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To my family. They are my everything.





‘For one human being to love another; that is perhaps the most difficult of all our tasks, the ultimate, the last test and proof, the work for which all other work is but preparation.’

Letters to a Young Poet

Rainer Maria Rilke






Prologue

Sydney

June, 2019

The yellow envelope sat on Ingrid’s lap like a lead weight.

‘There’s something I want to tell you.’ The words left her mouth before she could recall them, and her daughter paused momentarily before she replaced the guitar on its stand. The words hung between them for a second.

‘Is everything okay?’ Natalie was a classically trained guitarist, but even the soothing strains of her playing hadn’t eased Ingrid’s taut nerves today.

Natalie joined her on the couch and the flash of concern across her face caused a wave of uncertainty to roll over Ingrid. Natalie was heavily pregnant with her first child. Maybe now wasn’t the time to break the news, but her heart was pounding and she had to continue.

‘I’ve received some news from Germany. From Berlin, to be exact.’ Natalie’s dark eyes darted to the thick envelope on Ingrid’s lap. ‘It’s regarding the deceased estate of my mother… My biological mother. She died two years ago.’

‘What?’ The stunned expression on Natalie’s face was hard to bear. ‘Your biological mother? I don’t understand.’

‘I was adopted by Oma and Opa as a baby. I didn’t find out until I was about twelve.’ Ingrid quickly reached out to hold Natalie’s hand. ‘They didn’t tell me much, except that they couldn’t have children and were overjoyed when they got me. In the early fifties, when I was small, they decided to leave Germany for a better life in Australia. They never talked about the war and their life in Germany, not even to me.’

Natalie gripped her mother’s hand tight and stared at her, glassy-eyed. ‘Did… did Oma ever tell you anything about your birth mother?’

‘She helped me look for her when I was twenty-one, but we found nothing. The adoption laws in East Germany didn’t allow access to information about natural parents. And by the time the Berlin Wall came down I was married, and I had you. It didn’t seem to matter anymore… so I gave up the search.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ Natalie let go of Ingrid’s hand and sagged against the lounge, her face white and pasty.

‘I’m sorry, but there was nothing to tell. It seemed kinder to everyone to just let it go. You had your grandparents, and they loved you so much.’

‘But this changes everything.’ Tears spilled from Natalie’s eyes and she dashed them away with the back of her hand. ‘I loved Oma and Opa but I’ve always yearned for extended family and neither you nor Dad could tell me much about my heritage. This might be our only chance to find out more. I want my child to know who she is…’

Ingrid felt her chest squeeze like a vice. She remembered when her mother had told her about the adoption – the bewilderment, confusion, betrayal – and the questions that came after. That single moment had shattered who she thought she was and it took years for her to put the pieces back together. Now she understood how her mother had felt telling her the truth and she wished she didn’t have to put her own daughter through the same turbulent emotions, but maybe the parcel would offer some answers and together they could make sense of their heritage.

Ingrid leaned forward, reaching for her daughter’s hand again. ‘I know it’s a shock, but I didn’t want to keep it from you anymore. Especially with the baby coming.’

Natalie squeezed her hand and gave her a wobbly smile, making Ingrid sigh with relief.

‘Do you want to know about your grandmother? The package is full of letters from her, maybe twenty or thirty.’

Ingrid wasn’t even sure she wanted to open the letters. She had no idea what they contained – and she knew there would be no going back after reading them. She watched Natalie’s face, a faraway expression in her dark eyes, an inheritance from an unknown ancestor. She had to do it for Natalie and her grandchild, if not for herself.

‘I don’t know how I feel, Mum,’ Natalie said softly. ‘I can only imagine what she went through to give you up, but she must have wanted you to know about her, writing all those letters.’ She rubbed a protective hand over her swollen belly. ‘It will never change how I love or remember Oma and Opa, but I think we owe it to her. I want to know our family story before the time comes to tell my own little one.’

Ingrid blinked away her own tears. ‘I was hoping you’d say that. We’ll do it together, one letter at a time.’ With shaky hands she pulled out the papers inside the envelope. A diamond ring, worn with age, spilled out with the letters. She held it in her hand for a moment before placing it on the side table. Natalie leaned across and kissed her cheek and Ingrid swallowed hard. ‘The solicitor has suggested we read her last letter first. I’ll translate as I go.’ Picking up the single sheet, she inspected the delicate, spidery script. This was her mother’s handwriting. The breath caught in her throat as she experienced an immediate and physical connection, like a touch reaching out to her through time. It was unnerving and comforting at the same time.

‘Twelfth of May, 2017,’ she read.


To my dearest daughter,

My name is Susanna Christina Louise Göttmann. I am your birth mother. If you’re reading this, then my years of searching are over. I’ve been looking for you for many years and now at ninety-three years of age, with time growing so short for me, I’ve appointed others to help find you.

I only ever saw you the once, when you were born. You were adopted not long after, by a good family, and I prayed they’d love you as much as I did. I tried to find you, but under the Soviet occupation, and later, when we became East Germany, no rights were granted to parents who had given their children up for adoption, no matter the circumstance. After the reunification, I hoped for another chance to find you but the new laws were just as restrictive. Still, I never stopped hoping that one day I would see you again.

I’d love nothing more than to look at you and hold you in my arms again, one last time before I die, but if it’s not possible, I want you to know that I’ve never stopped loving you and thinking about you every day of my life. All I can do is tell you my story and hope you learn a little about me. And I wanted you to have something from me… this precious ring.



Ingrid put the letter down with trembling hands and picked up the ring, glancing up at Natalie, who was staring at her, wide-eyed.

‘She kept searching for you all those years.’

Ingrid nodded, feeling dazed. She had always wondered whether she’d been unwanted and abandoned; it had left her feeling that perhaps she had never been good enough, despite the love her adoptive parents had lavished on her. She curled her fingers around the ring in her hand, her mother’s ring. It was warm to the touch, as though her mother had slipped it off her own hand and placed it in hers. Ingrid didn’t know much about her mother except that she’d never stopped searching and that proved she was determined, persistent and tenacious and that she loved her.

Natalie hugged her tight. ‘She loved you and she wanted you. That must feel good to know.’

‘It does,’ Ingrid whispered. Relief coursed through her, and more tears sprang to her eyes, but there was something else too – excitement tingled in her blood. Ingrid wanted to know more. They had to keep reading.

She wiped her eyes and turned the page over. ‘From the age of seven I grew up on a large estate outside Berlin, belonging to my godparents Georg and Elya Hecker,’ Ingrid continued, her voice shaking.


Gut Birkenhof was three hundred hectares, about seven hundred and fifty acres, and named for the ancient birch trees rooted into the hillside near the manor house that many locals believed had guarded the estate for hundreds of years. It was beautiful, straight out of a fairy tale, nestled between the forest and the Dahme River, and a magical childhood home. After my parents, Walter Gottfried and Anna Christina, and my ten-year-old brother Friedrich were killed in an automobile accident in 1931 I went to live with Onkel Georg and Tante Elya there. Elya and my mother had been best friends since school, and she and Onkel Georg treated me like the daughter they’d never had. Their son Leo, who was the same age as Friedrich, took me under his wing and was kind to me, teaching me about the farm, how to milk a cow and look after the horses; practical skills that kept me busy and distracted me from my grief and made me feel part of the family.

Like my parents, Onkel Georg was from ancient landed nobility, a ‘Junker’, and a very successful timber merchant, but the estate also had a substantial dairy operation, providing milk and cheese for Berlin. It also produced crops like wheat and barley. It was the largest and most productive estate in the area and the main source of work for locals.

Those were carefree days. Then I learnt about Hitler in school and how the Jewish people were considered unclean, corrupt and enemies of our great nation. The Nuremberg Laws of 1935 decreed that those with four Jewish grandparents were considered full Jews and no longer eligible for German citizenship, and those with two Jewish grandparents were ‘mischlinge’, mixed race. It came as a great shock to me – my beloved Tante Elya was a Jew, originally from Russia, and this meant Leo was of mixed blood. One day, Onkel Georg brought Leo home from school after a terrible racial attack and our innocent childhood days were over.

The pogroms of Kristallnacht erupted three years later and war was waged on Germany’s Jewish citizens. I realised my beloved homeland was no longer safe for anyone who did not conform to Nazi views and policies. The mood in Germany was dangerous, and dark times were ahead. Trouble was brewing for our family.
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It was January 1943 and Tante Elya and I were finally alone in the parlour.

‘We have to write that guest list if we’re going to have your party in April,’ she said, pouring a second cup of tea from the teapot, kept hot on top of the samovar. It was a beautiful vase-shaped silver urn, with a central pipe filled with slow burning pine-cones that heated the water used to dilute the tea. The pot was intricately decorated with brilliantly coloured enamel paint, like a delicate jewelled ornament. It had been her mother’s and her grandmother’s before her, and reminded Tante Elya of her childhood in Russia. Drinking tea in the afternoon was a daily ritual for her, carrying on the tradition from her family. When I was home I always enjoyed it with her, finding a few moments of peace in an otherwise busy day.

‘I don’t want a big party,’ I said, mortified and excited at the same time. I had been away on my national service when I turned eighteen so Tante Elya had insisted on celebrating my nineteenth birthday in style, despite the news filtering back about our army’s terrible losses in Stalingrad on the Eastern Front and talk that the war was not going well for Germany. It was now grinding into its fourth year and all hope of a quick war had been lost. Even the relentless Nazi propaganda machine couldn’t paper over the reality of Germans living daily with stiff rationing, continuous bombings, the loss of their menfolk and the bone-deep fear that the war would never end. It didn’t feel right to be lavish, and yet it was exciting to be planning my first grown-up party.

‘Don’t be silly, myshka. We have to make the most of what we have and enjoy the company of those we love. None of us knows what tomorrow will bring.’ Water flowed into the china cup from the tap on the bottom of the samovar, tempering the strength of the dark brew, and Tante Elya placed a sugar lump on my teaspoon before handing me the delicate cup and saucer. She was indulging me – with Onkel Georg’s contacts, we could still get luxuries like tea and sugar, but Elya ensured we used them sparingly.

‘Besides, you’re the only girl I have and I want to spoil you a little.’ She reached across the table and grasped my hand, her skin still warm from the teacup. ‘Your mother would’ve done the same for you.’

My mother. The last memory I had of her was lying in a field of wildflowers – red poppies, and blue cornflowers the colour of her eyes vibrant against her long golden hair. She was laughing at my father chasing after my brother and me as we played hide and seek. Then I was beside her and my father was tickling my cheek with soft stalks of grass. We’d spent much of the summer in East Prussia, at our property in Marienwerder. We lived in Berlin, where my father had a thriving architectural firm, but we travelled to Marienwerder whenever we could. A little while later, I was lulled to sleep by the sound of the car as we travelled back to Berlin that night only to wake to screeching tyres, a loud bang and a feeling of weightlessness. There was nothing after that until I woke up in hospital to learn that my family was dead, taken from me in those few moments after our car had hit a lone deer on the dark road.

At the age of seven, I inherited everything – a more than tidy sum of money and the property that had been in my mother’s family for generations. As my mother’s parents had died long ago, and her brothers during the Great War, I was all that was left, but for a long time after I’d wished that they’d taken me with them.

‘Come, she wouldn’t want you to be sad,’ whispered Tante Elya, her dark, expressive eyes misty. I knew she missed my mother terribly too – they’d been as close as sisters since Elya had arrived in Berlin as a young girl, having just lost her mother herself. Now she kissed my forehead and smoothed the long blonde hair from my face, her hands soft against my skin. ‘Your parents would be so proud of you.’

All I could do was nod, quickly gazing out the large window that overlooked the garden, blanketed in white after the heavy snowfall the day before. The pale rays of afternoon sunshine sparkled on the icy branches of the trees, making me smile. It reminded me that even in the darkest moments, there was joy and hope to find. The death of my parents and brother had brought me my new family, and I loved them fiercely.

Tante Elya pushed a few sheets of writing paper across the table to me with a fountain pen on top. ‘Think about who you want on your list while I jot down a few ideas for the menu. Then we can go through them together.’

I stared at the blank page while I sipped my tea through the sugar cube. My best friend Marika was the top of my list and I thought long and hard about which of my school and university friends I wanted to invite. I was in my very first semester at the Friedrich Wilhelm University in Berlin, studying history, languages and literature, and had made friends quickly with other students who lived on campus with me during the week. It was much like boarding school, which I’d attended since I was twelve, but although I enjoyed the excitement and bustle of the city, I was always glad to be home for the weekend. Despite the persistent bombing raids over Berlin, the city had sustained little damage and the rich cultural life of the capital was unchanged. Berliners were resilient and refused to let the war disrupt their daily lives.

But I had seen another side to the war. For six months before starting my studies, I’d served with the Red Cross at the Beelitz Sanatorium just outside of Berlin, nursing horrifically injured soldiers from the front line. I’d never forget the soldier, little more than a boy, who’d lost half his cheek and jaw from a bullet shot. He’d undergone multiple surgeries in an effort to save what was left of his face, but he still couldn’t talk afterwards and had to be fed through a tube in his nose. I knew he’d never kiss his mother again. And the signs in Berlin banning Jewish people from cafes, restaurants and parks – from fully enjoying the city and all it had to offer – so common that they had become invisible to most, were constant reminders to me that the Third Reich was also at war with its own people.

When the Nazis came to power in 1933 Berlin had been home to the country’s largest Jewish community – 160,000 strong, about a third of Germany’s entire Jewish population. After the pogroms of Kristallnacht in 1938, tens of thousands of Jewish people fled Germany, migrating to places like France, the Netherlands, Palestine, England and North and South America. By 1941 over half had left Berlin and we’d heard it was similar right across Germany. Those who remained – including Onkel Tedi, one of Tante Elya’s beloved brothers, and his family – were ‘resettled’ in ghettos in German-occupied Poland to the east: Warsaw, Lodz and Krakau to name a few.

No matter how benign the Nazi government was trying to make such a mass expulsion, it was clear Germany was getting rid of its remaining Jewish population any way it could.

Onkel Tedi had smuggled out letters telling us of the horrible and cramped conditions in Lodz. The ghetto was surrounded by barbed wire and brick walls, the gates and perimeters monitored by armed police. Prominent quarantine signs were meant to isolate them further from the rest of the city but became self-fulfilling prophesies when poor conditions within the ghettos led to outbreaks of disease. They were forced to work long hours in factories making military uniforms or electrical equipment, their only payment small rations of food barely enough to keep them alive. They were being left to die in their ghetto prisons.

At first we sent parcels of food, clothing, blankets and money to him, but when we heard they hadn’t arrived, we used an intermediary to smuggle small items into the ghetto from time to time. It was all we could do to help the deplorable situation he and his family were in.

Those few Jewish people who remained in Berlin – only a small fraction, perhaps 10,000 – were protected because of their level of skill and expertise, or, like Tante Elya and Leo, were protected by marriage. But I wondered for how much longer. I had begun to hate being in the city, at the heart of it all, the seat of the Nazi government, and I missed the river, the forests, the open spaces and tranquillity of life on the land, the welcoming smiles of the staff, the warm embraces from Tante Elya, Onkel Georg’s updates about the farm, and Leo’s dinner-time questions about my studies.

A knock at the door broke my reverie, and I looked up, startled, from the list of names I had begun writing down.

It was Ida, the housemaid. ‘Frau Hecker, there’s a letter for you.’

‘Thank you, Ida,’ said Tante Elya, frowning. It was strange to receive a letter so late in the day. ‘I’ll read it now while I finish my tea.’ The maid walked smartly across the timber floor, her steps becoming muffled on the Persian rug under the table. Elya took the letter and dismissed Ida who already had her coat across her arm, ready to go home to the village for the evening.

‘Do you want me to leave you in peace?’ I asked, noticing Tante Elya’s frown deepening as she turned the letter over in her hands.

‘No, of course not,’ she said as if coming out of a daze. ‘Keep working on the guest list while I read this. Then we can get back to planning your big day.’ She smiled, but I could see worry lurking in her eyes.

I set back to work as she asked, but my heart wasn’t really in it. My gaze darted across to her as she began to read the letter, her steaming cup of tea forgotten on the table. Suddenly she put her hand to her mouth, as if to prevent a gasp escaping.

‘Tante Elya, what’s wrong?’ I put the fountain pen down.

Her eyes were wide with fear as she glanced across to me. ‘Susanna, can you tell Ida to find Onkel Georg and ask him to come to the parlour?’

‘Ida’s gone home, I think,’ I said, already pushing my chair back to stand. ‘I’ll go and find him.’

‘Go quickly, I have to speak with him urgently.’

I paused for a moment, hugging her impulsively, her small frame trembling, before I rushed out the door. Whatever was in that letter had shaken her.

Although she was petite, Tante Elya commanded authority wherever she went. She had an inner strength, a core of steel that I suspected she developed when her family had fled Russia after the 1905 pogroms in Kiev when she was the same age I had been when I lost my family. She had told Leo and me stories of being separated from her mother and brothers as they tried to flee after their house was attacked, then looted and vandalised. She was chased down the alleyways of the city by Cossacks on horseback, with the sounds of screams in her ears. She was finally reunited with her father, who had watched, horrified, as a mob destroyed his office, before racing away to warn his family of the impending danger. Only later did she learn that her mother had been crushed, trampled by a soldier’s horse in the mayhem, while trying to escape the rioting crowd. Mercifully her brothers were swept away to safety by the sea of terrified people.

The experience had left an indelible mark on Elya. Her father later moved them west to Berlin, a progressive city where they could live in safety and he could set up his legal practice once again. He was determined to embrace German ways and secure a future for his children among educated Christian society where their Jewish heritage could pose no danger to them. Elya was sent to an expensive school where my mother took her under her wing. My mother was fascinated by Elya’s Russian background and ancestry and was fiercely protective of her, teaching her to modulate her accent so that she spoke like a Berliner, and introducing her to the world of the German aristocracy. This was how Elya met Onkel Georg, whose family were old friends of my mother’s family.

Tante Elya always told us that Gut Birkenhof had felt like home to her – here, she could be herself, a strange mixture of Russian, Jew and German. It was a place where she could raise her own family in safety, surrounded by the close-knit community. She was always the first one to help those in need and stand up for people who had been treated unfairly. The loss of her own mother had made her compassionate and kind, and when my mother died, she made every effort to ensure I didn’t suffer alone. But whatever was in the letter had disturbed this strong, indomitable woman.

Onkel Georg was in his study. He didn’t utter a word when I told him what had happened, only pressed his lips tightly together, pushed his chair back from the large walnut desk and walked quickly to the parlour, where he closed the door firmly behind him.

I knew better than to ask questions. Although we outwardly appeared a normal German family, we lived in constant uncertainty, at the whim of changing Nazi sympathies and policy. Onkel Georg’s connections and status had kept Tante Elya’s name off the register of the Reich Association of Jews, but we were never sure it was enough to keep her safe. He had close connections to powerful Nazis due to his family’s noble lineage and business dealings, securing large long-term contracts with the Reichspost, Germany’s postal system, and the Reichsbahn, the national railways, for timber, milk and agricultural produce. More importantly, Onkel Georg had trusted contacts in the Ministry of the Interior, which held all registrations and the 1939 census cards on Jewish heritage, and they had kept Tante Elya’s details buried there. But we were well aware that the Reich Main Security Office, the RSHA, which oversaw the deportations of Jewish people from Germany with the might of the Gestapo behind it, could retrieve personal information at any time. We also lived with the constant fear that the Reich would invalidate marriages between German citizens and Jewish people.

I pressed my ear to the door. I had to know what was happening.

‘This letter just came,’ I heard Tante Elya say. ‘It’s finally happened.’ Her voice broke. ‘I’ve been registered.’

‘Let me see.’ There was silence for a heartbeat or two, then the sound of Onkel Georg pacing around the room. ‘After everything we’ve done… It must be Kaltenbrunner, the new chief of the RSHA. He’s SS, supported by Himmler, and it’s no secret he’s a fanatical anti-Semite.’ I could hear the grim horror in Onkel Georg’s voice. ‘If he gets hold of those census documents.’

‘There’s only so much your contacts can do. Even those highly placed Nazi officials can’t help us anymore.’ Tante Elya’s voice shook.

Onkel Georg had cultivated relationships within the upper ranks of the government and Wehrmacht, the German armed forces. I’d seen him give visiting officials gifts, and Leo had told me he also sent them baskets of luxury items from across Europe, bottles of cognac, or fresh meat, cheese and vegetables from our farm. He’d even taken to leasing out land and holiday cottages along the river to those wanting a more genteel lifestyle. All to remain a friend and asset to those who wielded power.

I had no illusions about what Onkel Georg was doing. Social connections and the power that came with the upper class meant everything to the Nazis and so far he’d been able to keep Tante Elya and Leo safe. Gut Birkenhof ensured the local economy flourished, employing over half the village at one time or another. And the longer the war went on, the more valuable raw materials and food products became. The government couldn’t afford to lose such a reliable supply. All this had kept Tante Elya protected and off the official register, even though her Jewish heritage was known to some of Onkel Georg’s Nazi associates. It had kept me safe too – we’d heard stories of Aryan children being taken away from adoptive or even step-parents who were found to be Jewish. And it had protected Onkel Georg from the harassment meted out to Aryans married to Jewish people by Nazis and officials as well as local people, but I could only imagine what his efforts had cost him both financially and personally – he hated the Nazis as much as Leo and I did.

‘I had a deal with them.’ I heard Onkel Georg slam the table in frustration and anger.

‘I know, and it’s kept us safe this long,’ Tante Elya said, ‘but it’s official now. My worry is for you and Leopold. You’ll be reviled as a traitor to Germany, and Leo will be recognised as a… mischling.’ I heard the catch in her voice. It was a terrible word meaning mongrel or half-breed – like an animal.

‘But you’re both still legally protected. The register will reflect that you’re in a lawful mixed marriage. Nothing will change.’ Onkel Georg could be stubborn at the best of times, but what if he was wrong?

‘Listen to me, Georg. Everything’s changed. My identity card will be stamped with a “J” and I can’t go out now without wearing the Star of David. Everyone will know what I am.’ Her voice was shaky. ‘And what that now makes you and Leopold.’

‘Not in the village. Everyone knows and loves us. We’re family.’

‘People already talk about why I have certain privileges, why I haven’t been deported, even why you haven’t divorced me. When it becomes public knowledge there’ll be no mercy from them.’

‘But they’ve known you for well over twenty years. You’re the heart of this community.’ Onkel Georg’s outrage told me volumes. He knew what Tante Elya was saying was true.

‘It doesn’t matter. The resentment’s already there. Some of them are sick of seeing Nazis flocking to our door and spending extravagant weekends on the river. It makes them nervous. With the Gestapo breathing down their necks, now I’ll have no freedom. If I put a foot wrong, they’ll make sure I get what they think I deserve.’ Tante Elya’s voice cracked. It was no wonder. I knew she still had nightmares about Kristallnacht, when Onkel Tedi’s Berlin law practice had been set alight and his son Felix sent to Sachsenhausen, one of the earliest camps set up by the Nazis to hold political prisoners and dissidents.

‘They’ll come near you over my dead body.’ The anguish and aggression in Onkel Georg’s voice made my heart clench in fear. I swayed for a moment, clutching at the door frame, then swallowed and brought myself back under control. I had to hear the rest.

‘We have to get out while there’s still a chance,’ said Onkel Georg.

‘What chance? Nobody wanted us four years ago when the quotas were tightened. Now emigration’s forbidden to Jewish people, we’ll never get a visa.’

‘I’ll try again. There must be a way. I’ll go to the American Embassy and speak to your brother in New York. I’ll visit all the consulates if I have to. Even the black market. Somebody will take us.’

My body shook at the desperation in his voice.

I was fifteen when they’d tried to sell the estate and leave for America. But Reich officials had denied our request, ironically because of the government contracts that protected our family. Onkel Georg had still been determined to escape somehow, even leaving the estate behind, but the mass exodus of Jewish people out of Germany meant countries like the United States had filled their quotas years in advance and some countries had closed their doors altogether. Tante Elya’s youngest brother and his family had managed to emigrate, but we had missed out. There was nowhere for us to go.

Since then, Leo’s life had become more restrictive. He had wanted to study agriculture, manage the estate and follow in his father’s footsteps but proof of pedigree, including birth and marriage certificates of parents and grandparents, was required for university applications and Leo was denied entry into agricultural college. Acceptance was at the discretion of the university rectors and many did not want mischlinge at their institution. Even Onkel Georg’s appeals to his Nazi contacts came to nothing.

Like all young men his age, Leo couldn’t wait to serve his country and fulfil his duty as a patriotic German, but when he came of age for national labour service and conscription into the Wehrmacht, the law had just been revised to exclude half Jews from the military. When all his friends and our neighbours were called up, and we heard reports of injury on the front lines, the shame he carried only grew. Leo felt useless, but he’d encouraged me to serve with the Red Cross at Beelitz to complete my own Reich Labour Service, a duty all young citizens were obliged to carry out. I couldn’t stand by and do nothing, and perhaps it would even help our family by showing I was a patriotic German.

Now everything seemed more precarious and the danger was even closer to home.

I didn’t need to hear any more. I stumbled down the corridor, desperate for fresh air, thoughts jumbling in my mind. I felt so helpless, but I couldn’t bear the thought of those I loved being persecuted, ripped away to the squalid ghetto prisons.

I found Leo at the stables, silhouetted against the puddle of yellow light from the open door, which cast a cheery glow into the dull and fading afternoon.

‘I’ll talk to you tomorrow,’ I heard him say to a stablehand, his voice muffled by the heaviness in the air. It had begun snowing again, the sky low and leaden, as though threatening to suffocate us.

‘Leo,’ I called out, the sound falling flat, cocooned by the drifts of powdery white.

‘What are you doing out here, Susie? It’s too cold. Come on, let’s go inside.’ He reached my side and threaded his arm through mine. ‘Aren’t you supposed to be organising your party with Mutti?’ I leaned against him, as much for warmth as for support. In my haste I’d forgotten my coat and gloves and my hands were nearly numb with cold.

‘We were,’ I murmured. ‘But then…’ I began to shiver, with cold and fear.

‘Tell me inside.’ He propelled me forward, along the path back to the house, and refused to listen to a word until he had me rugged up in a blanket at the kitchen table, the rare indulgence of a hot chocolate in my hands.

The staff had retired for the evening and it was Frau Kraus’s night off. She was the cook and head of the household staff. She had been with Onkel Georg and Tante Elya for decades, but rather than live on the estate after the Great War when she was widowed, she’d insisted on remaining in her own home in the village. After finding love again and remarrying, she now shared her home with Hans, our head forester. She’d left dinner gently simmering on the stove and the blast of warmth and smells of meaty broth and onions made me feel a little safer, like being wrapped in a mother’s comforting embrace.

I glanced at Leo sitting across from me, waiting for me to tell him what was wrong. He was only a few years older than me, but it still came as a shock to realise how he’d changed in the last few years. The last vestiges of childhood had left him and he was a man now, although his dark wavy hair still fell into his eyes as it had always done. He was straight-backed, tall and athletic like his father, and strong from the work on the estate – felling trees, chopping wood, baling hay, fixing machinery or carting milk. We’d lost some workers over the last year to old age, infirmity and the Wehrmacht, so Leo was determined to make himself as useful as possible. His frustration at not being eligible for national service or the army made him work harder than ever.

‘So are you going to tell me what’s bothering you? I have all night,’ he said, folding his arms and leaning back in his chair.

I took a deep breath and told him everything I’d heard.

‘I’m scared, Leo,’ I whispered when I had finished. ‘If anything happened to your mother or you…’ I realised I was still cradling the warm cup, half full, in my hands and I put it on the table, unable to finish.

‘Don’t worry, Susie. Vati will do everything to keep Mutti safe, and I’m in no danger.’ He reached across the table and squeezed my hand. ‘The law still protects her while she’s married to Vati. I’m sure it’s all just a formality and life will go on the same as it always has.’

I nodded. I felt relieved that I’d shared my concerns with him but I could see the worry in his eyes even as he tried to reassure me. Onkel Georg would see to their protection as he always had, and Leo would make sure his father’s plans were carried out, but this was serious. Our world had shifted abruptly on its axis with the arrival of that letter. But at least we had each other to lean on, just as we had through all the previous crises our family had endured. ‘I should get dinner. It’s the last thing your mother will feel like doing right now.’ I stood from the table and turned towards the stove. Leo’s chair scraped across the floor as I ladled soup into a waiting tureen.

‘They’ll need us both tonight,’ he said. ‘Here, let me help.’

I nodded, feeling tears well in my eyes.

‘It will be fine.’ Leo put his arms around me and kissed the top of my head. He smelled of wood chips and the clean sweat of hard work and I hugged him fiercely, as though it would keep him safe forever. I wondered if he could still read my thoughts as he had when we were younger. He stroked my cheek then drew away gently, and heat flushed my cheeks. ‘I’ll take the soup up for you, it’s heavy,’ he said, unable to look me in the eye.

‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ I muttered, thrusting the tureen into his hands.

‘Don’t be long,’ he called over his shoulder as he left the kitchen.

I stared after him for a moment and realised that I was shaking. The events of the afternoon had been a terrible shock. The future was unpredictable and uncertain, but a future without Leo was unthinkable.

Leo meant everything to me. He was the love of my life.
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After what had been a sombre evening, I was glad to be alone in my bedroom that night. Tante Elya and Onkel Georg had sat pale-faced and quiet over dinner and we’d barely touched our food. Little had been mentioned about the registration. I understood that it was still too much of a shock to talk about just yet, but nobody really knew what to say to ease the tension in the room. Only Leo thought to play his mother’s favourite songs on the balalaika after dinner, bringing a smile to her face.

Still humming a Russian folk tune, I sat at my dressing table and stared into the mirror as I brushed my long fair hair to a gleam before bed. I didn’t want to think about the implications of Tante Elya’s letter, it was too frightening. I touched my cheek where Leo’s hand had stroked me in the kitchen, even now it tingled with the memory. There was something between us that couldn’t be denied, and yet he kept pushing me away.

In the beginning, it was Leo who made the pain of losing my family bearable. Despite the love that Tante Elya lavished upon me and the kind words from Onkel Georg, some days I still felt so alone in the world.

I’d been crying one day, a few months after arriving at Gut Birkenhof. I missed my mother so much, her arms encircling me when I snuggled on her soft lap, the way she’d whisper Susielein to me, her cheek warm against my face, the smell of roses, her favourite perfume. I’d slipped away after luncheon, barely eating anything, and wandered aimlessly around the garden and farm sheds. Eventually I’d curled up next to a stack of hay in the barn, the breeze and warm sunshine drying the tears on my face and lulling me into an exhausted doze.

‘Susie.’ I’d roused at the sound of my name. Friedrich and Leo were the only ones who called me that. I’d half expected Friedrich to be there, grinning at some mischief he’d just created and ready to involve me in his elaborate plan, but it was Leo, his arm outstretched towards me. ‘I made something for you,’ he’d said shyly.

I reached up and took the object from his hand, staring at it for a moment.

‘It’s a horse. I carved it from wood… I thought it might cheer you up.’

I nodded, touched by his gift and unable to speak. I wondered if he knew I loved horses, just like my mother had. I stroked the small wooden figure, smooth from careful sanding. I’d seen him practising his carving and I knew how much effort he’d gone to for me.

‘Do you like strawberries?’

I nodded again, still staring at the carving.

‘There’s a meadow where the best strawberries grow. Come on, I’ll take you there. They’re sweet and ripe. You can fill your belly.’

I looked up at him, expecting to see the concern and sympathy that was on everyone else’s face, but I saw only hope that I’d join him in his adventure. ‘All right,’ I whispered.

‘Don’t tell Mutti,’ he said seriously. ‘She’ll skin both of us if she thinks we won’t eat our dinner.’ Then he’d smiled cheekily and held out his hand.

His fingers around mine were warm and reassuring. ‘Thank you for the horse. It’s beautiful.’ His face had lit up, making me smile. ‘I like horses.’

‘Well, I’ll show you how to brush them and feed them if you like, and when you’re ready, I’ll teach you to ride.’ The eagerness on his thin ten-year-old face, dark wavy hair falling across his eyes, had made me wonder if he was lonely too.

I’d nodded, overcome with gratitude. ‘I’d like that.’ Maybe I wasn’t so alone after all.

I kept that carved horse with me for months, often in a pocket where I could touch its smooth surface when I was feeling sad. It followed me to boarding school and Beelitz. And the strawberry patch was just the start. Leo showed me all the special places on the estate. During the summers we ran wild, splashing about in the shallow bend of the river where the sandy beach beckoned us to lie and sun ourselves. As I got older, we swam in the deeper waters and took the little boat out fishing, gliding across the smooth surface of the river for hours. While we were young, we hiked the cool, dark depths of the forest with Onkel Georg and his good friend Onkel Julius. He was part of the family and a regular visitor to Gut Birkenhof, after spending much of his childhood on the estate with Onkel Georg. When we knew the forest trails like the back of our hand, we’d go out on our own for hours with bread, cheese and meat packed in bags on our backs. Some days we came home with our bags full of plump brown pine mushrooms. Leo taught me to hunt – hare and pheasant at first and then deer – and he always impressed on me the importance of a clean, quick kill and respect for the animal.

But it was the tiny wooden cabin in the forest that meant the most to us.

The first time Leo showed it to me I was eleven years old. ‘This is my special place,’ he’d said on the edge of the clearing, pine forest surrounding us in all directions. ‘It’s where I come when everything gets too much.’

‘Can I come here too?’ I’d asked anxiously.

‘Does everything get too much for you sometimes, Nightingale?’ he’d asked, his big brown eyes soft with compassion. He’d given me the pet name the first time he’d taken me birdwatching, when I’d been enthralled by the exquisite song of the small brown bird.

I’d nodded solemnly. ‘Sometimes I still have bad dreams about Mutti, Vati and Friedrich.’

Leo had crouched down beside me on the carpet of pine needles. ‘It can be your special place too. It will be our secret.’ I’d smiled at that.

Later that year, it became a place of refuge. One day Onkel Georg had brought Leo home from boarding school and he’d disappeared into the forest. I knew where he’d be.

‘Leo!’ I’d yelled outside the cabin. There’d been no reply, just the wind whistling through the trees. I opened the door slowly and peered into the gloom, but found nothing. Then I heard the sound of muffled crying. Pulling the torch out of my pocket, I trained the beam of light to the corner of the cabin. There was Leo curled up into a ball.

I knelt beside him and shook him gently. ‘Leo, what’s the matter? What’s happened?’

‘Go away,’ he whispered in an anguished voice. ‘Leave me here. I want to die.’ I stared at him, shocked. Then I wrapped my arms about him.

‘You’re not going to die,’ I said. ‘I won’t let you.’

He lifted his head after a while and struggled upright so we were sitting side by side on the dusty wooden floor.

‘Tell me what happened.’

‘I couldn’t stand it anymore. My new teacher was explaining the differences between the Jewish race and the Aryans, as if anyone can really tell. Jewish people are banned from the school now, but one of my best friends, Fritz, pointed to me and said that I looked like a Jew. I told him that my mother was Jewish, and so was I and proud of it, but the teacher said that I was mischling, only half Jew. After class, Fritz called me a mongrel and wiped his hands on his pants in disgust because he’d touched me. My other friends told me to stay away and called me names that I won’t repeat. It was my fault. I threw the first punch… but they’re my best friends.’ His face crumpled then and he sobbed until he was spent.

‘You don’t need them, Leo,’ I’d whispered, taking hold of his cold hand. ‘I still love you, and I always will.’ He’d kissed the top of my head and we’d sat there until the sun sank behind the trees.

Now, my face flushed at the memory of what had happened at the cabin eighteen months earlier, the last summer I’d spent at home. Leo and I had been hunting and were caught unexpectedly in a storm moving quickly across the mountain range. Rather than push on toward home in the driving rain and high winds, we’d decided to wait it out in the cabin, but the wild weather continued to rage into the night.

‘Your parents will be worried,’ I said, after laying our belongings and outer clothing out to dry. I shivered in my wet underwear, pulling the blanket from the small camp bed further around my shoulders.

‘There’s nothing we can do about it.’ Leo’s chest was bare, his skin glowing in the light of the fire, chest hairs ruddy against the flames and shoulders broader than I’d realised. The muscles of his upper arm bulged as he turned the makeshift spit. I couldn’t look away. I’d been feeling things change between us over the summer and this was confirmation that I was attracted to him. ‘It’s stupidity to travel back in the dark with the risk of trees coming down… They’ll know it’s safer if we take shelter until morning.’

Outside the wind was howling and heavy rain pelted the cabin without break. The temperature was dropping quickly, but the fire was roaring and the smell of roasting hare was comforting.

My stomach grumbled loudly. It had been a long time since we’d eaten.

‘You’re hungry,’ said Leo. He cut away a chunk of meat with his knife and presented it to me on the tip of his blade. ‘Careful, it’s hot.’

The blanket slipped to my waist as I reached for the meat. It burned my fingers, but I didn’t care. It smelt too good. Juice dribbled down my fingers and my chin as I crammed the succulent morsel in my mouth. ‘It’s delicious.’

‘You’re messy, Nightingale,’ he said softly. He wiped the juice from my chin with his thumb and I watched in fascination as he sucked it clean. Suddenly I was no longer hungry. Leo was looking back at me with the same intensity that I was feeling and my stomach lurched. I didn’t know what to do. All I knew was that I didn’t want the moment to end.

He reached across and caressed my arm as he picked up the edge of my blanket. ‘Aren’t you cold?’

I shook my head. His dark eyes were fixed on my mouth and he was so close. I held my breath as I waited for him to kiss me. I had never wanted anything more.

He leaned in and his lips touched mine, soft and warm. My hands rested against his broad chest and slid around his neck as the kiss deepened. I was hardly aware that my blanket had slipped to the floor. He gathered me into his arms, pulling me against the hard planes of his body.

He kissed me again with such passion I thought I’d explode, but then he broke away. ‘We can’t,’ he said, his face contorted with terrible conflict.

I shook my head, not wanting to stop. I reached for him again but he took me by the shoulders, holding me at arm’s length.

‘The law forbids us to be together: a mischling and an Aryan. If we take this any further, I can’t guarantee that either of us will be able to stop. One day our feelings will betray us and we’ll be discovered.’

‘We can be careful,’ I said desperately. I knew the laws as well as he did but I didn’t want to believe that they applied to us, especially on the estate where we were surrounded by people who would support us.

He lifted the blanket gently around my shoulders. ‘It takes only one slip and one person to report us.’

‘But you’re all that I want.’

Leo took my hand and brought it to his lips. ‘I won’t deny my feelings for you, Susie, but I can’t place you in harm’s way.’

I shook my head again in irritation, even though my heart flipped to hear those words. ‘But there must be some way.’

‘We’d be placing Mutti at greater risk, after everything Vati’s done to keep her safe.’

It was a chilling thought and I pulled the blanket around me tighter. ‘I’d never forgive myself if anything happened to her or to you.’

‘While the Nazis are in power, it’s not possible for us. In another time or place, I’d be a happy man, but as it is…’ His eyes were misty.

I threw my arms around him and hugged him tight. ‘Nothing’s impossible. One day we’ll be together, I know it.’

‘There’s always hope.’ He drew away. ‘I’d better get this off before it burns,’ he said, glancing at the meat on the fire.

Holding the blanket firmly at my throat once more, I watched him lift the roasted hare from the flames and carefully slice the meat with his knife, but his gaze kept slipping back to me. Whenever our eyes met, I could see the yearning there and knew that what we both were feeling was real. But it didn’t change the fact that we had to deny it all for the sake of our family. It was a bitter pill to swallow. We passed the rest of the night pretending that nothing had changed.

But everything changed that night. Leo had kept his distance from me ever since, but it hadn’t stopped my feelings for him from growing stronger. And from the way he’d looked at me in the kitchen, I knew that his had too. We loved each other and were meant to be together. I knew why Leo stayed away, but I wasn’t going to have the Nazis tell me who I could and couldn’t love.



After a week of exams in early March, Marika and I were walking through the university with some of the other girls from the dormitory where we all stayed during the week. We heard the rumble of army trucks along the Unter den Linden, the main avenue that ran east to west through Berlin.

‘It’s the last of the Jews,’ whispered one of the other girls. ‘Anyone with a Star of David is being picked up and transported across Berlin to collection points and transferred to trains, heading east most likely.’

I shot Marika a worried look. We had known each other since boarding school and she knew what had happened to Onkel Tedi. It made her furious when the Nazi propaganda machine whitewashed the removal of thousands of Jewish people from Berlin as ‘deportation and resettlement’. It was no secret that the Führer wanted all Jewish people out of Germany, but we’d heard whispers over the past months that Jewish people were being deported directly to new eastern camps like Auschwitz rather than the eastern ghettos. It didn’t take much imagination to know that conditions in those camps would be far worse than the ghettos.

In his most recent letter to Tante Elya, Onkel Tedi had said thousands of Jewish people from the Lodz ghetto were ‘resettled’ even further east, but, alarmingly, only days after their departure these people’s belongings were strangely returned. The news was hard to believe, especially for people like Marika whose German ancestry kept them far removed from the dark side of the Nazi regime. But, like me, she had to wonder about the truth when Tedi wrote that he believed the Jewish people in Lodz had been sent to a nearby camp at Chelmno and killed. Nazi propaganda had been telling German citizens for years that the Jewish people deserved to be eliminated, but for the regime to actually kill thousands of innocent people was a horrifying thought. If it was true, the Nazis had descended to new depths of evil. What would I do if Tante Elya was sent away?

‘I’ve heard that some have been taken to the Jewish Welfare Centre,’ the girl continued, ‘supposedly for investigation. They’re being held there and nobody knows why.’

‘Why have they been separated?’ asked Marika, frowning.

‘Apparently they’re the ones married to Aryans – and mischlinge too,’ the girl said, dropping her voice even further. The breath caught in my throat at that. ‘It’s not legal to detain them and yet…’ She placed her hand on Marika’s shoulder and began to whisper confidentially. ‘But I’ve heard the most fantastical thing. Apparently families are gathering outside the building in Rosenstrasse in silent protest. Women with their children, asking why their husbands are being held. Even the bombing the other night didn’t deter them. I’ve never heard anything like it before. I don’t know if they’re foolhardy or courageous.’ She shook her head in wonder. ‘I don’t think it will end well.’

‘I have to find out what’s going on,’ I said, starting to walk ahead, hardly able to get the words out of my mouth.

‘No,’ said Marika as she caught up with me and drew me away from the others, ‘stay here. It’s too dangerous.’ Marika knew me better than anyone, except perhaps for Leo and Tante Elya.

‘What if they come for my aunt and Leo next?’

‘They’re safe at Gut Birkenhof.’

I shook my head. ‘They’re safe now but they might not be for much longer. I have to know what’s happening.’

‘Please don’t, Susie. It’s too risky.’

I couldn’t ignore the plea in her green eyes, and I allowed her to take my arm and lead me back to our room to study for our final exam the following day.

But I couldn’t sleep that night, thinking about the families incarcerated at Rosenstrasse. I didn’t know what was keeping Tante Elya and Leo safe for now – the fact they were outside of Berlin? Onkel Georg’s carefully nurtured relationships? I kept imagining how I’d feel if they were the ones who’d been taken away. The thought tortured me, making me toss and turn until the early hours of the morning. An exam felt trivial compared to the plight of those people who’d been taken. Without waking Marika, I shrugged into my thick woollen overcoat, left the dormitory and made my way out into the bitter cold of the early morning.

I was shocked at the scene on Rosenstrasse. Hundreds of women in overcoats, hats and gloves were gathered outside the Jewish Community Centre, standing defiantly shoulder to shoulder. Berlin’s police waited warily on the periphery of the crowd for any signs of trouble. Outside the entrance and along the street were the menacing figures of grim SS guards with their deadly weapons.

The women near me smiled a greeting as I joined their ranks. I searched for familiar faces – they were all strangers to me and yet I felt welcomed, embraced by the warmth of their common goal. Despite the fear that crawled at the base of my spine at the sight of so many armed men ready to suppress us, I couldn’t help but feel solidarity with these women attempting to protect their own, and a wave of defiance rushed through me. Stamping my feet against the frozen ground, I overheard snippets of conversation spoken quietly by those around me. The detainees were mostly the Jewish husbands of Aryan Germans and sons of such marriages. My stomach twisted in knots, Leo’s face never leaving my mind. I couldn’t go. It could be my family in there next time.

From time to time the guards stepped forward to shout at us.

‘Go home,’ yelled one of the men, pointing his gun threateningly at the sea of defenceless and peaceful women. I glanced at those around me. Fear was etched into their faces but nobody moved.

‘Disperse now or suffer the consequences,’ shouted another SS soldier. The crowd watched him dispassionately, although I felt sure every person present wondered how long they could resist – and how long until the shooting would start.

At midday I saw Marika’s copper head push through the crowd. ‘Susie! I knew I’d find you here,’ she said breathlessly when she reached my side.

‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ I said with a grimace, feeling guilty now for leaving without telling her.

‘I know what you’re like. When I woke and you were gone, I suspected as much.’ She thrust a thermos and a small string bag into my hands. ‘I guess you haven’t eaten?’ I shook my head. ‘Well, you need to keep up your strength if you’re going to stand here all day.’

I poured a little of the hot liquid into the cup, thawing my numb fingers, and sipped slowly, the rising steam warming my face. ‘Oh, that’s bliss,’ I said. Then I opened the package in the bag – she’d brought bread and hunks of cheese. I tore off a piece of bread and crumbled the cheese onto it and handed it to the woman next to me. ‘Here, you must be famished.’ She nodded and quickly took the bread and cheese, murmuring her thanks. We stood in companionable silence waiting for something to happen as we shared the food and the hot tea between us.

The guards began to move, mounting machine guns on the street in front of their posts. I could feel a hum of tension rush through the crowd like a shock of electricity. Our food and thermos were forgotten. My mouth felt dry.

‘Go, Marika. It’s not safe for you to be here.’

‘It’s not for you, either. I know how much this means to you. If you’re staying, then I will too.’ I clasped her hand in thanks, glad of her support, but in truth I was frightened of the consequences for everyone present.

Then a car horn blared and a vehicle raced along Rosenstrasse, its occupants, evidently SS, screaming at us to return to our homes. Fear rippled through the crowd and I held Marika’s hand tighter. I surveyed the sea of anxious faces around me, but everybody stood their ground. The car headed straight for us and it wasn’t slowing down. As it hurtled closer, the crowd surged and Marika and I were ripped apart.

‘Marika!’ I screamed as women scrambled towards the protection of alleyways and courtyards. I ran for shelter too, looking for Marika’s vivid auburn hair amongst the sea of grey and brown hats, but she was gone.

My heart thumping in my chest, I watched as the guards chased women away from the front of the building, but slowly small groups trickled back to their positions. Then I saw Marika among them, unhurt and undeterred. I made my way to her side and took her arm in mine.

‘Do you want to leave?’ I whispered to her.

‘I couldn’t go now,’ she said grimly, the fire burning brightly in her eyes. ‘We’re in this together.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. She understood. I couldn’t stand by and watch as others were going through the very thing I feared the most. With Tante Elya’s registration, something in me had shifted. I had to find a way to fight back.

It felt empowering standing up for what was right. I could feel the swell of solidarity within the crowd. It was intoxicating. We weren’t going anywhere until we’d heard about the fate of the men inside.

To my astonishment, many men were released that day. Tears poured down my cheeks as women ran to their exhausted and dishevelled husbands, sons and loved ones and hugged them fiercely. With the army’s recent defeat at Stalingrad, it seemed that the Nazi regime was beginning to lose control. But I didn’t know if that made them less or more dangerous.



A few days later, I returned home from university. Life continued just the same on the estate but the events on Rosenstrasse barely left my mind. With Tante Elya and Leo still safe, the optimism I felt at the end of the protest began to take root within me. But it was short-lived when Tante Elya told us of the letter she had received from one of her Onkel Levi’s friends in Lemberg, a Polish city. Onkel Levi had been writing regularly, even after he had been moved to the ghetto. He and his family lived in constant fear of reprisals by the SS, but they had endured until now.

Luncheon lay on the table as Tante Elya spoke, the meat stew glistening with fat and a bowl of fluffy mashed potato sitting alongside it. Despite the ever-increasing quotas of meat, milk and vegetables owed to the Ministry of Agriculture and Food, we could always find a little extra for ourselves and the local families who needed it most.

‘What happened?’ Leo asked softly while I pushed the small grey chunks around my plate unenthusiastically. Tante Elya’s eyes were puffy from crying, but she looked up at Leo.

‘He and his family were shot outside the town. About two months ago. Thousands slaughtered in cold blood. Even the elders in charge of the ghetto.’ She looked stunned, unable to believe the words she spoke.

‘All his family?’ I whispered.

‘Two grandsons were spared,’ said Onkel Georg grimly. ‘They’re still there along with whoever’s left, but the ghetto’s been transformed into a labour camp. They’re imprisoned with the fear of death hanging over their heads…’

‘The Nazis are getting more and more brazen,’ said Leo, slamming his fork on the table. ‘Onkel Tedi’s told us what he’s heard in Lodz. They’ve been transporting thousands from the ghetto in Warsaw, but the Jewish people won’t go quietly anymore. Everybody’s heard the rumours about these concentration camps. People disappear there. The Nazis can’t hide it, hundreds have seen it happen. Why isn’t the world sitting up and taking notice? They want to exterminate anyone with Jewish blood!’

The low leaden clouds visible through the long rectangular windows threatened further snowfalls and added to the gloom that had fallen upon us. Not even the sight of snow bells pushing their way through the frozen ground to announce the coming of spring could lift my mood.

‘What can we do?’ I asked in a small whisper. It was barely conceivable that thousands of people were being sent to their deaths, and yet it could be the future my family was facing.

‘There’s nothing we can do but sit tight,’ said Tante Elya with a hollow voice.

‘What about emigration?’ I asked hastily.

Onkel Georg shook his head. ‘There’s nowhere to go.’

Leo just stared into space and I couldn’t tell if his expression was one of desperation or anger. Onkel Georg’s connections had come to nothing. My family was trapped.

‘We carry on as normal.’ Onkel Georg’s face gave nothing away as he stabbed a cube of meat with his fork.

‘We’ll be fine, myshka.’ Tante Elya tried to smile, but she seemed brittle, as though she could shatter any minute.

Leo and I locked eyes and I could see that he wasn’t about to accept the situation. Neither was I.

I followed him to the barn after luncheon.

‘I’m worried about your mother,’ I said, closing the heavy door behind me. It was quiet and peaceful here. ‘We can’t just do nothing and submit to our fate. I know you agree.’

‘Mutti hasn’t been wearing the Star of David,’ said Leo softly, ‘but if she stays close by, on the farm or in the village, she’ll be safe. Vati still has some power. The estate and its contracts will protect us all. Nothing’s really changed.’

My eyes adjusted to the gloom and I noticed Shushki, my favourite cat, in the hay, steadily licking her brand-new kittens. Life carries on regardless, I thought, but it didn’t mean we had to accept what was happening around us.

‘But the danger to you both is getting closer,’ I said anxiously, grasping his cold hands in mine. ‘It could be you and your mother at Lemberg, in Warsaw… I hope they prevail in Warsaw as we did on Rosenstrasse.’

‘You went to Rosenstrasse?’ His look of incredulity made me bristle, but I didn’t react.

I nodded. ‘I can’t lose you or your mother. I’ve already lost one family. I can’t sit back and allow things to happen to us.’ My throat constricted and tears rolled down my cheeks. ‘I feel so guilty that you’re being persecuted while I have all the freedoms and rights of an Aryan under the guardianship of your father. It’s not fair. But I can make a difference somehow. Stand up to the appalling injustices of the Reich.’

‘That’s crazy talk, Susie!’ Leo pulled his hands away. ‘You’ll get yourself killed even talking like that.’

I wiped my wet cheeks with my sleeve. ‘But you know I’m right.’

He stared at me. ‘You’re too young to be involved in this fight.’

‘I’m not a child, Leo,’ I said hotly. ‘I’ve seen what this war can do – I served at the hospital, remember? And I’m eighteen; nineteen next month. A woman.’

He looked away. ‘I forget how much you’ve changed. I don’t know how to treat you anymore. I just want to protect you.’

‘But I don’t need your protection. You’ve always treated me as an equal. I don’t want that to change now.’

He nodded a grudging acceptance.

‘You should have seen it, Leo. The crowd of women, defying the SS and soldiers. It was incredible. And most of the people detained were released either that day or over the next week.’

‘You were never one to step away from a challenge,’ he said, shaking his head in amazement. ‘I remember that from when I was teaching you to hunt. You’re so determined.’ He reached out and touched my cheek.

‘Well, that’s something at least,’ I whispered, my cheek ablaze. He was standing so close, I couldn’t help but reach up on my toes to kiss him, but he turned his head so I grazed my lips on his short stubble instead. I stepped away as he moved to touch my arm, apology and regret flashing across his expressive face.

‘You’re turning blue,’ he said. ‘We can’t stay out here.’ The temperature was dropping quickly as the sun nudged closer to the horizon. ‘Let’s show Mutti the new kittens. It will cheer her up.’

All I wanted was for him to take me in his arms. When would he realise that my life was inextricably linked to his whether he liked it or not?
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The day before my nineteenth birthday I arrived home from university to an air of bustling industriousness.

I couldn’t believe the amount of trouble everyone had gone to just for me. It gave me a thrill of excitement despite my reservations about the party. The garden was immaculate with neat hedges lining the driveway, overhung by boughs of delicate cherry blossoms and drifts of bright daffodils sweeping the green expanses of lawn. The manor house looked revitalised too. The white lime-washed walls gleamed against the sandstone borders, embellished by the columns and rich decorations around the doors and semicircular upper windows. The impressive staircase led the eye to the front door where two welcoming cherubs rested in pride of place above. I could see why so many locals referred to it as the castle.

I knocked and poked my head through the door to the study. ‘I’m here!’

‘We’ve been waiting for you, schätzchen,’ said Onkel Georg, smiling. I walked across to him and kissed his cheek.

‘Is it that late already?’ Tante Elya’s face was tight, her brows creased. She stood in a hurry, eyes wide with alarm. ‘Hello, myshka.’ She hugged me tight. ‘I’m glad you’re home. I need you for the final preparations.’ I knew Tante Elya would have a to-do list as long as her arm and I felt guilty that I’d been away all week.

‘Is everything all right?’ I looked searchingly at them both.

‘Fine, fine,’ said Onkel Georg a little too quickly, brushing his thick sand-coloured moustache with his hand, while Tante Elya turned a shade paler.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of course.’ Tante Elya took my arm. ‘Come then. There’s so much still to do for tomorrow and I want everything ready so you can enjoy your day.’

Later that afternoon, I ran into Leo in the hallway.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked, grabbing his arm so he wouldn’t slip away.

‘What’re you talking about?’ He wrenched his arm free.

‘When I arrived, your parents were in the study, behaving very strangely.’

‘It’s nothing.’

‘Don’t tell me that,’ I snapped. ‘Equals, remember?’

He stared at me and shrugged helplessly. ‘They don’t want to ruin your birthday. Let it go.’

‘You know I can’t do that.’ I touched his arm. Please tell me what’s going on.’

‘Not here.’

‘Your mother’s room. We won’t be disturbed there.’

Leo followed me to the bedroom where I shut the door firmly.

‘Tell me.’

‘Our contracts with the Reichsbahn and Reichspost have been cancelled.’

I stared at him, horrified. ‘Everything?’

He nodded and the tough exterior that he showed to the world cracked and crumbled away. Tears were in his eyes. ‘All the orders, milk to Berlin, timber – everything.’
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