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In honor of Bernhard Weiss


Foreword

In October 1918, an amnesiac soldier encounters a corporal suffering from hysterical blindness in the mental ward of Pasewalk Hospital. Their friendship based on mutual dependency is the spine of this story that ranges from the founding of the Nazi Party to Hitler’s ascendency as Germany’s absolute dictator in 1934.

Wolf is the account of German democracy strangling itself in excessive division and discord until, finally, its exhausted citizens turn to a dictator . . . who then eliminates all dissent.

Wolf is historical fiction because there are fictional characters. Nevertheless, the events and vast majority of people depicted are historically accurate . . . more so than many accounts termed “history.”

Fiction reveals truths that reality obscures
—Jessamyn West


Prologue

Berlin, February 28, 1933

“I am to meet Bernhard Weiss at this address.”

“He doesn’t live here,” said Lucie. Lucie Fuld-Traumann was a stout, married woman in her fifties. The whites of her eyes became more visible as her gaze traveled from my black high boots to the red swastika armband to the shoulder epaulets and finally to the SS lightning bolts on my collar. Her lips trembled in fear. Her gnarled hands twisted a blue-and-white dishtowel into knots.

“Damn it, woman, we don’t have a moment to waste. Where is your brother?” I brushed past her and slammed the door before removing my peaked cap. “You don’t want your neighbors gossiping that an Obergruppenführer was seen standing in your entranceway. Now get Bernhard.”

Lucie stood her ground. “I told you, Bernhard is not here.”

The house was compact: crystal chandelier above our heads, living area with an upright piano to the left, kitchen straight ahead, and the dining room to my right. The dinner table had been set for three. I knew that Lucie and her husband, Alfred, who must have been cowering in an upstairs room, did not have children. After Bernhard Weiss, deputy police commissioner of Berlin, had been removed from office some months earlier, he sent his wife and daughter to Prague while he sought refuge in his sister’s house . . . hiding from the very police he once commanded.

I turned back to Lucie. “Didn’t he tell you to expect Friedrich Richard?” I showed her my identification card. “I’m Friedrich.” Lucie remained frozen in place, unsure of what to do.

Time was of the essence. “You must trust me. We have a window of opportunity to get Bernhard to safety and join his family in Prague. It’s a seven-hour drive through the back roads to the Czech border. If we leave now, we can stay ahead of the men who have been dispatched to arrest him. Now take me to him. Immediately.” I glared down at her. “You brother’s life is in your hands.”

Without further denial, Lucie guided me to the basement door. It was dark. At the bottom, she pushed a button and a small light buzzed to life, casting macabre shadows on the damp walls. She called her brother’s name.

Then I bellowed, “It’s me. Friedrich. We need to go . . . now.”

Clothes rustled from an unlit corner. A soot-smeared Bernhard Weiss emerged from behind the coal stack. He coughed into a handkerchief before he could speak.

“I knew you would come,” he said without preamble. We clasped hands.

“Goebbels has ordered your immediate arrest. We don’t have much time.”

Weiss nodded and pushed passed me. Upstairs, he grabbed a packed bag stashed for the day he needed a quick getaway, snatched a pistol from a side table that he shoved into the back of his pants, hugged his sister, promised he would see her again, and left his beloved Berlin.

*

We headed south in silence, each absorbed in the import of what we were doing. It was a cloudless, cold night. A full moon illuminated the country roads. After an hour, oncoming traffic ceased. We sped along with growing confidence that we would be safe . . . at least until we reached the border.

I broke the silence. “Did you hear about the fire in the Reichstag?”

“Lucie told me Hitler announced that the Communists attempted a putsch. That seems far-fetched. Do they have any proof of such a plot?”

Until six months ago, Bernhard Weiss, slight of frame yet huge of intellect, was the leading policeman in all of Prussia, which included Berlin. He single-handedly brought German police work into the twentieth century by introducing forensic techniques that became standard for criminal investigations throughout Europe. A thorn in the side of Joseph Goebbels, he refused to let Hitler’s twisted mouthpiece issue vituperative rants against both him and the Jewish community with impunity. Weiss clamped down each time Goebbels defamed him, successfully suing him, even putting him in jail. The irony! Weiss had fallen from highest-ranking Jew in the police department to a hunted man.

I turned to Bernhard. “Proof of a plot? They are looking for proof. If they don’t find it, they’ll try to manufacture it. In the end, it won’t matter. They’ll do what they want.”

“Reich President Hindenburg is our last hope. He hates Hitler. He would never let him get away with that.”

“Then you haven’t heard this morning’s news. Hitler got the Old General to invoke Article 48 of the Constitution. All civil liberties in Germany have been suspended.”

“Isn’t that what you wanted,” Weiss reminded me of a past argument, “a dictatorship to restore Germany’s greatness?”

“I wanted a temporary dictator the way ancient Romans occasionally summoned one to solidify political power in an emergency. Nothing more. I did not want the suspension of all civil rights of our citizens.”

Even in the silver cast of the moon’s light, I could see Bernhard grow pale. We rode for a few minutes while he considered the ramifications of a suspended constitution. More than once, he started to say something only to stop and rethink it.

“Let me get this straight,” Bernhard said. “By Hindenburg handing him the country, there is no more freedom of the press. The right to object to one’s own arrest has just been eliminated. All dissent will be silenced.” Then he added, “Legally, if Hitler does half of what he claims he will do, life for us will become intolerable.”

I knew “us” did not mean all Germans. Weiss was speaking for his fellow Jews. There was no need to discuss this further. I did not have the heart to tell him that Hitler had already ordered Wilhelm Frick, his minister of Interior, to draft racial laws forcing Jews out of German life. The first law, ejecting all Jews from the civil service, would be implemented in five weeks, along with laws to prevent Jews from taking bar exams and Jewish doctors from receiving compensation under national health insurance. This would herald the end of Jewish doctors, lawyers, and public servants in German society. I argued with Hitler not to do this, but to no avail.

We lapsed into silence. I had a basket of food in case we got hungry and cans of petrol anticipating that stations would be closed in the dead of night. When nature called, we relieved ourselves alongside the car.

We neared the border crossing as rays of the early morning sun peaked above the horizon. I hopped out of the car and opened the trunk. “Get in. It’s better if they don’t see you.”

While the diminutive Weiss curled into the trunk, he still balked. “Get me out as soon as it’s safe. I hate being confined like this.”

“Who doesn’t?”

I closed the trunk and restarted the car, rounded the bend, and rolled up to a large gate that blocked the road. White, narrow guardhouses flanked either side of the barrier. A sleepy-eyed guard ambled toward the car, wagging his gun for me to roll down the window.

“You must turn around.”

“I have urgent matters to attend to. Let me through.”

“The border is closed until the Communist conspirators who burned down the Reichstag building have been rounded up.”

“I just came from Berlin. You may not have heard: they captured all of them. Now let me pass.”

By now, the guard in the other station poked his head out to see what the commotion was about. I opened the door and stood to my full measure, towering over the guard. “Do you know who I am?”

A glance at the uniform of an SS General brought the man to heel-clicking attention. But still, he remained suspicious. “I must see some identification.”

“This is insane,” I muttered under my breath. I handed him my identification card plus my SS membership card.

The guard’s assuredness evaporated. “You’re an Obergruppenführer? Other than Himmler, that’s the highest Schutzstaffel rank.”

“There is no time for military lessons. Let me pass.”

He compared my face to the picture on the SS card. By this time, the second guard wandered closer. “How is it I have never heard of you?” asked the first.

“Because I perform secret missions for the Führer.”

“Even so, I should be familiar with your name.” He asked the other guard if he had ever heard of me. The man shrugged.

“This will clarify matters for you. Then I must be on my way.” I handed him a letter with the Führer’s unmistakable signature, that validated I spoke as his personal representative. “I assume you have a phone in your guardhouse. Call the Führer. Ask who I am. Explain to him why you deem it necessary to detain me.”

The guard handed back my identification cards and letter. “That won’t be necessary, Herr Obergruppenführer.”

I saluted. “Heil Hitler.”

I wheeled around. With my back to the guards, I made a show of adjusting my cap to wipe my brow. I reached for the car door handle when a muffled cough broke out from the rear.

“What was that?” called the guard.

I cleared my throat. “That was me.”

He raised his rifle. “Hold it right there.”

The guard motioned for his comrade to keep an eye on me. With my back still to the guard, I unbuttoned my coat. The first guard edged to the rear of the car.

“What’s in the trunk?”

“Nothing.” I said in a loud voice. “It’s not locked. Open it and see for yourself.”

The guard lifted the hatch with his left hand and stepped back as the trunk sprung open. Two shots rang out from inside the trunk and the soldier crumpled to the ground. I whipped out my Luger and shot the second guard before he had time to react.

I ran to the back; Weiss climbed out of the car. “Are you hurt?”

Weiss shook his head as he knelt over the guard and pressed the carotid artery. “This one’s dead; the other one?”

“Still alive.” I had aimed wide on purpose. The second guard lay on the ground attempting to staunch the flow of blood from his right shoulder with his left hand.

Weiss and I approached him, pistols in hand.

He pleaded. “Please, Herr Obergruppenführer, I will not report you . . . I . . . ”

“Will say nothing,” said Weiss . . . who then placed his gun muzzle to the man’s temple and squeezed the trigger.

I raised my arms. “For God’s sake, why did you do that?”

Weiss scowled. “How could you return to Berlin if that man lived?”

“That’s just it. I have no intention of going back.”

“We will talk about this later.” He looked down. “For now, they can’t be found this way. We need to make it look like they were defending the border.” Together, we fired a number of rounds from our pistols into the guardhouses, breaking the windows and sending shards of wood flying. Then we grabbed their rifles and dragged each to a guardhouse, propping them against the splintered siding. Satisfied the staging was believable, we resumed our journey without discussing what happened.

*

When we found the address on Kaprova Street, in Prague’s Jewish Quarter of Josefov, Bernhard said, “Don’t stop. We’ll get out a few blocks from here. No need to connect this car to my family’s address.”

We parked on a street with many stores. As I came around the car to join him, Bernhard motioned me to the other side of the street. “We make an odd couple. People will remember us if asked. Walk over there.” He made a valid point. I was more than a head taller than him. I walked at a different pace than him, turning corners a few seconds after he did. After a number of blocks, he looked both ways before entering an aged apartment house. I counted to twenty and then followed through the front door.

“Here.” I looked up. Weiss leaned over the railing and pointed to the stairs. There was an open door to the left of the landing. I found Bernhard hugging and kissing his wife and daughter in the salon. After he introduced me, I followed him into a smaller room.

“Close the door.” There was a small table with two wooden chairs arranged below medallion macramé lace curtains.

Before he said anything, I blurted, “I can’t go back. Not after what we just did.”

“Friedrich, no one but us knows what happened today.” His steel-gray eyes were piercing as he added, “There were no witnesses.”

“I’m not talking about just today, Bernhard. I’m talking about what is in store for your people in the days and years ahead. The Nazis are fanatical in their racial theories.”

“That is all the more reason why you have to go back.”

“I don’t know if I can return to Berlin and look at Hitler or those around him in the eye anymore.”

“No one is closer to the Führer than you. You’re the only one in a position to do something. You must return.”

I pushed up from the small table and paced like a caged animal. “If I try to stop them I’ll be killed.”

“No one expects you to march into a room and wipe out every one. But there will be opportune times when you may be able to affect change. You’re Hitler’s favorite. There is no one in a better position to speak sense to him. That’s your destiny. To make that possible.” He raised his right hand. “God help me, I didn’t want to, but I had to execute that poor guard.”

I went to the window, lifted the edge of the curtain, and gazed out at the city I thought might be my new home. When I dressed in my uniform before fetching Bernhard, I believed it would have been the last time I would wear it. That’s why I stuffed my pockets with Reichsmarks, took my precious photograph that I had carried since the war, and left everything else, intending never to return.

Bernhard cleared his throat.

I turned from the curtain and faced him.

“There’s one more thing you must do, Friedrich. You need to keep an account.”

“An account of what?”

“You were there at the beginning. When the Nazis weren’t even the Nazis. When they were an aimless group of puny men who met in a tavern to swill beer and discuss politics. No one knows the history of how this happened better than you. Write it down. Don’t leave out anything. Then, when this madness is over, share it with the world.”

“To what end?”

“To make certain no one forgets.”

I thought about the magnitude of what he asked. “There has been so much. I would not know where to begin.”

Weiss gave his small smile. “Ah, yes. Begin at the beginning.”


PART I


Chapter 1

July 1918

“Where am I?” The words sounded like they were forced through a grinder.

“Berlin,” answered the angel dressed in white. “In the facial plastic surgery ward in the Royal Ear and Nose Clinic of Charité Hospital.“

I tried to move my right hand but couldn’t. I cranked my left hand in fits and starts until I touched my face. It was swathed in bandages. My chin, cheek, forehead . . . there was no skin left uncovered. Shifting to see her better sent a hot poker of pain through my body.

“Am . . . I . . . par . . . alyzed?”

“No.”

“Can’t . . . move . . . head.”

“It’s fixed in a splint. For precaution.”

I tried to make sense of that but could not. “How . . . get here?”

“You don’t remember?”

She leaned over and I smelled a hint of sweet jasmine. She had blue eyes and her blond hair was tucked under a starched white cap. Crow’s feet signaled she was something over forty. Her crisp uniform accentuated her ample figure.

I attempted to shake my head to answer her question, but it was fixed in place. “No,” I hissed through clamped teeth. My teeth. My tongue tripped over wires and rough edges. I could not move my jaw. My eyes darted to what I could see. Out of the corner of my eye, a bag of clear liquid hung from a pole.

She explained. “You need fluids. There is no way you can drink enough with your jaws wired shut.” I could not process her words. Nothing made sense. “Your jaw, zygomatic arch, and right orbital bones were all broken in the explosion. If you move your tongue around, you’ll discover you’ve lost some teeth. We filed the sharp points down. After your jaw mends, the technicians will fabricate replacements for you.”

“How . . . long . . . here?”

“A week.”

“Don’t . . . remember.” She smiled for the first time. It was a warm and reassuring smile. I detected the slightest bit of playfulness hiding behind her prim demeanor. “What . . . your . . . name?”

“Anna.”

“What . . . happened . . . to me . . . Anna?” I strained to push each word through wires and over clamped lips.

“There was a big offensive in Marne meant to drive the enemy back.”

“Did it . . . work?”

She grimaced. “All I know is that scores of soldiers have been pouring in here. From the looks of it, we took a beating.”

“Can’t move . . . hand . . . right . . . leg throbbing.” My breathing grew shallow, more rapid. It was painful to speak. “Will . . . I . . . walk?”

She cupped my right hand in hers; it was warm. “Rest for now. You are one of the lucky ones. You still have your arms and legs, though your right leg and arm were both badly broken. They need time to mend. You also have many fractured ribs. One punctured your lung. When they brought you in, you were unconscious. You lost too much blood; you needed a transfusion. Your reflexes worked, so we knew you weren’t paralyzed. Still, we stabilized your neck as a precaution.”

Her words reassured me.

She released my hand and eased off the bed. “So far, you are healing without complication, but you’re still not out of the woods. There’s always the chance of infection.” She drew a metal table closer. “It’s time for your sponge bath.”

Anna opened my hospital gown. She turned to the white porcelain bowl, wetted a sponge, and squeezed out the excess water. She sat at the edge of the bed; I felt her thigh against mine. She put her left hand on my shoulder and with a gentle touch, dabbed my exposed skin. She washed all that she could, closed the gown, and then washed my left arm with care so as not to disturb the IV needle in my arm. Next she pulled the bed sheet aside and washed my left leg and the parts of my right leg not in a cast.

“You can’t roll over.” With a deft touch she slid her hand under my back to reach most of my backside. She padded to the other side of the bed to reach what she had missed.

She rinsed the sponge one last time, hovered over my midsection, and whispered, “I’m not quite finished.”

The corners of my mouth creased upwards. As best I could determine, a most important reflex was still intact.


Chapter 2

There were advantages to being in a coma: I felt no pain. Now that I was awake, the pain ebbed and flowed in torrents. Anna gave me an injection before she left. I spent the rest of the morning in a morphine haze. By late afternoon, prickles of pain twisted back into my consciousness. I begged for more medicine. While I waited for a nurse to administer my newfound friend, I struggled to remember what happened to me. I tried to picture being dressed in a uniform. Carrying a rifle. Marching in formation. Fighting in a battle. Nothing came to mind. Try as I might, I could not remember.

The next morning Anna asked, “How did you sleep?”

“Very . . . little.”

“How would you rate the pain?”

“I . . . need . . . medicine.” I was desperate to return to that dreamy state where I floated and felt naught.

“Not so fast. The doses need to be spaced out. We don’t want you to become addicted.”

That scared me. Not the addiction part, going without that magic juice. I needed it. “I . . . don’t . . . care!”

“You say that now,” said Anna, “but you’ll regret it later.”

*

Sometime thereafter—it may have been days, for I lost sense of time—a man in his fifties, somewhat balding but still with enough hair to comb, appeared at the foot of the bed. He sported a salt and pepper moustache. Bushy brows heightened his stern gaze. He was dressed in a herringbone suit with a stethoscope draped around his neck. Anna stood behind him.

“I wondered how many more days you would be sleeping,” he said.

“Are you my doctor?” My speech had become easier to understand.

He bowed. “Jacques Joseph, chairman of facial and plastic surgery.”

“Have you examined me before?”

“Many times.”

“I don’t remember.”

“Between the coma and the morphine, you’ve been asleep most of the time.”

“Can you tell me when these bandages are coming off?”

“You’re not fully healed. They have to stay on a bit longer.” He glanced at Anna with a look of conspiracy. “Before we change them, would you like a mirror for a preview? This way you won’t be shocked.”

Why would he say that? I plumbed Anna’s face for guidance; she smiled, but said nothing. “Won’t I look the way I did before?”

Again, Dr. Joseph glanced at Anna. He cleared his throat. “The truth is, we had no idea what you looked like.”

“How different can I be if you put all the parts back where they came from?”

“There was shrapnel embedded in your forehead and scalp. Your right orbit was fractured, as was your cheekbone. Your nose was smashed in. There were deep gashes everywhere. Flesh was hanging loose. Your jaw was broken. You have to understand, there were no landmarks or references I could use except this.”

He reached into his pocket and handed me a photo.

I took it with my left hand. “What is this?”

“I hoped you could tell us.”

It was a picture of a family: a father, mother, and two children: one boy and one girl. All well-dressed. The father in a suit, the mother in a dress. The boy and girl outfitted in party clothes. The boy, perhaps ten or twelve, was too young to predict his adult features. There was a date on the back: 1908.

I handed the picture back. “Who are they?”

“Don’t you know?”

“Should I?”

“There was no identification when they brought you here. Everything was either left behind at the aid station or, most likely, lost in the blast. We found this photo in your boot.”

“I can’t remember anything that happened.”

“That’s not that uncommon as a result of severe head trauma.”

“How long before I get my memory back?”

Anna stepped forward. “Most of the time, it returns after the heavy pain medication ends.”

“And the other times?”

“There’s no telling how long it will take,” answered Dr. Joseph. “We’ve come to call you Patient X. Try to remember the town you came from. An address. Somewhere you might have lived.”

“Nothing comes to mind.”

“Perhaps a nickname?”

I made light of this. “X has a catchy ring to it, don’t you think? I could get used to it.” Anna’s smile lifted my mood.

“Let’s change his bandages,” said Dr. Joseph.

With care, they removed my mummy-like wrappings. Where the bandage tugged the skin, they cut around it so as not to rip the scab or pull an embedded suture that could open a wound. Anna removed the stitches with light touches.

Dr. Joseph inspected each area with great care. I smelled mint on his breath. He straightened up and stepped back. “There is no sign of infection anywhere.”

“What about the bandages on my arms and legs?

“Anna can replace them later.”

I wanted to touch my face. My nose. My skin. “How do I look?”

Dr. Joseph nodded to Anna. “You tell him.”

“X, you are going to be a dreamboat.”

She fetched a silver-trimmed, round mirror and held it so I could see myself. What I saw was a young man who might be between twenty to twenty-five years old. While there needed to be more healing, I now had an idea of what I looked like.

“Are you pleased?” Dr. Joseph asked.

“I don’t know if this is me or someone else.”

“You will have the fräuleins swooning. What do you think, Anna?”

Anna gloated. “Most men would kill for a face like yours. You look like Conrad Veidt.”

“Who is that?”

“An actor. He appeared in The Mystery of Bangalor.”

“I just want to look like me.”

The doctor explained, “I need to examine the rest of you before Anna puts salve and covers the wounds with fresh bandages. You will have plenty of time to admire yourself after I leave.”

Dr. Joseph inspected the burn areas and graft sites. He checked my breathing and then issued an order to Anna. “His lungs are not as clear as they should be. Arrange for a chest X-ray.”

“I need more morphine.”

He grabbed my chart and flipped to the list of dispensed medicines. “You have to wait a couple of hours.”

That was not the answer I wanted. The moment Dr. Joseph left, I asked Anna for an injection. “I’ll see what I can do,” she answered.

“Do you think you have a family? A wife? The picture you carried was not of a woman,” Anna asked as she rolled me back from the X-ray department.

“I haven’t thought much about any of that. Right now I’m more concerned with how my wounds heal. What about my identification? Didn’t I have a wallet or identity tags?”

“No. You were stripped down to your underwear and boots when we got you. Your face was torn apart. Broken bones. All we cared about was saving you. I don’t mind telling you those first days were touch and go. We weren’t sure you would survive. The last thing any of us expected was that you would have no memory when you came out of your coma.”

Over the next few weeks I learned about Anna’s personal life. Widowed at the outbreak of the war, married eight years before that, childless, she seemed drawn to me, although there were many years between us . . . or perhaps because of it.

Charité Hospital, October 1, 1918

I remained in the hospital three months. During that time I endured additional skin grafts over burned areas, had facial scars smoothed out, and started a therapy to strengthen my arms, legs, and core muscles.

Eight weeks into my stay, the hospital dentist and technicians fabricated removable bridges to replace missing teeth. My physical progress was great, yet Dr. Joseph continued to express concern.

“I am worried about you,” the doctor said. It happened to be Anna’s day off.

“There’s no need. I’ve all but stopped using painkillers. Just Bayer once in a while.”

He dismissed my statement with the flick of a wrist. “Drugs are not my concern. You need to know who you are.”

“Patient X suits me just fine.”

“That is part of the trouble. The way you embrace it worries me. We are not equipped to deal with this sort of problem. I’ve signed orders for you to be transferred to another hospital. You leave today.”

My throat constricted. I was terrified to leave the only place I knew . . . and Anna.

Dr. Joseph continued, but I barely heard him. “It’s far from here. Pasewalk Hospital. They have doctors who treat soldiers with different kinds of wounds.”

I struggled into a hospital-issued uniform, slipped the lone photograph from my boot into a small kit and left without a goodbye to Anna. I had no choice. I did leave a note. It was all I could do.

*

Pasewalk Hospital was more than one hundred kilometers northeast from Berlin, near the Polish border.

Given that it was wartime, it took half a day to travel to Pasewalk. I kept to myself during the train ride, gazing out the window but seeing little of the countryside. Dr. Joseph was right. While I was now free of all bandages . . . freedom would be illusory without an identity. Pasewalk represented that hope.


Chapter 3

October 1918

Pasewalk Hospital, once known as the Firing House for its use as a firing range, was a large, austere red brick building replete with turrets on either side of the entranceway. A row of trees lined the street in front of the haunting building.

I arrived by train in the late afternoon and was transferred to a horse-drawn lorry. Finally, tired and stiff, I found myself on a slow-moving queue that began outside the hospital and snaked its way inside. I staggered to the front desk.

“Name,” barked the nurse.

I displayed a sheepish grin. “My name is X.”

My response did not jar her. She looked at the nametag pinned to my makeshift uniform, saw that X was my name, checked off a box, had me sign something I did not bother to read and ordered me to Ward B on the second floor. Nothing private this time. The ward had eight beds.

I was assigned to the only empty bed, in the far right corner. I had nothing other than a photograph and my kit of toiletries to put in the chest of drawers next to the bed. The bedsprings squealed from my weight. The thin mattress sagged in the middle. None of the patients acknowledged me. When the chap next to me finally did speak, he had a terrible stutter. The fellow next to him had a nervous twitch that caused him to claw at his shirt top and stretch his neck to the right in a bird-like manner. As a group, my new neighbors exhibited bizarre behaviors. Memory or no memory, my anticipation of help turned to schemes of escape.

*

Sleep eluded me that first night. My neighbors jabbered, cried out, screamed, or sobbed in a cacophony of noises. I had finally drifted to sleep when a nurse roused us up.

She strutted to the foot of my bed. “Welcome to Pasewalk. My name is Gerda. Breakfast is in ten minutes.” Before I could answer, she continued. “After you eat, you have an appointment in the clinic with Dr. Forster.”

“Who is he?” I asked, still in somewhat of a sleep-deprived fog.

“Your doctor.”

In time, a nurse escorted me to a small, windowless office. She pointed to a stiff, wooden chair planted in front of a steel desk devoid of any extraneous artifacts save a solitary folder: my medical records. Given the number of surgeries, the folder was thick.

I continued to fidget when the door opened and a large man almost as tall as me, entered. He struggled into the chair behind the desk, offered me a cigarette and when I declined, fired up his own. “My name is Dr. Edmund Robert Forster. I am a psychiatrist. My job is to help you find out who you are.”

“That would be appreciated,” I said, my remark laced with both hope and skepticism.

It was as if he had not heard me, for he did not react. Instead, Dr. Forster spewed out a plume of blue-gray smoke. He studied me from behind round black-framed glasses that gave him an owl-like stare. “Do you know who you are?” he asked without preamble.

I gave up on the friendly approach. “If I did, I wouldn’t be here talking to you, now would I?”

“On the contrary, it is quite possible you want to be here.”

“Surely you don’t believe that, Herr Doktor. No one wants to be here unless it is to get better.”

Forster lit another cigarette with the embers of the last. He drew in a long drag before speaking again. “You have much to learn, Herr X. The patients here—personally, I would prefer to call them inmates—have one thing in common: none want to get better. They know that if they did, they would be sent back to the trenches. None want that.”

There was nothing to like about this man. “That may be true for others, but not me. I don’t want to be here.”

“So you say.” He glanced at my file.

My fists opened and closed. I bounded out of the chair, although it caused pain to move so fast.

He held up his hand. “We’re not finished.”

“We are for today, Herr Doktor Forster.”

*

Departing from breakfast the next day, I heard a piercing scream from the bowels of the building. I froze. I turned to the soldier next to me, the one who blinked non-stop. “What was that?”

“Probably the sleeper. He sleeps day and night. The nurses poke him every few hours to use the W.C. so he won’t crap in his bed. They hate cleaning it up. The doctor is convinced he is faking it.”

“Is he?”

The man shrugged as if to say, who knows?

“What are they doing to him?”

“Electrodes.”

I knew better than to ask where the wires were attached. One thing was clear to me: I had to get out of this place. I began to push myself. I tried to pry open the window on my memory. I started with what I knew. From the onset, I had the ability to speak. No one questioned that German was my native language. I could do numbers in my head, so that part of my brain worked. But when it came to conjuring up my past, everything was missing.

Back in my ward, I plucked out the photo that Anna and Dr. Joseph had found in my boot from the night table next to my bed. I studied each face as I had done a hundred times before, hoping to ignite a memory. The girl in the picture might have been eight or ten. She wore a light-colored dress that had a high neckline and ended at her knees. The boy stood next to his father; he was already half a head taller than the girl. He looked large for his age, as I might have been, given my oversized frame. From the date on the back of the photo, I knew I could not be the father.

*

The next day a fight broke out during lunch hour. One patient taunted another. The instigator was a thin, small, balding patient who enjoyed annoying those around him. This time he picked on a patient who was a head taller and twice as wide. The big man reached across the table, grabbed his tormentor by the throat with his left hand, and smashed him with his right fist. He didn’t stop with one punch even though the agitator was already unconscious. He drove punch after punch into the man’s face. Blood poured from the fellow’s nose as his limp body absorbed the punishment like a ragdoll.

No one tried to stop it. I could have minded my own business, too. I didn’t. I grabbed the big guy by the shoulder and spun him around.

“It’s enough! Do you want to kill him?”

He snarled. “Who the fuck do you think you are?” Without waiting for a response, he swung his paw toward my chin. As if I knew how to fight my entire life, my left arm blocked his punch and I connected with a solid right with enough power to drive him to the floor. I readied myself for when he got up, but he lay there without moving. Seeing he was no longer a concern and ignoring the pain shooting through my arm, I scooped up the agitator and carried him to the intake room. When the nurse saw me cradling him, she pointed to the cot.

“What happened?” she asked as I laid him down.

I explained about the oversized brute and the thrashing he gave the man on the cot.

“Must have been Schweinitz. He has manure for a brain. The last one he sent here didn’t have a patron saint like you.”

“I did what anyone should have done.”

“Not many around here would have been brave enough to stand up to that bully.”

I rubbed my fist. “He wasn’t that tough.”

“Let me take a look at that.”

“It’s just a little stiff.”

The nurse ignored me. She had me wiggle my fingers.

“Nothing appears broken. You may not be so lucky next time.” She nodded to the man on the cot. “Thanks for saving him.”

No one at the hospital fought near me again, and when I walked the halls patients took a wide birth around me. As the days passed, I struggled to recall, without success, how and why fighting came so natural to me. As it turned out, these skills would prove useful in the years ahead.

*

“Has any of your memory returned?” Dr. Forster inquired the next day. I shook my head. I noted a change in his demeanor. It was somehow different, even respectful. “From what I heard, you know how to handle yourself. Look at you. You stand six-foot-seven. Even after being in Charité for some months, you must weigh at least two hundred and twenty pounds. Most men would know not to tangle with you. Perhaps you trained soldiers how to fight?”

“I wish I knew.”

Forster continued. “Do you even know why Germany is fighting? Why you and your fellow soldiers are risking their lives?”

“I’ve heard bits and pieces. Nothing that makes a coherent story.”

He lit a new cigarette with the stub of the one already burned down to his finger. The nails on his right hand were nicotine-stained.

“We fight for our Fatherland. For a way of life that is superior to other countries. Our motto is ‘Der deutsche Geist soll die Welt heilen.’”

The German spirit shall heal the world.

“The German spirit may be good for the world, but it is not healing me. Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you have no views, opinions, or information. Here is the truth, Herr X. We are losing this war. But the war is bringing us together. Uniting Germans as we have never been united before.”

This talk caused me to wonder which of us was ill. He sounded more like an inmate than a physician, but he gained my attention by changing the subject.

“Let me ask you, do you like being called X?”

“While I don’t mind it, I would prefer to have my own name.”

“From the army’s point of view, you exist because they sent you here. We are even required to pay you, but you don’t exist with respect to an identity. As long as you are in this place it doesn’t matter. You’re safe. But it cannot last forever. In time, anonymity will work against you. To help, I am going to give you a name: Friedrich Richard.” He picked up a pen, wrote the name out on a pad, and handed it to me.

“Why this one?”

“Friedrich Richard was a patient here. He died not long ago. Actually, he committed suicide. As far as we know, he had no family. More importantly, we haven’t reported his death yet. The army believes he is still here. You can become him and no one will dispute it.”

I squirmed in my seat. “I don’t see why I have to assume the name of a dead man.”

“Look, X, you need to be someone. The war will end soon and you must have official papers. Use Friedrich Richard’s military identification card. When your memory returns, toss his name and become your old self. No one will be the wiser.”

I didn’t like it, but it gave me a way out. “You must think that I’m much better or you wouldn’t be doing this. I’m grateful for what you’ve done. So, yes, the identify papers with my new name are a great idea. I’ll be able to function like any normal person. If that’s the case, isn’t it time to release me from this hospital? I could be on tomorrow’s train and away from here.”

Forster shook his head. “You’re not ready to leave.” His voice was cold and final.


Chapter 4

My wounds healed. I outgrew physical therapy and turned to weight training as an outlet for my energies. While my body mended, my mind remained clouded. Squeeze the trigger with gentle pressure. That phrase wormed its way into my dreams each night. It must have come from my past, but only served to further confuse me. I needed to learn more about myself.

One day, I asked Gerda if she could arrange for me to shoot a pistol. I thought it might jog a memory.

“There is an open area in the back that used to be a shooting range. You were a soldier. It makes perfect sense. Let me speak to the administrator.”

*

An aide named Markus marched me to the open field behind the hospital. Beyond it lay a square cemetery with simple gray-granite tombstones. The aide placed an empty bottle on each of ten posts supporting the fence surrounding the cemetery. He handed me a pistol.

“That’s a Mauser C96,” I said without a second’s thought.

Markus was stunned. “How did you know that?”

“I don’t know, I just did.”

There was a red number nine branded into the wooden handle that looked cut from a broomstick. The number was a distinct reminder not to use 7.63 mm ammunition. I seemed to know that, too. With its long barrel and a strip of nine-millimeter brass-shelled bullets serving as a miniature bandolier dangling from the right side of the gun, the Mauser C96 resembled a tiny version of a machine gun.

The gun’s weight felt comfortable in my right hand. I was relieved there was no lingering pain as I lifted my arm to aim. I cupped my left hand under my right wrist, aimed, and fired. I missed the first bottle. I dropped the pistol to my side, drew in a calming, deep breath, repeated the steps, and squeezed the trigger with gentle pressure. This time the bottle shattered, as did the next and all the rest. It was rapid and effortless.

“Perfect,” said Markus.

“I missed the first one.”

“That one didn’t count. That was remarkable shooting.”

*

Gerda stopped me in the doorway to my ward as I returned from another unproductive session with Dr. Forster. “Friedrich, you are going to have a new bunkmate.” She pointed to the empty bed next to mine.

“What happened to the stutterer?”

“He progressed enough to return to the front.”

“Shock therapy?”

“Who wants to stay here after that?”

*

A few hours later, I turned the corner on my daily walk around the grounds to witness a caravan of horse-drawn carts filled with new patients pull up to the front. The last man in the rear wagon could not steer his way down without help; his eyes were bandaged. He was thin and pasty-faced. His straight black hair draped across his forehead and he had a thick walrus moustache that drooped beyond the corners of his lips. “Get me down,” he ordered to no one, his arms flailing to touch something. The cart driver grabbed the man’s extended hand, guided him to the ground, and then forced him to grasp the belt of the patient in front of him.

I followed as they marched to reception. Once registered, each was shown to their ward and bed. Gerda sidled up to the soldier who would soon occupy the bed next to mine.

“I’m Gerda. I will be your nurse.” She caught my eye and winked. Without a word, the man took her arm as they shuffled toward our ward. I followed a few steps behind. She patted the mattress hard. “This is your bed,” she pronounced in a loud voice.

“I’m blind, Fräulein, not deaf.”

Gerda grimaced. She made no effort to hide her distaste for this chap. “Someone will take you to lunch in a short while.”

“Danke schön,” he mumbled to Gerda’s retreating backside. I watched him lean and feel around the bed. When he got to the pillow, he oriented himself, swung his feet onto the mattress, and settled down. I could have stayed and welcomed him but instead walked away.

Gerda caught up with me in the hallway. “Friedrich, I need your help with the new patient.”

“Why is he so nasty?”

“He was blinded in a gas attack. We are so understaffed. It would be great if you could help feed him and help him navigate the halls.”

“I’m not qualified to be a nursemaid. Besides, why was he sent here if he has problems with his eyes?”

She put her hand on my arm. “It’s not my job to question why. Now, please, do this for me?”

As it turned out . . . I should have said, “No.”

I remember that date as if it were yesterday: October 21, 1918.

*

Reluctant to attend to an unpleasant blind man, I stayed away from my ward the rest of the afternoon playing cards. Gerda found me two hours later. “You can’t hide here all day, Friedrich.”

I grinned, tossed my cards down, bid my adieu, and followed Gerda. The new man lay motionless with white gauze taped across both eyes. There was no way to know if he was sleeping or awake. I eased onto my bed, trying to be quiet; the bedsprings pinged.

“Wer geht Dahin?”

“It’s me, your neighbor.” While his German was flawless, I detected the slightest of accents.

He spoke without affect or turning his head. “My world is black.”

At that moment, Dr. Karl Kroner entered the ward. I often saw this doctor examining new patients when they arrived at Pasewalk. Kroner was a thin man with a handlebar moustache, with gold, wire-rim glasses that made him appear serious. He was a Jewish neurologist, awarded the Iron Cross, First Class. Like the patient in the bed next to me, I later learned that Dr. Kroner was recently the victim of a gas attack and temporarily blinded, too.

Dr. Kroner introduced himself, helped the patient to a sitting position, and removed his bandages. After examining the patient’s eyes through an ophthalmoscope, Dr. Kroner scrunched his face into a quizzical, I-am-not-sure-about-this, look. Then he placed new bandages over the patient’s eyes and stood tall.

“You have remarkable blue eyes,” Dr. Kroner said.

“Will I see again, Herr Doktor?”

Dr. Kroner shifted his weight. “We have the best doctor in all of Germany here to treat your problem. I will arrange for Dr. Forster to examine you.”

The blind soldier groped for Kroner’s hand. “But will he help me see again?”

“If anyone can, it is Dr. Forster.”

The man let go of Kroner. “Then I will place my fate in this man’s hands.”

I was startled that Forster, a psychiatrist, would treat this fellow’s blindness. “What happened to you?” I asked once Kroner left.

In hushed tones, he explained, “I am a regiment message runner.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“We run from the commanders to the troops in the field, dodging shells and bullets to deliver their orders. I am one of the longest-lasting runners in the war,” he said with pride. “Most get killed.”

“How did your injury occur?”

“I was attached to the 16th Bavarian Reserve Infantry Regiment. The List Regiment. We were in the trenches at Wervicq-Sud, in northern France. The other runners and I were about to eat breakfast when we heard the telltale plopping of nearby shells. In moments, I started to cough and then choke. All of us did.”

“Didn’t you have masks?”

“It happened too fast. In moments my eyes turned into glowing coals; it grew dark around me. We all knew it was gasvergiftung.” (Gas poisoning)

I swung my feet over the edge of the bed and sat up. “And then what happened?”

“They cut the uniform right off my body, washed out my eyes, and sent me to Oudenaarde. It’s a town in Belgium. I stayed there five days before they sent me to see a specialist in blindness here.”

I did not have the heart to reveal that his soon-to-be-treating physician was a psychiatrist.

We stopped chatting when a nurse brought my new companion his meal. I cut the food and helped him stab the pieces, which he ate sitting at the edge of his bed. When he finished, he mumbled his thanks. I took the tray, said good-bye, and left for the dining room. By the time I returned, he was fast asleep.

“Help me! Help me! Will someone help me?”

I awoke with a start.

“Won’t someone show me mercy and take me to the W.C.?”

No help was in sight. “I’ll be right there.” I assisted him to his feet. He was all bones. I led him to the toilet and opened the door. “It is right in front of you.”

“Is the door still open?”

“It is. I want to make sure you don’t trip and hit your head.”

“Am I standing in the right place?”

“You are.”

“Then please close the door. I am capable of doing this myself.”

I shrugged. The worst he could do was soil himself. “The cord is to your left. About shoulder high. And the paper—actually old newspapers—are piled on the right.”

I heard the tank flush, but the door remained closed. I knocked, heard nothing, and yanked it back. I was surprised to find him standing toe-to-door, his face in mine. He held out his hand for me to guide him back to his bed.

“You are very kind. What is your name?”

“Friedrich Richard.”

A bright smile creased his face. “You have parts of each of my two most favorite people in your name: Friedrich Nietzsche and Richard Wagner. It is an honor to make your acquaintance, Herr Friedrich Richard.”

“The honor is mine. And what should I call you?”

“The men in the regiment call me Wolf.”

The next day Wolf returned from his first session with Dr. Forster. Patients did not question each other about private sessions, but Wolf volunteered.

“I cannot believe that speaking to a doctor will make my eyes better. He didn’t even examine me the way Dr. Kroner did.”

“Perhaps he needs to know you better before he can help you.”

“I don’t see how. I told him that I was an artist and that I needed my eyesight to paint.”

“What do you paint?”

The muscles on his taut face relaxed. He ticked off a series of themes. “I paint scenes. Beautiful scenes. Churches. Plazas. Landscapes. And faces.” Then his face hardened. “Not a word about my painting. Instead Doktor Forster asked about my parents and if I had been a happy child. What does that have to do with my eyes getting better?”

I tried to reassure him. “After a time, I’ve learned that there is a method to the Herr Doktor’s questions.”

Wolf’s second night at Pasewalk introduced a trait that remained as long as I knew him: Wolf suffered from insomnia. He would pace back and forth for hours on a route he memorized, while the others slept. And then, when the hospital was abuzz on its early morning schedules, Wolf would sleep ’til noon.

Between conveying him to the toilet, his nocturnal pacing, and feeding him, I had a substantial job.

As the days passed, Wolf continued to report his talks with Dr. Forster, including intimate details about his childhood. “I told Docktor Forster that that I hated my father and was glad when he died. The lout beat me. The times he didn’t beat me were when he was too drunk to raise his arm.” Wolf said this sitting with his head straight, unmoving.

“Didn’t your mother try to protect you?”

“When she did, he beat her, too. When he finally died, his pension sustained us for a time. Then my mother got sick and the money ran out. Breast cancer. I can’t tell you how she suffered.” As he spoke, the gauze covering his eyes grew moist, and he wiped his runny nose on his sleeve.

*

I had my own sessions with Dr. Forster. “Tell me, Friedrich, what have you learned about your friend, the one they call Wolf?”

“Is it correct for me to discuss another patient with you?”

“I don’t see why not,” Forster answered. “You would be helping me understand him better.”

Dr. Forster saw I was skeptical.

“Let me share what I can,” Forster said. “Wolf came from a dysfunctional family. His father was a cruel, brutal man incapable of loving his son or anyone else. A drunkard and a wife beater who openly philandered. When he died, Wolf experienced a great sense of relief. But this respite was short-lived. Soon after, his mother became sick. She had a most painful death.”

I tried to remember something Wolf had said. “He did mention a Dr. Bloch to me. He said that the doctor did everything he could to make her comfortable, but that nothing worked.”

Dr. Forster leaned closer, a conspirator sharing a secret. “That is part of his problem, Friedrich. On the one hand, this Jewish Doktor Bloch was the kind father Wolf never had. Indeed Wolf continued to have an emotional tie to Bloch long after his mother passed. He sent Dr. Bloch paintings—street scenes—that he painted when he moved to Vienna.”

I was impressed. “He didn’t have to do that.”

“Ah . . . but there’s another side to this. Subconsciously, Wolf also resents the doctor because he could not relieve his mother’s pain.”

“I don’t see how any of this bears on his blindness after a gas attack.”

“Before I explain, there is something else you should know. Wolf recited a poem from memory that he claims to have written in homage to his mother. It’s a touching poem. It talks about a mother growing older and what used to be easy for her now takes a greater effort. The poem goes on to describe that as the mother travels on her last journey, growing weaker and sicker, she may no longer be able to understand what her son says anymore, but the son should remain joyful until the last, bitter hour.”

“That is how he described his mother’s death to me. But, Dr. Forster, what does this have to do with the fact that Wolf cannot see?”

Forster grew animated as he explained. “Don’t you see? Wolf has linked Germany losing this war to his mother’s slow death. As a result he transferred his mother’s pain to his eyes.”

“How can you possibly connect his blindness to his mother dying and Germany’s defeat?”

“Because it’s not real.”

“What’s not real?”

“The poem.” Forster tapped the side of his head. “That’s not how I meant to say it. The poem is very real. The sentiments are beautiful.”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“Wolf didn’t write the poem. Georg Runsky wrote it more than a dozen years ago.”

“I don’t understand. What are you saying?”

“It means that Wolf’s problem is more difficult to treat than I first imagined. He suffers from hysterical blindness. A French physician—Paul Briquet—first described a syndrome seventy years ago in which the mind can do strange things in order to cope with emotional and psychological stresses. Wolf has never gotten over his mother’s death and now he is challenged with Germany’s metaphorical death. This dynamic translates into Wolf shutting down a sensory organ. In his case, it’s his eyes. And to make matters worse, he has taken a poem written by someone else and convinced himself that he is its author.”

I followed Dr. Forster’s explanation as best I could. “Is there nothing you can do for him?”

Before answering, Forster struck a match and said through a stream of smoke, “Wolf will remain blind for the rest of his life . . . unless something gives him permission to see again.”

“Could my memory loss be a variation of what Wolf is experiencing?”

Forster shook his head. “No, it’s different. His issues are deeply personal and psychological. Given the head trauma you received, yours appears to be organic. I haven’t given up on you. There are still treatments available to try.”

*

Dr. Forster began a different approach to help me regain my memory. He read popular children’s books out loud to see if any sounded familiar. When that did not work, I read the books out loud. Still nothing. Next he showed me pictures of city after city, to see if I recognized a street, a building, or a monument. No image meant anything to me.

Then he tried music. We listened to Mendelssohn, Brahms, Pachelbel, Strauss, Offenbach, Schumann, Wagner, and more.

“Do any sound familiar?”

I nodded. “Many do.”

There was excitement in his voice. “Which ones?”

“Actually, they all do.”

“Can you picture where you listened to them? Was it in a theater? In your house? Maybe you played an instrument in an orchestra? Who were you with at the time you heard them?”

Try as I might, I could not picture listening to this or that music in any given place, only that I knew each piece well enough to anticipate chords. Dr. Forster assured me that one day something would catapult my lost memories from its recesses to the forefront of my brain.


Chapter 5

Wolf was a complex individual. To me, he was by turns tolerant, then needy, and yet warm when I least expected it. For instance, he could not have been more sympathetic when he learned from me about my amnesia. I continued to help feed him and take him to the bathroom when the urge called. I guided him down the halls, introduced him to the other patients, and listened to his many discourses on art, architecture, and history. The man was well read. It was nearly three weeks after his sessions started with Dr. Forster that he began to make progress. He could see the outlines of shapes.

It was then that he first began to talk about the Jews. He despised them. “Jews identify themselves by blood,” Wolf said. “The blood of the mother. They are a race. If they were a religion, blood would not matter. The other great religions—Catholic, Protestant, Muslim, and Hindu . . . all of them—do not use blood to define themselves. Jews are a racial virus. They infest every society they enter. No matter which country they abide in, their loyalty is to their tribe—their race—and they suck the blood out of every country that hosts them.”

This was news to me, and I had no way of knowing if he was correct.

When it came to memory, Wolf’s was phenomenal. He read hundreds of books, or so he said. He remembered every significant date in German history, every battle Germany fought, and which generals were in command. Wolf quoted Nietzsche and Schopenhauer. He could sing the librettos from Wagner’s Ring of the Nibelung. And he had the ability to contort his voice and mimic all sorts of realistic sounds.

November 11, 1918

News raced throughout the hospital: The Chaplain announced that the Great War was over. Germany signed an armistice agreement with the Allies to go into effect at the eleventh hour of the eleventh day of the eleventh month. Acknowledging defeat, our army agreed to withdraw behind our own borders.

Although the outcome was bitter, most of us were elated that the fighting ended, including me.

Not Wolf. Wolf’s gains of three weeks reversed. The news of the armistice plunged him back into total darkness.

“We have surrendered? That’s impossible!” Wolf cried out, raising his index finger to the ceiling. “We’re not defeated. Foreign troops never entered German soil. The war was still ours to win,” he insisted. “We have been stabbed in the back!”

I tried to mollify him. “Wolf, it’s good the war is over. Too many have died. Now is the time to save lives.”

Wolf was inconsolable. He would not stop his tirade. “It was the Jewish press and Jewish moneylenders that sunk us.”

*

The next day I reported to Dr. Forster that Wolf’s blindness returned moments after learning about the armistice.

“What else did he say?”

“He said that Germany would emerge from this temporary defeat as the greatest nation on earth.”

“Friedrich, does he really believe what he says?”

“With all his heart.”

The doctor’s eyes crinkled with delight. He clapped his hands. “You have given me the tool I need to help him see again.”

That night, Dr. Forster summoned Wolf for a special session.

*

The following morning, I rushed to Dr. Forster’s office filled with excitement. “It’s amazing! When Wolf returned from your last treatment he could see! Not only could he see, but he had a different air about him.”

Forster leaned forward eagerly. “Tell me how he has changed.”

“Besides seeing everything clearly, he was more formal. More reverent. More focused. What did you do to him to change him so?”

Dr. Forster beamed. “None of my usual techniques worked on him. Unlike others I treat here, he was no shirker. He was anxious to get back to the front.”

“Wolf told you that the first day he was here. So did I . . . we both wanted to go back to the front!”

“I didn’t believe Wolf at first.” Dr. Forster plucked a cigarette from his silver case and tapped it before striking a match. He drew in deeply before he spoke again. “The doctors in the field knew that his comrades were also gassed. Those men not only recovered but returned to their positions in the trenches. When Wolf continued to act out and claim to still be blind, he was diagnosed as a hysteric. That’s why he was sent here. His condition is mental, not organic.”

“But he started to see shapes. He was getting better.”

“Yes. And when you told me he turned blind again upon hearing of Germany’s defeat, I knew I had the answer to unlock what was still holding him back. So last night, I summoned him on the pretense of needing to perform another eye examination. The moment he sat down, I drew the blinds and lit two candles.”

“To what end?”

“To hypnotize him.”

“Did he know what you were doing?”

Dr. Forster shook his head. “Not in the least. When he was under hypnosis, I blew out the candles and sat back. Then I told him it would take a miracle for his blindness to be reversed and that miracles are far and few between. When they do occur, it is because God wants them to happen.”

“What did he say to that?”

“Not a word,” answered Dr. Forster. “Then I grew firmer. I told him that only a person with Herculean willpower could see again. I challenged him. I suggested he was the anointed one, and that if he had the inner strength to open his eyes and see again, he would be the one to save Germany.”

I could picture Wolf sitting there, while Forster spun his web of suggestions.

Dr. Forster grew animated. “All this was said in pitch blackness. Then I relit both candles. I took Wolf’s hands in mine and squeezed them. ‘If you trust yourself to the divine plan God has in store for you,’ I said, ‘open your eyes.’ I waited a few strokes. ‘Do you see the flickering flame?’”

At that moment Dr. Forster stood and took my hands in his, just as he had taken Wolf’s the previous evening.

“At first Wolf said, ‘I cannot see the flame.’ Then he began to change. His breathing grew shallow. He said, ‘I see a kind of white, round glow.’ I raised my voice louder; I squeezed his hands harder. Like this.” Forster put tremendous pressure on my hands. “Then I said, ‘That is not good enough. Only when you have absolute faith in yourself will you stop being blind.’” Spent from re-experiencing the ordeal, Forster dropped my hands and fell back.

“Then what happened?”

Sweat rimmed the edge of his scalp and his upper lip. He took out an embroidered handkerchief and swiped away the perspiration before continuing. “He cried out that he could see my face, and even the signet ring on my finger. I told him that he had been cured.” Forster collapsed into his chair. “I tell you, Friedrich, this is my crowning achievement as a doctor.”

*

Upon my return to the ward, I found an exultant Wolf. “Friedrichshen, it is so good to see you, really see you, and to know that you will never be faceless to me again. I can never forget your kindnesses. When no one else heeded my cries for help, you were at my side, day after day. Ours is a bond that will last forever.”

“I am happy for you, Wolf.”

*

I stopped in Forster’s office the following day. “What’s next, Dr. Forster?”

“What do you mean?”

“For me? Wolf? The rest of the men? The war is over. What’s to become of us?”

“Everyone here is still in the army. Treatments will continue. The ones that don’t improve will be sent to a sanitarium.”

“Wolf is cured. What about him?”

“I need to observe him for a few days to make certain he doesn’t relapse. Then he will be released back to his regiment.”

“And me?”

“You, Friedrich, are not cured.”

“I feel fine. My wounds have healed. You’ve given me a name. Find a regiment for me to join.”

“It’s not that simple.” Dr. Forster lit another cigarette. His head twitched as he sat straighter. Something bothered him. “You have the name of a dead man. You cannot take his place in the army. You need your own identity.”

My right leg started to bob up and down. “You gave me his name. You said I could go about my life with it. Are you taking that back?” I squeezed my leg to stop the bouncing.

“I have an academic appointment at Charité Hospital. I will write orders for you to return there so we can continue your treatment.”

“There’s nothing wrong with me.” I rose to leave. “I will not return to Charité, but I am prepared to make a deal with you.”

“Sit down! Friedrich, you are in no position to make a deal.”

“Hear me out.” I leaned over his desk. “You gave me the identity of a man because you said I needed one to function once the war ended. You said you never reported his suicide, that his papers were still valid. Because of you, I can go out into the world as Friedrich Richard. But now, you don’t want to let me go until you succeed in restoring my memory. Isn’t that the truth? So here is the deal: you will let me go to Berlin as Friedrich Richard. In return, I will schedule regular appointments with you for treatment.”

Forster frowned. I could see that he didn’t like it . . . but I gave him no choice.

*

Wolf’s sight remained with him. He had a few more sessions with Dr. Forster, as did I, and on November 19, 1918, we were both discharged.

“Where are they sending you?” I asked.

“Back to my regiment in Munich.”

I turned playful. “Have you come up with a plan to make Germany great again?”

Wolf answered in earnest. “I don’t see how to accomplish that now, but one day I will have a plan.” He took my hand. “I will always have a place for you, Friedrichshen. Until then, what will you do?”

“I’ll look up my former nurse in Berlin. She’s the only other person I know. I think she had an interest in me. I hope she still does.” He knew all about Anna from our late night talks. “I’ll try to get a job in Berlin.”

“The leftists are in revolt there. They call themselves Spartacists. Whatever you do, be careful, Friedrich. There will come a day when I will need you.”

We embraced as two brothers who were about to go in opposite directions. While there was something odd about the man, I knew that we had forged a unique bond from adversity.

“One last thing.” A wave of embarrassment washed over me. “In all the time we’ve been together, I never heard your proper name. I only know you as Wolf.”

He wrapped his hands around both my shoulders. “It’s Adolf . . . which is a variation of Adalwolf. It means ‘splendid wolf.’”

“Adolf what?”

“Adolf Hitler.”


PART II


Chapter 6

Berlin, November 1918

I left the sleepy town of Pasewalk in the early morning and, hours later, emerged into the central Berlin train station. The only money I had was the five months’ pay issued on my release and a photograph of people I didn’t remember. On the train I could think of little else other than finding Anna. What would I do if Anna no longer worked at Charité Hospital? Or if she no longer had an interest in me?

I located the hospital on a wall map and set off to find her. I found a city in crisis. There were brigades of men dressed in mismatched jackets and pants topped with every manner of fedora. They marched out of step, shouldering rifles while hooting and hollering like hooligans. Back at Pasewalk, newspaper headlines were alarming:

BERLIN SEIZED BY REVOLUTIONISTS

AND

NEW CHANCELLOR BEGS FOR ORDER

News accounts and Wolf’s warnings were one thing. Witnessing the disorder was another.

There was fighting in the streets. Armed Communists knelt behind barricades. Red banners hung from buildings and windows. Every few blocks I was forced to change direction in order to navigate around rowdy gangs of every flavor: Socialists, Monarchists, and Bolsheviks.

When I finally reached the hospital, I inquired as to Anna’s whereabouts at the reception desk.

“I’m sorry, mein Herr, but hospital staff are not permitted personal visitors.” Rather than argue, I turned to leave, dawdling until she was distracted, and then I ducked into a stairwell and trekked up one floor to look around. No luck. Then the second and third floors. Still no Anna. On the fourth try I spotted her leaving a ward.

“What are you doing here?”

“These are for you,” I pressed a small bouquet of flowers into her hand. “I had all to do not to crush them getting here from the railway station.”

She smelled them and then threw her arms around me, kissing me full on the mouth. My concerns about Anna were answered.

She stepped back and surveyed me from head to toe. “Pasewalk agreed with you.” She poked me in the ribs. “You put on some weight. You look wonderful.” Then with a look of concern, she asked, “How about your memory?”

“Nothing came back to me.”

Her smile turned into a frown. “Not even your name?”

I shook my head. “But I have one now. They gave it to me at the hospital: Friedrich Richard.”

“I like it. It’s a strong German name. It suits you.”

Then she turned me into the light to get a closer look. With a delicate touch she turned my face from one side to the other. “Your wounds have healed without scars.” Her fingers lingered an extra second.

“I’m sure Dr. Joseph would like to see how you have healed. I will arrange an appointment.”

After muttering that I would like to see him, too, I said, “I’m lucky I made it to the hospital from the train station. Troops are everywhere. People chanting and singing songs. What’s happening in Berlin?”

“Too much to tell you about now. It’s wonderful that you’re here, but I need to get back to work.”

I had hoped for more than a hug, a kiss, and a goodbye. Crestfallen, I fussed as if trying to find something in my pocket.

She saw my concern. “Friedrich, my shift ends in two hours.” She smiled warmly. “If you occupy yourself for a while, you can come back to my house. I’ll feed you and catch you up on the news. How does that sound?”

“Like a wish fulfilled.”

“I’ll meet you at the hospital entrance.”

I set off in a random walk, keeping my head down to avoid contact with the gaggles of men clogging the streets. I found a quiet street and peered through a storefront window. For a time, I watched a shoemaker trim a strip of leather to form the sole of a shoe. He looked up and motioned me to come in.

“May I help you?”

He was old and hunched over, but his thick fingers were nimble. “I was fascinated by the way you used your tools. The precision of your work.”

“I’ve been doing this since before you were born. Hands have their own memories. I don’t have to think about what I am doing.” He wiggled his fingers. “They do all the work.”

“I would like to learn a trade. Is it possible you might have a job opening for an apprentice?”

“As much as I would like to teach someone what I know,” he sighed, “there is not enough business to pay wages. I barely pay my bills now.”

“It was just a thought. Thank you for your time.” I pulled open the door.

“Why don’t you try the lighting store across the street? Everybody is converting gas lamps into fixtures. Buildings are being wired for electricity every day. It is a good business.”

No matter which shop I entered—the lighting store, a butcher, a men’s clothing store, even a barbershop—it was the same. The few businesses that made enough to remain open could ill afford to take someone in. I lost track of time.

I found Anna waiting on the hospital steps. I was about to apologize when she grabbed my hand. “I was worried about you. Let’s go. I live a short walk from here, but we still need to watch for roving bands of ruffians.”

Getting to her home proved a challenge. We would start down one street only to reverse ourselves, duck into an alleyway or hide behind a garden wall to avoid groups of rifle-toting men. A ten-minute walk from where Philippstraße ended at Hannoversche Strasse took half an hour.

She pointed. “This is it. Number twenty-three.” We stood outside a red brick building surrounded by a six-foot block wall. Her voice turned husky. “I should warn you, I live with someone.”

“Oh!”

Anna turned impish. “She is out most nights. Marta has a job in an underground nightclub.”

Relieved, I asked, “What is an underground nightclub?”

“The Kaiser was very prim and proper. He discouraged nightlife, but that didn’t stop Berliners from having a good time. We just did it quietly. Most often in dark cellars. Now he’s gone and clubs and cabarets are springing up all over town. But,” she laughed, “we still call them ‘underground.’ My roommate, Marta, works in one.”

Anna’s apartment was on the second of a three-floor, U-shaped building that overlooked a garden courtyard. White lace curtains covered the windows of the living room. There were two small bedrooms.

Marta was in her mid-twenties. Slender, with a narrow face, her thick lips made prominent by bold red lipstick. Her short blond hair emphasized large gold-colored looped earrings. She greeted me with a broad, bright smile.

“Anna tells me you work in a nightclub.”

She shrugged. “I was trained as a dietician, but the pay was awful. I make enough at the club to put up with the lecherous old men that try to paw me every night.”

“Are they that bad?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.”

We squeezed around the kitchen table for dinner. When we finished, Marta rose. “Do you mind if I leave the dishes to you two? I need to get ready for work.”

“I am so glad you decided to see me on your return,” said Anna, once Marta was gone.

“You have been in my thoughts since the day I left Charité.”

She rolled her eyes. “There’s not a soldier who doesn’t fall for his nurse.” Then she reached for my hand. I felt a spark race up my arm. Her dimples deepened. “I had hoped you would return. Stay here with Marta and me, at least until you find work. Where else would you go?”

“What about Marta?”

“She won’t care. The apartment is small, but we work opposite schedules. She at night, me during the day. Believe me, it will be nice to have a man here with all that is going on in the streets.”

I looked down at the couch.

Without blushing, Anna shook her head. “You can’t stay out here. You have to share my bed!” She drew me near. “Will that be a problem?”

*

I awoke to an empty bed in the morning. Anna had gone to the hospital while Marta’s door was closed. In the kitchen, a note rested on a linen napkin that covered a plate of food: “Coffee is on the stove. Bon appétit. See you after work.” I reheated the coffee, ate with gusto, and rinsed the dishes and silverware.

Having finished cleaning up, I left the apartment in search of a job. The answer was the same everywhere: businesses were hanging on by a thread. There was no work.

*

Anna found me on the couch, sitting in the dark, with a glass of whiskey in my hand.

“There are no jobs out there. I can’t eat your food, drink your liquor, and not contribute.”

She slipped next to me, her face painted with concern. “Is that what this is about? You paying to stay here? Listen to me, Friedrich. Even though I like you very much—and it has been a long time since I said that to anyone—this is also about me helping someone in need. Until you find yourself, I will provide you a place to stay and food to eat.”

I turned away, unable to meet her gaze. “I refuse to be a charity case.”

Anna touched my chin and drew my face toward hers. “You’ve got it all wrong. This is not charity. I am a caregiver, Friedrich. You need help and I am fortunate that I can give it to you. Take it in the spirit it is given.” Then her eyes narrowed, her thin brows arched, and she permitted the smallest smile. “Actually, consider last night a deposit on your repayment to me.”

*

Anna arranged for me to see Dr. Joseph the next day. When I arrived, she greeted me at the clinic entrance. “He’s anxious to see you.” She ushered me to an examination room, handed me a hospital gown, and left to see another patient.

“I hear that you now have a name, Herr Former X.” Dr. Joseph chuckled as he entered the room.

He was as I remembered: professional yet exuding warmth. “It’s Friedrich Richard,” I said. “Dr. Forster gave it to me at Pasewalk. It’s not my real name.”

“To quote the Bard, ‘What’s in a name?’”

I had no idea what that meant.

Dr. Joseph touched the bridge of his glasses, as he often did. “Let me take a look at you.” He adjusted the overhead dome-shaped light designed for close inspection. He had me turn this way and that. Maneuvering the gown, he studied the areas that had been burned: my right leg, arm, and back.

While I dressed in front of him, he said, “I am pleased with your progress. From what I hear, so is Anna.” He patted me on the back, and then turned serious. “You promised a certain someone to schedule appointments with him. He’s been asking for you.”

“Could you please tell Dr. Forster that I am doing fine?”

“If your memory was restored, I would. But it’s not.”

“Nothing he tried worked. Why should I waste time seeing him when I could be out finding a job?”

“If for no other reason than he’s the doctor who cared for you.”

“No, Dr. Joseph. You are that person. As far as Dr. Forster is concerned, I was a clinical experiment that failed.”


Chapter 7

January 1919

I still had no work at the end of my second month in Berlin but grew familiar with fellow job seekers also going door-to-door each day. Conversations were struck that turned into shared stories over steins of lager.

Clothes were a premium; I continued to wear an army uniform shirt along with pants Anna bought me.

“You were a soldier,” a fellow said one day. “Join us. The leftist Spartacists revolt is attempting to take over Germany. The Freikorps needs men like you to restore stability. I guarantee it will be better than pounding the streets for a job that isn’t there. It’s up to us to save the new government from the Communists.”

The revolution in Berlin was in full flower. Chancellor Friedrich Ebert’s new government survived only because the army backed him. But the army, a shadow of itself, was inadequate to deal with the Communists. In a desperate move against the left, Ebert summoned the Freikorps to arms. The Freikorps were roving bands of former soldiers led by former officers.

I no longer remember that comrade’s name, but he convinced me to join the fight. “The Minister of Defense, Gustav Noske, has asked us to break the Marxist Communists workers’ strike. Two Jews head it: Rosa Luxemburg and Karl Liebknecht. If we don’t stop this uprising now, the Reds will take over. Berlin will become a Bolshevik puppet like Hungary. Join with us! What do you say?”

For the next several weeks, I became a head-bashing member of the Freikorps. I put men into the hospital where Anna, who thought I was job-hunting, ministered to their injuries. We stormed buildings, destroyed barricades, and liberated Berlin . . . block-by-block.

By mid-January, Anna had figured out that I was no longer looking for work, but kept her peace avoiding a confrontation. Then one day she came home early and found me nursing a whiskey.

“You gave me a start. I didn’t expect you to be home now. Is everything all right?”

I continued to stare into my glass. “These last few weeks have been rough. I haven’t been as attentive to you as I have in the past and . . .”

“That’s because you are under so much stress to get a job. It’s understandable.”

“I appreciate that, but let me finish. You’re right. I have been under stress. You and Marta have been generous letting me stay here without expecting me to contribute.” She tried to say something, but I stopped her. “No matter what you say, I do not feel good about myself. More to that point, I don’t deserve you.”

Her eyes puddled. “Friedrich, where is this coming from? I thought if I gave you your space, you would feel better about yourself.” She blotted away the tears and straightened her uniform. “I promised myself after I lost my husband at the beginning of the war, that I would not get involved with another man. It was not that I didn’t want to love someone else; I couldn’t bear losing someone a second time.” She looked me straight in the eyes. “Is that where this is going?”

My resolved weakened. “I guess what I have been trying to say is that I hate the way my life has turned out.”

“It is not your fault.” She leaned into me; I put my arm around her. “The country is a mess. Anarchists almost toppled the government,” she said, and then sat up. “Did you hear what happened yesterday?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “The papers say that the Spartacist Revolt is over. Their leaders, those Communist troublemakers Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, have been arrested. They say that in three days we will elect a National Assembly and become a parliamentary democracy. Isn’t that good news? Then I am certain you will be able to find a job.”

I stood, took two paces, and wheeled around. “They didn’t just arrest Liebknecht and Luxemburg, Anna, they killed them.”

“There was no mention of that in the paper. Are you certain?”

I eased back next to her and took her hands. “I was there, Anna. Luxemburg was clubbed to the ground with a rifle stock and then shot in the head. The Freikorps threw her body into the Landwehr Canal.”

Anna let out a sigh of relief. “God forgive me. I should feel awful about her murder. But I had convinced myself you were seeing someone else these last few weeks.”

She went to the sideboard and poured herself a whiskey. We faced each other. “So what you’re telling me is that you are not disenchanted with me, it’s just your need to find a purpose in your life.” She took a sip before continuing. “Since there are no jobs available, you helped prevent leftists from overthrowing Chancellor Ebert. Do I have it right?”

In large part, she did. “What you left out is that I don’t deserve you, and you should be with a man who not only loves you, but can make your life easier.”

“You dumb fool. I don’t want another man. I want you . . . with all your stupid imperfections.”


Chapter 8

January – November 1919

Beyond aiding the understaffed army, the Freikorps served another purpose: it provided me with both companionship and another patriotic mission. This time we set out to overthrow the recent Communist takeover of Bavaria. Ernst Röhm led our division of thirty thousand men. Captain Röhm, holder of the Iron Cross, First Class—for distinguished service—stopped at nothing when it came to accomplishing a mission. That he liked boys rather than girls did not trouble me.

Led by Röhm, we overthrew the Bavarian Communist government, while at the same time, Germany’s politics shifted yet again. A new constitution was adopted. The seat of government was moved to the town of Weimar, where the government’s shaky legs began to stabilize. With their monarchies overthrown, the fifteen separate German states initiated democratic freedoms that raised hopes. There was also a tectonic shift in German mores. It was this swing in values that gave Anna and Marta an opportunity to change my life.

*

One Sunday afternoon, in early September, Marta, Anna, and I set out to picnic in a nearby park. The women prepared a lunch of assorted sandwiches. My job was to carry the blanket, wine, and glasses without breaking anything.

“Friedrich, be a dear and open the Riesling,” Anna said.

As I turned the corkscrew, Marta blurted out, “My boss is looking for someone your size to be a bouncer at the nightclub.”

I wasn’t certain what a bouncer was. After Marta explained, I asked, “All your boss wants me to do is stand there and look tough? And he will pay me to do that?”

“It’s more than that. Your job is to keep drunks from entering. We can’t have customers harassed or disturbances distracting our shows. Sometimes that means a physical confrontation.”

“Mixing it up is not an issue for me.”

“I didn’t think so,” said Marta. Then her pale skin turned crimson. “There is something else you should know. Things can get pretty weird inside the clubs.”

“What are you talking about?”

Marta explained. “The new Weimar government is not self-righteous about sex. It has overturned Emperor Wilhelm’s moral pigeonholes. With the new republic, the genie has been let out of the bottle, so to speak. My boss wants to capitalize on it.”

“In what way?”

“You’re aware that my boss closed his underground nightclub to open a cabaret.” I nodded. “Well, he opened two more clubs: one for gays and one for others. Straights are welcomed at both.”

“Whoa! You are going too fast for me. What are others? For that matter, what are straights?”

Anna pointed to herself and then me. “You and I are straights. Male/female.”

“Others,” said Marta, “are everyone else. Lesbians. Homosexual men. Transvestites. Men who like midgets, and those interested in people with disabilities.”

I could not credit what I was hearing. “You’re talking about a nation of perverts.”

“On the contrary,” said Marta, “we are talking about freedom of expression. So,” she glanced at Anna, “are you going to take the job?”

“You skipped over how things might get out of hand inside the club.”

“It’s not complicated, Friedrich,” Anna interrupted. “You keep the peace in the club. That’s the job. Period. From my perspective, that is better than gallivanting around the country in a private army committing indiscriminate violence. For which, I might add, you receive no pay and run the risk of getting killed.”

“Let’s get something straight,” I replied. “The Freikorps protects our women and children. Our purpose is to bring stability to our country.”

Anna crossed her arms. “Is that so? Rosa Luxemburg was a woman. I was the duty nurse when they brought her decomposed body to Charité. She remained in the Landwehr Canal for five months after your comrades killed her. You can imagine how hard it was to identify her. Your Freikorps didn’t protect her, now, did they?”

“Are you questioning that the leaders of the Communist Revolution had to be removed?”

Anna turned stone cold. “You accomplished that. The streets are quiet. Now I want your answer, Friedrich. Take the position or leave our flat.”

The picnic was a setup. They both knew I had no choice.

*

Marta’s boss, Max Klinghofer, owned a grand space that he took from foreclosure during the war. The space needed little in the way of renovation. The Nightingale Party Hall was filled each night not only with Berliners, but also with patrons from all over Europe and even the United States.

When we first met, Max sized me up. “Marta said you were big, but I didn’t expect you to be this tall . . . or this broad. I like it. Can you handle yourself?”

“Let’s just say I don’t shy away from a fight.”

“Are you always the winner?”

“So far.”

Max was anything but intimidating. He was as wide as he was tall. He waddled when he walked. He reminded me of a King Penguin with a perpetual cigar stuffed in one side of his mouth. In the brief time I worked there, he presented as a confirmed bachelor, with no entanglements. Later, I came to know better.

“The job is simple,” he said. “Don’t let anybody into the club you don’t think belongs here. From time to time, check to make sure there’s no trouble inside, and all will be good.”

*

Besides the Nightingale, Max launched two more clubs: one for homosexual men and lesbian women, and one for transvestites named Club Sei Dir Selbst (Club Be Yourself). Max’s timing was perfect. Berliners had long been repressed. In the aftermath of the war, their latent inhibitions erupted. Business was terrific.

Berlin’s sexual revolution attracted partygoers from all over the world. I saw gowned men whom I swore were women, and what I thought were tuxedoed men were lesbians. I often moved around the club to keep the peace. My sheer size was usually enough to maintain or restore equanimity. But there were times when I needed to use my bare fists or the brass knuckles Max had provided me. I kept a Billy in my back pocket as a final recourse.
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