who brainwashed the people with false hopes and delusions. But his bitterness was not solely directed at religion. He also resented individuals such as Friedrich Hildenbrandt who strutted around in a pristine uniform far from the front while millions of young men risked their lives fighting the Reich’s enemies.

‘You may leave the food here, pastor. I will see it is distributed among the workers.’

He nodded to two aged farmworkers loitering nearby.

‘Stack the food on the porch and deliver it to the fields at midday.’

They were both in the late sixties, too old for military service but nevertheless both members of the Rural Home Guard, the Wachdienst, an organisation created to undertake village fire-brigade duties and organise search parties for insects that destroyed crops.

‘I bid you good day, Herr Dietrich,’ said Joachim Steiner, the farmer slamming his front door shut as he disappeared into his home.

The day was blowy but fine, which made harvesting potatoes relatively easy. The soil was dry and so picking individual potatoes was straightforward enough for hardy farmworkers. Unfortunately for Herr Dietrich, his workforce was far from hardy. They were all ostarbeiter, ‘workers from the east’, being mostly Russians who lived in closed camps enclosed by high fences and barbed wire. The workers lived in poor conditions and subsisted on meagre rations, which meant many were malnourished and often unable to work. Those who fell into the latter category were usually shot by their guards, who were mostly policemen of dubious discipline recruited for their sadistic nature. But the guards were also under strict orders not to decimate the workforce which all the farms around Schwerin relied upon. Each acre yielded around ten tonnes of potatoes and so the race was on to get as many out of the soil as quickly as possible. But farmers such as Ugo Dietrich did not rely on ostarbeiter alone, they had also been given permission to draft in the Hitler Youth.

Axel worked on the farm during the day as a simple labourer, his parents believing agricultural work was cleansing for the soul and ensured his privilege of being born into a wealthy family did not go to his head. His spare time was devoted to the Hitler Youth. Like millions of other German boys he had joined the Hitler Youth, which had assimilated millions of members of German youth organisations soon after the Nazis had come to power in the early 1930s. At the age of seven, the year the Nazis came to power, Axel became a Pimpf, a Wolfcub. When he reached the age of ten he joined the Jungvolk – Young People – where he took an oath to devote all his energies to the ‘saviour of the country’, Adolf Hitler. At fourteen he joined the Hitler Youth proper, spending his spare time participating in sports, camping and military training where he learned to shoot a rifle, pistol and machine gun.

The Nazi hierarchy always appreciated the necessity of capturing a nation’s youth and because National Socialism placed war and conflict at the centre of its ideology, it was able to build upon what was a universal truth: young men love war. The issuing of smart uniforms, weapons training, summer camps, military style drills, discipline and physical training all helped to instil loyalty towards the Nazi regime among millions of German boys. But the notion of German youth being crushed under the Nazi jackboot, of having its identity and energies erased, was a false one. Their zest for life was encouraged, they marched and sang not because they were forced to do so but rather because they wanted to. The rallies, uniforms, flags and speeches were all used to galvanise a dynamic youth movement, not crush it.

Axel smiled when he heard the good-natured whistles and jeers that greeted him when he stood in front of the fifty Hitler Youth members who had been ordered to assist with the harvest.

He held up his hands. ‘I am late. I have no excuses.’

‘Perhaps you should pull the plough,’ suggested a stocky boy with cropped hair.

Axel smiled at his friend. ‘But you are much more suited, Alfred, because you are as strong as an ox.’

Alfred Becker was Axel’s oldest friend. Loyal and straightforward, Axel counted himself lucky to know him.

‘You are getting black looks, Axel,’ said the taller youth beside Becker, nodding towards a scowling farm worker holding the reins of the horse hitched to a plough.

Karl Diels was the same age as Axel and Becker, being taller than both with a long face and pale grey eyes. He, too, was a native of Schwerin who had been in the Hitler Youth for as long as his two friends.

‘Today we fulfil our sacred duty to provide the Fatherland with food,’ said Axel loudly. ‘The sooner we harvest the crop, the more food our families will have for the winter. So pick well. Heil Hitler.’

The youths raised their right arms in salute and repeated the refrain, prompting the farm worker to roll his eyes and lead the horse forward.

Picking potatoes was a straightforward, if physically taxing, process. A horse pulled a plough to turn over the soil to reveal the potatoes which were then hand-picked and loaded into wicker baskets. The baskets were emptied into the back of a horse-drawn cart that followed the plough. The plough and cart travelled in straight lines up and down the field until every potato had been picked, after which the pickers moved on to a fresh field.

Axel, who chose to work rather than issue orders, his friends, the other Hitler Youth and the foreign labourers worked bent over for hour after hour, only taking a short break for food at midday, before resuming their task. Ugo Dietrich visited the pickers during the afternoon, sitting on a horse and wearing shiny jackboots.

‘Behold, our lord and master,’ mocked Karl Diels, standing up to stretch his back.

‘Get to work,’ shouted Dietrich, pointing his riding crop at him.

‘Why don’t you get off that horse and do some work yourself, you fat bastard?’ muttered Alfred Becker.

‘I don’t know how you can work for him,’ Karl said to Axel, resuming his picking.

‘He’s not so bad,’ said Axel. ‘He worries about his son fighting at the front.’

‘I wish I was at the front instead of picking potatoes,’ complained Alfred. ‘The war will be over before we get a chance to fight.’

‘Alfred is right,’ agreed Karl, ‘I’m going to volunteer rather than wait until I’m eighteen. Unlike Axel, I don’t have the luxury of being less than a month away from joining up.’

Axel’s chest swelled with pride at the prospect of wearing the uniform of the Luftwaffe and following in his brother’s footsteps. In a few weeks he would hopefully be in the cockpit of a fighter aircraft, shooting down Allied sky gangsters who were reducing German cities to rubble. He regarded sitting in a bomber high in the sky and dropping bombs on women and children a particularly cowardly way of fighting a war. Of course, after training he may be posted to the Eastern Front like his brother. It made no difference. He would do his utmost to defend the Fatherland from its enemies.

Like the others, he continued picking potatoes and piling them into baskets, he and his friends then leap-frogging pickers in front to recommence the task until the row had been picked clean. Baskets were emptied into the cart and then work began afresh on a new row. By the end of the day, even though many acres had been harvested, many more remained. The Hitler Youth boys were tiring now and so Axel ordered assembly and told them to make their way home.

‘What about them?’ Karl asked the driver of the cart, pointing at the foreign workers in the next field.

‘They will work for another couple of hours,’ he answered.

‘They look fit to drop,’ remarked Albert.

‘The Russians, they’re not like us,’ said the driver. ‘They can work for days with no food or water. They are like dumb animals who only respond to the lash and rifle butt. Not like us, we are the master race.’

*****
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Schwerin was a beautiful city. It numbered only seventy thousand residents, though numbers had been swelled by relatives who had sought refuge from the advancing Russians in the east. Nevertheless, the lack of bomb damage and fully functioning public services gave the illusion of a city untouched by war. Schwerin’s mediaeval market square was still filled with untouched brightly painted buildings and a Gothic-style town hall. The city, being surrounded by seven lakes, still had daily markets in the square where fish was sold to supplement meagre ration allowances.

Schwerin was not only blessed with mediaeval architecture. Many of its streets were also filled with examples of Rococo architecture, an eighteenth-century richly decorative style featuring asymmetrical designs, gilding and the widespread use of gold and pastel colours. Interior rooms and ceilings were typically painted in cream, pearl greys, light yellows, lilacs and pale hues. One such building was the police headquarters on Schlossstrasse, which had a fairy tale exterior and the word polizei engraved on every window.

The building housed the Ordnungspolizei, which patrolled the streets, directed traffic and arrested miscreants. This uniformed branch was just one part of the vast security apparatus that maintained not only law and order but also eradicated the Third Reich’s enemies. The Ordnungspolizei was part of the SS, the Schutzstaffel, the élite guard, that had grown from a few black-shirted fanatics in the early days of Nazism in the 1920s to a state within a state after Hitler had taken power in 1933. Like a giant spider’s web the SS covered all aspects of German life. Its Security Service, the Sicherheitsdienst (SD), was the intelligence branch tasked with the security of the Führer himself, the Nazi hierarchy, the Nazi Party and the Third Reich as a whole. But the most feared department of the SS was much smaller and operated in the shadows.

The Geheime Staatspolizei, the Secret State Police, or Gestapo, was the most important security organ of the state, tasked with tracking down and eliminating all dissidents and opponents of the Reich. There were few actual Gestapo officers, a ratio of one for every ten thousand citizens, but they could call on the huge resources of the state for support and also employed tens of thousands of informants. Gestapo officers did not wear uniforms and those outside Berlin tended to be mostly young, middle-class lawyers rather than fanatical Nazis. Intelligent and dedicated, all viewed compassion and humility as weakness.

Kurt Gruber had worked in Schwerin for two years. A lawyer who had joined the party in his twenties, he had been attracted to the SS as a career, like most Germans seeing the organisation as an élite order that only accepted the best and brightest. He was one of those selected and had joined the Gestapo a year before Germany had invaded Poland. Slight of build, softly spoken, he lived in a fine house in the city with his wife and two young children following his posting to Schwerin.

Gruber’s first major task had been to round up the state’s Jewish population for transport to concentration camps when the war had started. Traditionally, Mecklenburg had always had a small Jewish population, numbering only a few thousand, so this had been a relatively straightforward task. For the majority of the state’s residents, day-to-day encounters with Jews had been a rarity even before the Nazis had come to power. After 1939 they were non-existent. Clamping down on sedition was a harder task, especially as shortages increased, Germany suffered defeats in North Africa, Russia and France, and Allied bombers inflicted damage on Germany’s infrastructure. Fortunately for Kurt Gruber, he had acted quickly to establish a substantial network of informants to warn him of any simmering unrest.

There was a knock at the door to his office, a spacious, airy and newly painted room on the first floor of police headquarters. He looked up from the file he was perusing.

‘Come.’

The door opened and his assistant entered, snapping to attention and raising his right arm in salute.

‘We have them, inspector.’

Gruber leaned back in his chair, pointing at an empty chair on the other side of his desk.

‘Who are they?’ he asked.

Wolfgang Frick eased his bulk into the chair. He was the opposite of Gruber in appearance, being overweight and unattractive, with thinning hair.

‘The Steiners, inspector,’ reported Frick. ‘My informants have informed me Elsa Steiner has been making very disparaging remarks in public about the gauleiter, and that Pastor Steiner has been giving food to the Russians.’

Gruber raised an eyebrow. ‘To the Russians? Really? Did he drive in his motorcar all the way to the Eastern Front and distribute food to the enemy?’

Frick pulled out a notepad from a jacket pocket to consult his notes.

‘He travelled to the farm of Ugo Dietrich and insisted the foreign workers were to be fed the bread he and his parishioners had donated. Wasting food on the Reich’s enemies is a serious offence, inspector.’

‘I am aware,’ said Gruber testily.

‘For years Elsa Steiner has made no secret of her disdain for the gauleiter,’ stated Frick. ‘She insults the gauleiter, she insults the Führer himself.’

His piggy eyes went to the framed poster of Adolf Hitler on the wall, showing a half-length portrait of the Führer, below whom were the words Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer! – One people, One Empire, One Leader!

‘And that is a capital offence, inspector.’

‘What would you suggest, Frick? That I have the Steiners arrested and sent to a concentration camp?’

‘That would be the correct thing to do, inspector.’

Gruber picked up a pencil and turned it in his hand.

‘Mmm, well, you are correct about our mission to combat attempts to threaten the state, particularly when it comes to subversive behaviour, including critical remarks about individual members of the party. On the other hand, I have to weigh the merits of having the Steiners arrested and sent to a concentration camp against the damage it would do to the war effort.’

Frick screwed up his face, making him look like a gargoyle.

‘Damage?’

Gruber examined the sharpened pencil. ‘Joachim Steiner is a prominent member of Schwerin’s community and Elsa Steiner is an aristocrat who exerts considerable influence in what is predominantly still an agricultural community.’

‘You mean backward?’ suggested Frick.

‘The Steiner’s have also lost a son in the war,’ continued Gruber, ‘and it is their other son that interests me, rather than the mother or father.’

‘Other son?’

Gruber rose from his chair, walked over to a metal cabinet and pulled out a file. Returning to his chair he laid the file on his desk.

‘Heard of Axel Steiner?’

Frick’s brow creased. ‘No.’

Gruber opened the file and smiled. ‘Axel Steiner is the last surviving child of Joachim and Elsa Steiner. He is also the epitome of the Aryan ideal, Frick, being tall, athletic, blond and blue-eyed. At the end of this month he will turn eighteen and begin his training to be a Luftwaffe pilot.’

He glanced at Frick and saw his assistant’s eyes had glazed over. Unless someone was on his list of those suspected of being enemies of the Reich, he had no interest in the general citizenry. He certainly had little interest in Nazi racial theories, especially as he himself was an example of the very opposite of the party’s racial doctrine. At the core of Nazism was a belief in the superiority of the Aryan race, which stood at the apex of all other peoples, including other white races as well as black and brown races. National Socialism promoted the idea that the Aryan race combined nobility of blood, beauty of form and a superior breed of man. According to Nazi racial doctrine, the superior Aryan race was engaged in a never-ending battle against non-Aryan types, in which the mixing of Aryan blood with inferior peoples was the greatest sin of all. Such mixing of the blood produced nothing but a race of mongrels and was to be avoided at all costs. No one dared mention, however, that almost the entire Nazi hierarchy was the very opposite of the Aryan ideal in appearance.

‘Let me ask you a question, Frick,’ said Gruber. ‘What use is spending weeks training a man to be a pilot when there are no aircraft for him to fly?’

‘None at all,’ shrugged Frick.

Grubber drummed his fingers on the desk top. ‘Exactly. Tomorrow, you will bring Axel Steiner here so I may meet him.’

Frick was confused. ‘Not his parents?’

‘No.’

‘What is to be done with them?’

‘Nothing, Frick. They are about to render the Fatherland a great service.’

Frick was now adrift in a fog of uncertainty.

‘All will be revealed, Frick,’ smiled Gruber reassuringly.

*****
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Axel was nervous when the black motor car arrived to take him to police headquarters. Herr Dietrich was angry and had raged at the fat, ugly individual who informed him Axel Steiner had been summoned to appear before the authorities, his protestations about losing one of his workers falling on deaf ears. All Wolfgang Frick cared about was eradicating the enemies of the Reich, regardless of their age, sex or beliefs. He would have preferred to have been arresting Axel Steiner’s parents but he had his orders, and like a good Nazi he always obeyed orders.

‘Why are you taking him?’ Dietrich demanded to know.

‘None of your business,’ replied Frick.

‘I need him here, on the farm.’

‘Into the vehicle,’ Frick ordered Axel.

A pale and uncertain Axel meekly obeyed, getting into the back seat. Frick slammed the door shut, got in the front seat and ordered the driver to return to the city.

Axel’s mouth was dry and his heart was pounding in his chest during the journey to Schwerin. He had no idea why a plainclothes policeman had arrived to take him away. He wracked his brains trying to think of anything he had said or done to incur the wrath of the authorities. His mind was racing as fields gave way to buildings, the tension made worse by the silence in the vehicle. Neither Frick nor the driver said anything during the journey, which only increased the all-pervading sense of terror that was gripping him. His throat tightened when the motorcar pulled up outside police headquarters, the wind ruffling a large swastika flag flying over its entrance.

‘Out!’ commanded Frick. Axel scrambled to open the door and stood on the pavement.

Frick alighted from the vehicle, grabbed Axel’s arm and shoved him towards the large double doors to bundle him inside the building. Axel, wide-eyed and now sweating, saw uniformed police behind the front desk and others passing him to begin their rounds on the street, but he was given no chance to observe anything else before Frick bundled him up the large, ornate marble staircase to the first floor. In seconds he was standing before a door containing frosted glass. Frick knocked at the door.

‘Come!’

Frick opened the door and bundled Axel inside to stand before a smartly dressed, well-groomed individual seated behind a desk. The office was large and airy. Axel stood to attention.

‘Axel Steiner, inspector,’ reported Frick.

The smartly attired man smiled. ‘Thank you, Frick, you may leave us.’

‘Please sit,’ he said to Axel, Frick taking his leave. ‘My name is Inspector Gruber and I am responsible for matters pertaining to the internal security of the state.’

Gruber opened a file on his desk.

‘And you are Axel Steiner, Hitler Youth leader, proficient in the use of firearms, and the only surviving son of Joachim and Elsa Steiner.’

Axel eased himself into the chair. ‘Yes, sir.’

Gruber looked directly at him and brought his hands together.

‘You are probably wondering why you have been brought here. I will tell you.’

He picked up two pieces of paper. ‘These are arrest warrants for your parents.’

The colour drained from Axel’s cheeks and he felt nauseous. He thought he was going to throw up, and probably would have were it not for Gruber’s next words.

‘I do not want to arrest your parents, Axel, but their fate rests in your hands.’

‘My-my hands, sir?’

Gruber jumped from hir chair. ‘Come with me, Axel.’

He followed the inspector out of his office, along the corridor and then down the stairs to the basement, a place of dark, narrow corridors and cells with thick metal doors. A mounting sense of dread began to fill Axel as he followed Gruber into a room at the far end of a corridor where a noose hung from the ceiling. There was a stool directly beneath the rope and illumination was provided by two wall-mounted lights that cast the bare room in a tepid yellow light. Gruber nodded to a man in police uniform who walked from the room, leaving Axel and the inspector alone. Gruber remained silent, glancing at Axel who was staring wide-eyed at the noose. He heard a cell door being unlocked followed by angry voices, and then footsteps on the concrete floor. The terror Axel had experienced in the motor car returned, his chest tightening when a frightened prisoner was manhandled into the cell by two policemen, who increased their grip on his arms when the unfortunate wretch spotted the noose. He began whimpering and pleading when he was shoved forward to the stool and lifted up to allow the newly arrived hangman to place the noose around his neck. The executioner, a burly individual with a deathly pale face and rolled-up sleeves revealing thick forearms, stood back. The prisoner had his hands tied behind his back and when the noose had been tightened, the policemen released his arms to allow the executioner to kick away the stool.

Fresh horror followed as the condemned man slowly choked to death. He kicked out with his legs in a macabre aerial ballet, accompanied by a hideous gurgling sound. Axel felt his knees go weak and his head dropped, only for his hair to be grabbed by Gruber.

‘This is what happens to the enemies of the Reich, Axel,’ said the inspector sternly. ‘This is the fate that awaits your parents unless you decide otherwise.’

It took ten minutes for the prisoner to die, his body finally becoming limp, his head hanging to one side, his mouth and eyes open. Axel had seen death before when his grandparents had died and when two foreign workers on Herr Dietrich’s farm had been shot trying to escape. But to see someone executed at close quarters was entirely different, made worse by Gruber’s threat his parents would suffer the same terrible fate. It was in his hands to save them. But how?

Back in Gruber’s office, a pale and shaking Axel was given hot coffee to revive him. It was not the ersatz variety made from roasted acorns, chicory and other readily available ingredients, encouraged by the state to save resources. It was the real thing and tasted like nectar. Clearly membership of the Gestapo came with many privileges.

‘Do you wish to serve the Führer, Axel?’

What sort of idiotic question was that? He had devoted most of his young life to the Führer and his party.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Are you loyal to the Fatherland?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Do you believe in the ultimate triumph of National Socialism?’

‘I do.’

Gruber picked up the two arrest warrants. ‘I can make these disappear, Axel. All you have to do is agree to join the ranks of the Waffen-SS when you turn eighteen. The Fatherland needs soldiers, Axel, not pilots.’

Axel was momentarily lost for words. The Waffen-SS was the élite fighting force of the Third Reich, staffed with soldiers who were the perfect specimens of the Aryan race. It was common knowledge the Waffen-SS rejected those who did not pass rigorous physical and racial selection.

‘What is your answer?’ asked Gruber.

‘It is a great honour, sir, but my father being a priest...’

‘Precludes you from volunteering for the Waffen-SS?’ interrupted Gruber. ‘Rest assured, I have been in correspondence with the local recruiting office and they assure me they will be more than happy to accept you.’

Axel could not help but smile. It was common knowledge that in addition to taking only the best recruits, the Waffen-SS was given a high priority when it came to weaponry.

Gruber picked up another sheet of paper. ‘Let’s see. Every potential Waffen-SS soldier has to be between the ages of seventeen and twenty-two, at least five feet, nine inches tall and in perfect physical shape. Any fool can see you fulfil all these criteria.’

Axel swelled with pride. ‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Please stand,’ said Gruber.

Axel did so. The inspector continued to read from the sheet.

‘The ideal Waffen-SS soldier must be of well-proportioned build, with no disproportion between the lower leg and thigh, or between the legs and body, to allow an exceptional load to be carried on long marches.

‘Well, Axel Steiner, you obviously meet all these requirements and more. Please be seated.’

Axel retook his seat, now feeling ten feet tall.

‘I have taken the liberty to examine your family heritage,’ said Gruber, ‘and you will be delighted to hear that there are no traces of Jewish blood in your family. So you see, you are pure Aryan. Do you have any further questions?’

‘No, sir,’ replied Axel.

‘Excellent,’ smiled Gruber. ‘All I require is your signature, and the SS recruiting office will contact you regarding where to report. I will arrange for you to be taken back to your workplace.’

Axel drained his cup and decided to be bold. ‘My friends would also be delighted to volunteer for the Waffen-SS, sir.’

‘Your friends?’

‘Alfred Becker and Karl Diels, sir. They are both my age and like me are in the Hitler Youth. They would both be eager to join the Waffen-SS.’

Gruber eyed the Steiner boy. ‘They would have to report here so their ancestry and physical status can be checked.’

‘They will be more than pleased to do so, sir.’

‘Very well, Axel, tell them to report to me tomorrow morning.’

Axel stood, gave the Hitler salute, turned and walked to the door. He stopped and looked back at the inspector.

‘May I ask about the arrest warrants for my parents, sir?’

Gruber picked up the warrants, tore them in two and threw them in the bin.

‘Your loyalty to the Führer has saved them, Steiner. You should be very proud.’

Axel left police headquarters in a jubilant mood, notwithstanding the distasteful episode in the basement, which was now a receding memory. He had been a dutiful son who had saved his parents, and in addition would now be joining the Waffen-SS, the Führer’s loyal bodyguard, along with his friends. He had to admit life did not get any better.
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​Chapter 2
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As in other parts of Europe, Hungary did not escape the ravages of social, political and economic decline in the years immediately following the end of the First World War. At the beginning of the conflict in 1914, Austria-Hungary had been an ally of Imperial Germany. Four years and many defeats later, the centuries-old Austro-Hungarian Empire had ceased to exist, having fragmented into several countries, of which Hungary was one. As in Germany, defeat in the Great War led to a sense of national humiliation, made worse by the Great Depression at the end of the 1920s. Like in other European countries, the 1930s witnessed a massive increase in nationalism in Hungary, resulting in a one-party state and withdrawal from the League of Nations. This international organisation was established after the Great War with the goal of maintaining world peace and cooperation. Hungary sought to restore its lost empire, which led it to seek an alliance with Nazi Germany and fascist Italy.

Adolf Hitler was eager to ally Germany with a right-wing Balkan country, and with his assistance Hungary gained part of Czechoslovakia in 1938 and approved its annexation of Northern Transylvania in September 1940. Hungary’s economic ties with Germany helped to drag it out of depression, and for a while the Hungarian people prospered under the right-wing government headed by a regent, Admiral Nicholas Horthy. In November 1940, Hungary signed the Tripartite Pact, an agreement between Germany, Italy and Japan not to interfere in each other’s sphere of influence. Hungary did not join Germany in the attack on Poland in September 1939, preferring to stay neutral. But when Germany went on to conquer most of Western Europe in 1940, its string of victories convinced the Hungarians that the war would soon be over and that Hungary would benefit from an Axis victory, but only if it joined Germany and Italy. The members of the Axis alliance, originally called the Rome-Berlin-Tokyo Axis, were Germany, Italy and Japan.

After some prevarication Hungary joined Hitler’s war against the Soviet Union, launched in June 1941. After stunning initial victories, the German Army ground to a halt in the snow a short distance from Moscow in December 1941, thereafter fighting a desperate winter campaign to blunt the Red Army’s counterattack. The Hungarians, fighting in the southern sector of the front, suffered only light casualties and acquitted themselves well. But disaster was to follow the next year when the Hungarian Second Army took part in the Stalingrad Campaign in August 1942. Two hundred thousand Hungarian soldiers fought in the campaign and by the time the remnants of Axis forces in Stalingrad surrendered to the Red Army in February 1943, one hundred thousand Hungarians were dead and a further seventy thousand were in Soviet captivity. Thereafter what was left of the Hungarian army fought a rearguard action all the way to the borders of its own country.

Far from being a victory parade, the alliance with Germany and Italy had proved a catastrophe for Hungary, prompting Horthy to seek an end to hostilities. He brokered a peace with the Soviets, only for the Germans to occupy Hungary in March 1944 to ensure the country did not become a Soviet ally. Horthy remained in power, however, and in October of that year dismissed the pro-German government and announced he had signed an armistice with the Soviet Union. In response Horthy was arrested by the Germans and replaced by a puppet government headed by the fascist Arrow Cross leader, Ferenc Szálasi. The Arrow Cross Party had been in existence since the 1930s and was fiercely antisemitic.

As in Nazi Germany, the Jews had been scapegoated for many of Hungary’s ills during the war. Antisemitism had a long history in the Balkans and Hungary was no different when it came to discrimination against its Jewish citizens, or indeed against the Roma community. But the occupation of Hungary by the German Army in March 1944 ushered in a period of unthinkable horror for the country’s Jewish population. By the end of March, Jews were forbidden to work in the press, theatre, film, the law and from holding public office. In early April all Jews above the age of six were forced to wear a yellow Star of David on the left breast of their outer garments. Two days later, the government prepared for the Jews’ forcible ghettoisation and relocation to internment camps, prior to their deportation. The rounding up of Hungary’s Jews began a week later, predominantly in the countryside. By the end of June, of around seven hundred thousand Hungarian Jews, four hundred and forty thousand had been deported to the Auschwitz concentration camp, there to die in gas chambers. Horrified by the decimation of Hungary’s Jewish population, Hungarian church leaders, the Vatican, neutral states and the President of the United States himself protested long and loud, Horthy giving orders for the deportations to cease immediately. Unfortunately, only the Jews of Budapest were left.

The large, impressive capital was filled with palaces, churches, grand boulevards, tree-lined squares and fine architecture, a metropolis of hundreds of thousands of people living on both sides of the River Danube that bisected the city. But Budapest also contained factories, train stations, oil refineries and metal works, and these became targets for American bombers flying from bases in southern Italy. By October 1944, Budapest was also filled with impoverished civilians, destroyed buildings and piles of rubble, and outside the city the Red Army was approaching. But Allied bombs were not the only danger stalking the streets of the Hungarian capital.

Eva Katz gripped the hand of her fiancé as the pair and a score of others were herded down the street towards two waiting trucks, their engines idling.

‘Move, you Jewish bastards!’

The commander of the Arrow Cross detachment was drunk and in a foul mood. He waved his pistol in the air and then pointed it at the head of a Jewish man at the head of the group. A boy suddenly bolted from the group and darted into a side street. The commander pointed his pistol at the fleeing youth and shot two rounds, both of which struck a building instead of flesh.

‘Get after him!’ screamed the drunken brute.

Two Arrow Cross members scurried after the youth in a half-hearted fashion. But the boy had made good his escape and after a minute the pair, one too old, the other too young, returned.

‘He’s gone, sir,’ said the old man, wheezing.

The other Arrow Cross men began laughing. The commander shot into the air.

‘Shut up! Get them on the truck.’

From a distance the members of the Arrow Cross looked impressive in their black caps, jackets, trousers and boots. They wore green shirts with black ties and red armbands with a green arrow cross insignia. But the calibre of those who wore the fascist uniform was poor. Thousands of Arrow Cross members had been languishing in jail before being freed by the Germans when they occupied the country. Others, such as the commander, were alcoholics and many more were work-sky and sexual deviants.

‘This one’s a woman.’

The commander marched to where one of his men was pointing at Eva Katz, still gripping the hand of her fiancé.

‘It’s a woman, sir,’ said his subordinate.

Reeking of alcohol and now humiliated in front of his men, the commander pointed his pistol at Eva and shot her in the head. Blood showered her fiancé, who screamed with rage and grabbed the pistol. A tussle ensued until the fascist who had pointed at Eva Katz shot her fiancé dead. The commander, angry and alarmed, reloaded his revolver and began shooting the other Jews at point-blank range. Following his lead, his men joined in, firing their bolt-action rifles. The Arrow Cross men were surrounding the prisoners in the middle of the street, and in their excitement and desire to kill Jews, had forgotten that shooting wildly into a crowd meant bullets flew in all directions. They struck and knocked down Jews but other rounds hit Arrow Cross members. The head of a fascist exploded when it was hit by bullet shot by a teenage boy shooting a rifle who had underestimated the recoil of his weapon. Another Arrow Cross man managed to shoot himself in the foot when he got entangled in his rifle sling.

‘Cease firing!’ screamed the commander, watching in horror as another of his men staggered backwards, clutching his bloody stomach.

The Arrow Cross stopped shooting. Cartridge cases were scattered over the cobbles, the Jews were all dead but so were three of his men, another three being wounded. He had been ordered to collect twenty-two Jewish males between the ages of sixteen and sixty to work on fortification-construction duty to prepare for the anticipated Red Army onslaught against Budapest. He had failed in his mission in a farcical way, but for the Jewish population of Budapest it was yet another day of murder and oppression.

That population was the only substantial Jewish community left alive in Hungary, and when Admiral Horthy halted the deportations to Auschwitz, many of Budapest’s Jews breathed a collective sigh of relief. But it was only a short interruption to the plan to eradicate Jewry from Hungary. The city authorities knew the identities of all Jewish families living in Budapest and implemented measures to remove them from their homes and relocate them to so-called yellow star houses. When Budapest had been a jewel in the crown of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, the city had been filled with grand apartment buildings built around central courtyards to showcase the modernity of the empire’s second city. Each block contained good-sized apartments and many had rooftop terraces so residents could gaze upon the River Danube and the city’s magnificent architecture in their leisure time. Unfortunately, these apartment buildings were also ideal for makeshift prisons.

Like thousands of others, the Katz family had been forced to leave their comfortable home near the Fisherman’s Bastion, a nineteenth-century fortress in the north of the city, and relocate to a yellow star house in the centre of the city. Whereas before the family had an apartment all to themselves, now they were forced to live in one room, a situation the mother, Magda Katz, found intolerable. She had raised three children before returning to work as an office worker. Her daughters Eva and Hannah had followed in her footsteps, Hannah showing great promise in her work as a secretary for an export firm before everything had turned to dust. Their father, Jozsef Katz, had run his own bakery business before being conscripted into a forced-labour battalion. That had been months ago and no one had heard from him since. Magda woke each day believing her husband would walk through the door as though nothing had happened, but as the weeks passed it became apparent to her children that Jozsef Katz would not be coming home.

‘They are rounding up Jews, mother. We have to leave immediately.’

Imre Katz, young, angry, was standing in front of his mother pointing at the window. ‘The Arrow Cross will soon be here. If we stay, we will suffer the same fate as countless others wearing this symbol.’

He was now pointing at the yellow Star of David stitched to the left breast of his jacket.

‘Don’t be foolish, Imre,’ replied his mother calmly. ‘We must wait until your father returns. He is the one who will decide where the family goes.’

Magda Katz had once been an intelligent, optimistic woman but recent events had overwhelmed her. The rapid antisemitism that had made her neighbours become hostile strangers, the disappearance of her husband and now the death of Eva, her oldest daughter, had crushed her. To have one’s world turned upside down in such a violent fashion had reduced her to a shell of the woman she once was. She had no answers to Imre’s angry questions, which frustrated the boy even more.

‘Father is not coming home!’ he shouted.

Tears came to Magda’s eyes. She cried a lot, which had saddened her children. Hannah placed an arm round her mother’s shoulder.

‘You are upsetting mother, Imre. Calm down.’

This inflamed his anger even more. ‘Calm down? They are killing Jews and you tell me to calm down? I am not waiting for the Arrow Cross like a cow waiting to be slaughtered. I’m leaving.’

‘To go where?’ asked Hannah. ‘Jews are not allowed out and if you are caught, you will be imprisoned.’

Imre looked around the bare room that contained four beds, a sofa and a table with four chairs around it.

‘We are already in prison in case you have not noticed. We have no future, Hannah. We Jews have no future if we meekly wait to be killed.’

‘You exaggerate, Imre,’ insisted his mother. ‘It is common knowledge those who were evacuated from the countryside were sent to camps to work.’

‘They have told you this, mother?’ he asked.

‘There are people in this building who have received postcards from relatives who lived in the countryside, telling them they are well treated and healthy.’

‘They were already happy and healthy living in their own homes, mother, just as we were,’ Imre shot back. ‘The fascists and Germans did not evict thousands of Jews from their homes just to make them happy.’

‘Where will you go?’ asked Hannah.

‘The Red Army is approaching the city,’ he proclaimed. ‘I will make my way to the Russians and volunteer to fight for them.’

Magda was appalled. ‘For the Russians? They are godless atheists.’

‘At least they are not killing Jews.’ Her son shrugged. ‘Are you coming with me, Hannah?’

Magda clutched her daughter’s hand.

‘I am staying here,’ said Hannah.

Imre shook his head. ‘You are a fool, sister.’

He leaned down and embraced his tearful mother. ‘God keep you safe, mother.’

He kissed Hannah on the cheek. ‘And may He keep you safe, sister.’

Then he was gone, racing from the room and making good his escape. He swapped his coat for another that did not sport a Star of David and joined three other boys who had decided it was better to risk trying to escape the city rather than wait to be rounded up. They had planned their escape meticulously, their young minds working overtime to facilitate their escape from the five-storey building that had become their prison. There were no guards standing sentry outside yellow star houses but each building had superintendents who lived on the ground floor. In this way they could keep watch for anyone attempting to leave the building, using their telephone to alert the authorities of any escape attempt. Superintendents were recruited from the less desirable elements of society, many being from rural areas who had lost their livelihoods due to the ravages of war. They were also recruited for their antisemitic views, which ensured they kept a close watch on their charges. But superintendents were also avaricious and Imre and his fellow escapees took advantage of human greed to expediate their escape.

Their apartment block was supervised by the Dobozis, a barely literate couple whose farm had failed, leaving them destitute. This made them resentful but also open to bribes. When Budapest’s Jews were forced into yellow star houses they took their wealth with them, not only money but also gold, silver and jewellery. Mrs Dobozi, a fat, short woman who ruled her husband with a rod of iron, was easily bribed with jewellery to turn a blind eye when Imre and his companions fled the building. Paper money was becoming increasingly worthless but gold, silver and diamonds would keep their value, even if Hungary was plunged into the abyss after the war.

The Dobozis may have been antisemites but they had an animal-like cunning and realised they could make themselves very comfortable accepting bribes from the Jews under their watch. Bribes to purchase food, bribes to allow residents to use their telephone, and bribes to send messages to loved ones. Imre’s departure roused Magda Katz from her lethargy to send a note to a man she met before the war, when she had been working in a government department liaising with the Swiss Federal Department of Foreign Trade. His name was Friedrich Born and he was now a Swiss delegate of the International Committee of the Red Cross in Budapest. Aware of the imminent threat to Jews in the Hungarian capital, he acted quickly to place dozens of buildings in the city under the protection of the Red Cross, a practice also adopted by neutral states such as Spain and Switzerland. Born made use of so-called schutzbriefe, or protection letters, issued by the Red Cross to Hungarian Jews to save them from deportation and death. Magda had no idea if her message would reach its destination or indeed if Born would read it, but it cost her a diamond necklace and a fur coat all the same.

A letter arrived from the Red Cross the next day and in the envelope was a schutzbriefe, a letter of safe conduct for Hannah Katz and an address for her to report to as quickly as possible. Hannah was distraught when her mother showed her the safe conduct pass, realising there was no pass for her mother.

‘I will not go,’ stated Hannah firmly. ‘Not without you.’

Magda embraced her daughter. ‘I did not request a safe-conduct pass for myself, Hannah. I am too tired to run like Imre. I have seen my family torn apart by this dreadful war. All I can give you, my remaining child, is the chance to live.’

Tears ran down Hannah’s cheeks. ‘I will not leave you, mother.’

‘You must,’ said Magda firmly. ‘I should have arranged passes for all my children but I thought your father and sister would return and life would continue as normal. But normal does not exist anymore, certainly not for the Jews. We have been sleepwalking into the abyss, thinking things will improve as they have slowly gotten worse. It is sometimes a failing of our people to always look for the positive in things.’

Hannah held her mother tightly, unwilling to let go. Magda gently pushed her away.

‘Travel lightly. A coat and hat will suffice. A suitcase will only arouse suspicion. The address of the safe house is in the letter. It is a short distance away.’

She looked directly into Hannah’s green eyes. ‘If you have any respect for me at all, you will obey me.’

Hannah did not want to abandon her mother. She wondered why she had not asked for two safe conduct passes so both of them could be saved. But Hannah Katz did not realise how tired her mother was, how she was bereft of any hope for the future. She had raised a family and also worked in a prestigious job. But like hundreds of thousands of other Hungarian Jews, she had lost her position, her home and her family. The only thing she could do now was protect Hannah’s life.

‘Leave now, Hannah.’

Hannah was in a daze as she put on her coat and hat and walked from the room that was the Katz home. She walked past children and women gathered on the stairwell, preferring to be outside their rooms that had become more like prison cells with every passing day. Hannah reached the ground floor and walked into the internal courtyard, which was filled with children playing. Jewish adults were allowed to walk the streets to visit shops but their children were strictly forbidden to go outside yellow star houses. She walked past the Dobozi apartment and into the street. Hannah barely noticed the ruined buildings in the next street, the result of enemy bombs. Soon the city would be within range of Red Army artillery to heap more misery on those still living in Budapest. Food was becoming scarcer, power supplies were haphazard and there was a coal shortage, which meant people would freeze in their homes when winter arrived. The Jews would freeze first because they were forbidden to purchase coal.

Budapest was a city at war and would soon be a city under siege when the Red Army arrived. But amid the shortages, air raids and gangs of Arrow Cross members that patrolled the streets like packs of wolves, meting out death and injury at whim, people went about their day-to-day routines as best they could. They queued for food, went to work and negotiated damaged streets and pavements. Budapest had a sheen of normality that was deceptive: war and violence were never far away.
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