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“What is truer than truth? The story.”
—Jewish Saying






This is the story of how my children were stolen from me and how I stole them back.
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ONE


Day 0


July 26, 1977, Indianapolis, IN


They weren’t back.


On that July evening, a gentle breeze offset Indiana’s summer heat. Inhaling the scent of fresh linen fabric softener, I carted dried clothes from the ground level laundry room to our second-floor apartment, emptied the basket onto the bed, and checked my watch again. It was a good hour past the time my ex-husband, a man of German precision, had agreed to return Ty and Megan, the only blessings of an ill-fated marriage. Though I had wanted my six-year-old son and three-year-old daughter to have a grand four days at a Missouri theme park with their father, I hated letting them out of my sight.


I hoped they hadn’t had car trouble. Klaus, who had sold his prized Mercedes months earlier, said he’d gotten a used BMW repaired before the long weekend trip with the kids—but then, he’d said a lot of things.


After folding the clothes, I paced, listening. At first, all I heard were occasional shouts from the complex’s nearby volleyball court, where Haywood, my husband of six weeks, was playing a post-sunset game with his brother, Bill. Unlike my fairytale-gone-awry ten-year marriage to Klaus, my new life held the promise of long-awaited happiness. Haywood’s six-foot-four goliath stature brought love, warmth, and laughter into our lives; Megan and Ty had gravitated to him immediately, as had I, when our paths unexpectedly crossed soon after my thirtieth birthday. For them it was as if they’d found a new kid to play with, albeit a twenty-seven-year-old tall one, and we all seemed to breathe a little easier in our new family setting. The tumultuous years with Klaus had resurrected insecurities that had undermined me since childhood. Haywood’s pillar-like strength provided a sense of stability when I most needed it. It was as if it had set me free from the guilt of the divorce and the constant angst of how did it all go so terribly wrong? in my first marriage.


I tried focusing on the fun the brothers must be having down on the court, my thoughts soon superseded by concerns about Klaus’s lateness. I’d let my guard down five days earlier when, after months of hateful post-divorce arguments, Klaus suddenly offered a truce and apologized for his angry actions and disturbing behavior over my remarriage. He said a new job was on the horizon, and he wanted to celebrate by taking the kids to Six Flags for a long weekend.


Once again ignoring the subconscious voice of caution, I suppressed any doubts of sincerity and took his words at face value. A peacemaker my entire life—sometimes fear-based, sometimes for love’s sake—I wanted them to be true. Blithely hoping for peace, I chose to trust Klaus. Because of the late hour, however, painful recollections of his arm-twisting divorce demands, including the unreasonable split custody, began flashing like a neon no-trust-zone sign in my head.


Finally, I heard a car pull into the parking lot and peered out the back-bedroom window, expecting the BMW. Instead, a longtime family friend appeared, Episcopal priest Reverend John Roof. Though unusual for Big John to stop by unannounced, his presence always brought joy since his robust humor matched his portly appearance. Closing the car door, John looked up and saw me watching from the window.


I waved. He didn’t.


Head lowered, he walked toward our apartment building. I opened the front door and stood on the second-floor landing, ready with a greeting. John climbed the exterior stairs, one labored step after another. Reaching the landing, instead of offering a hug, John pulled at the clerical collar tight around his thick neck. His normally jovial face was ashen.


“John?”


He didn’t speak. Confused, I stared wide-eyed as he reached into his jacket vest pocket and produced a sealed white envelope. My breath caught in my throat at the sight of my name written in Klaus’s unmistakable German script.


John’s voice cracked as he said, “Klaus asked me to deliver this to you. I—.” He handed me the envelope and stood motionless.


I opened the letter and scanned the single page of small, rigid handwriting.


“. . . The children and I are on our way to Germany for good. . . . We are in a place where you’ll never find us.”


My knees buckled. John caught me, breaking my fall as the letter dropped to my feet. With my face pressed against my knees, a wail rose from the back of my throat and the world went dark for a moment. In the darkness, I struggled to erase what was happening, but the nightmare remained. I could not will them back.


My children were gone.





two



Wrong Fairytale, Wrong Man


1950s–1960s


How had it all gone so terribly wrong?


Klaus had seemed the ideal fit for my dream: older, worldly, handsome—complete with that engaging accent. What a catch. I grew up believing in the 1950s fairytale, though little did I know my mother wasn’t living the dream. Nonetheless, she wanted it for me and taught me to be a good girl, loving, kind—and smart. The indirect message: go to college, get an education, and get a good man. I would find happiness. She would live vicariously through me, consciously or not.


How did my ideas about men get formed? I knew nothing about my parents’ relationship or marriage, only that their wedding picture reflected a most handsome couple, like two puzzle pieces that fit. I came to believe, since the 1950s era promoted sweetness and good grades yet downplayed a woman’s strengths, it must take a man to make her complete. A girl’s potential and desire to be strong, competent, to handle what life had in store for her, got little press. The unspoken lesson: a man was the most important thing in a woman’s life. The unspoken goal: be a pleaser. With that as my focus, my vision became and remained clouded when it involved men.


I don’t fault my mother for the omission, but clearly preparation for Relationships 101 was missing from my life, as I bet it was missing from hers. I loved my mom. She named me Jeanne after a friend of hers, but always called me Jeannie. She was my companion, my idol, but, sadly, probably defined herself as John Baker’s wife rather than Mary Jane Baker. I mimicked her loving ways because serving and pleasing others should always come first. Despite being a smart girl, what other people thought of me carried more weight than what I thought of myself.


Many young women of the time bought into the patriarchal culture and focused on those two college goals: grow intellectually, and find the husband of your dreams. I was not a pearl-necklaced June Cleaver of the 1950s, nor was I a participant in the current decade’s feminist turbulence. Born the second year of the Baby Boom, I straddled the cultures of the ’50s and the ’70s, determined my decisions would be my own, yet on a much deeper level still wanted—and needed—to be taken care of; I didn’t trust myself.


I wanted the dream, the whole fairytale, and Klaus appeared to possess what I lacked: confidence. Like a character in a play, I had learned my role, learned my lines. My script called for deferring to men for confirmation of my worth. I thought this man, this older, presumably wiser and more worldly man, would complete me, as if I were a puzzle piece without intrinsic value, like my mom. That misperception was the misstep.


That’s why it all went so terribly wrong.





THREE


Day 0 Continued


July 26, 1977, Indianapolis, IN


In the momentary darkness, I thought I heard Haywood’s voice calling my name from the volleyball court. “Jeannie? Jeannie!”


Still crumpled at Big John’s feet, I blinked and looked up into his stricken face, then snatched Klaus’s letter from the second-floor landing where the Episcopal priest had broken my fall. I grabbed the metal railing for support and propelled myself down the stairs, shouting for Haywood who ran from the volleyball court with his brother Bill close behind.


Haywood and I had known each other such a short time before marrying. When we’d met in April just months after my divorce, I was smitten, as was he. I needed what this Hoosier anchor offered: strength and kindness. Four weeks into the relationship he proposed, I accepted, and our wedding followed in June. On the night of July 26, the six-week mark of the marriage, our future collided with my past, as if we were the target of a meteor.


“What’s wrong? What happened?” my new husband asked.


“They’re gone. Ty and Megan. Klaus took them. They’ve gone to Germany.” I couldn’t catch my breath. “He . . . sent John with a letter.”


Towering over me, Haywood pressed me close and pried the letter from my clenched fist. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Let me see it.”


His jaw tightened as he skimmed the contents.




Jeannie, the children and I are on our way to Germany for good. . . . My brother and I made all the arrangements . . . he will not disclose our location. . . . In reference to the condo, I gave Big John my power of attorney and I respect and hope that through this action you maintain his friendship—he cares for you. Again, we are in Germany, happy and together, and in a place where you’ll never find us. . . .


Since your family had completely ignored me since you dumped me, I took the liberty and informed your father, mother and sister of my action. So, keep your theatrics and dramatizations to your current circle of friends for they don’t know you yet. . . .





“Son of a bitch,” Haywood whispered, before handing Bill the letter and helping me up the stairs into the apartment. While Haywood settled me onto the soft living room sofa, John went into the kitchen and brought me a glass of water. I looked up into his troubled face as I grasped the glass with a shaky hand.


“John,” Haywood said, nodding toward the letter Bill held. “Have you seen this? How did this happen?” Bill gave John the letter.


“Oh my God,” John said after reviewing it. Grabbing a pocketed handkerchief, John sank into the large chair across from me and mopped his brow, his forty-year-old face as white as his priestly collar. “This can’t be. Klaus has been spending time out at our place a lot over the last two months. Midge and I tried reasoning with him, repeatedly, explaining that there was life after your divorce. He had been so distraught and angry about your getting remarried.”


John wiped his brow again. “We thought Klaus was being interviewed for a job outside of Indianapolis and would need to move, at least that’s what he said, and even brought some of his furniture out to our place to store it until he could get the condo sold and get settled in a new place. He and the kids spent this past weekend with us and . . .”


Haywood exchanged a confused glance with me and interrupted him. “They were at your place?”


“Yeah, and we actually thought he was doing much better. Last night, after packing the car to leave, he handed me power of attorney papers and said he needed to finalize the job north of here and would I handle the condominium sale in his absence. I said okay, and that’s when he gave me that sealed envelope, asked me to wait twenty-four hours, then deliver it to Jeannie.”


John looked directly at me and dabbed his eyes. Choking back tears, he said, “I cautioned him, whatever he did, not to do anything that would bring you harm or grief. I thought he was just buying some time to get settled wherever the job was, and then he’d be in touch. I’ve made a horrible mistake.”


John’s pain was palpable. Klaus had led John to believe the trip was about a job and he and the kids would be back soon, that the twenty-four-hour delay requested was time for him to confirm the job without me interfering. I could imagine the dilemma Big John faced. Perhaps a priest was obligated by canon law to follow the request, since Klaus had taken John into his confidence. John was well aware of the unorthodox split custody arrangement. I could imagine Klaus asking John for one last favor—that he wanted to keep Ty and Megan with him a few extra days and thought I’d take that news better from John.


“Oh, John, he used you,” I cried. “Don’t you see? He planned the whole thing.”


I collapsed back onto the sofa cushions. John moved from the chair and offered a box of tissues, before the angry vortex in my head took control. I was so stupid to have believed Klaus!


Haywood took charge and contacted the Indianapolis police and the Marion County Sheriff’s Department, then phoned family members—my mom, my sister Joanne, and my dad in Florida, my brother Jim in Birmingham, and Haywood’s mom and dad who lived in town—and found that none had heard from Klaus or knew what had happened. As Haywood repeated the story over and over, my pain increased.


A police officer appeared, and Deputy Bronner, a young man from the sheriff’s department came, and dutifully took reports. Haywood sat close with an arm around me as I recounted the details.


“On Thursday, my ex-husband, Klaus, told me he wanted to celebrate his new job by taking both kids for a long weekend to Six Flags—you know, the St. Louis amusement park.”


“Wait,” John interrupted. “He told you what? So, you didn’t know he was out at our place?”


“I told you, John. He duped us all.”


I explained our unorthodox split custody arrangement: on weekdays Klaus was custodial parent for our six-year-old son, Ty, and I had custody of three-year-old Megan. By decree, the children shared the same babysitter and were always together on the weekends, which Klaus and I alternated. I was strong-armed into the arrangement, without which he would not have agreed to the divorce finalized six months before.


“Klaus needed my permission to extend his weekend. He said he’d have Megan back Tuesday by 7:00 p.m. I consented and, considering the four-hour trip from Indianapolis to St. Louis, even offered my car rather than trust his unreliable vehicle.”


I took a shuddery breath before finishing the story. “He turned down my offer. With a job finally on the horizon, he’d supposedly gotten the recently purchased old BMW sedan repaired. Friday evening, Klaus and Ty picked up Megan, planning an early start Saturday.” My hand trembled as I set my glass of water on the coffee table in front of me. “I know now they never went.”


Haywood showed the officers the letter, explained what Klaus had actually done, and introduced the officers to John. When John finished telling them what he knew, they noted the comments on their reports and stood as if to leave.


“We’ll assign a case number and contact you with that information, ma’am,” Deputy Bronner said. “There’s little else we can do at the moment. I’m sorry.”


The police officer echoed apologies.


“Can’t you issue an arrest warrant or something?” Haywood asked.


The officers looked at each other and shook their heads. Since the children were with their father, there was no basis for issuing any warrants. Klaus had broken no law, Bronner explained, so they would consider this a domestic dispute.


Stunned, I reached for the letter on the coffee table, unable to reconcile the officers’ words with the kidnapping proof I held in my hand. How could there not be a law?


After another round of apologies and empty condolences, they left.


Haywood called Dennis, my divorce attorney, who was not encouraging. Dennis knew the FBI would not step into a civil matter, and state warrants naming a parent as kidnapper under these circumstances were unheard of in 1977 in many states, including Indiana.


After Haywood replaced the phone’s receiver in its cradle, he looked at me, his brother, then John. A long silence followed, interrupted by the doorbell.


Slumped on the couch, staring at the growing pile of tissues at my side, I heard Haywood talking in the background and heard John murmur a farewell with a promise to keep in touch. Nothing registered though until Karen, my best friend, sat down gently at my side and said, “Oh, God. I’m so sorry. I can’t believe he really did it.”


Though Klaus had lied about contacting my family members, he had called Karen late that afternoon and said, “You should get to Indianapolis because your friend will need you. I’ve taken the kids and we’re in Canada. We board a ship for Germany tomorrow.” Then he hung up. Not knowing what I knew at that point, she left work immediately. After a quick pack, she threw the bag in her car and made the three-hour trek from northern Indiana without stopping.


I’d run out of tears. I’d also run out of words, so, leaning against my dearest confidante of seventeen years, I said nothing. Karen put an arm through mine and pulled me close, saying, “Oh, Jeannie. What are we going to do?”


Karen’s question left me speechless. Klaus, intending to have the last word as was customary, left me no choice. I would have to find them and get them back. But how? How? No one was issuing any warrants. Even if they did, what use would they be since my ex-husband and my children were in Germany? Maybe we could somehow find him, reason with him, and get him to bring them back. Anything. I would do anything. My head was spinning with wild thoughts. I could give him full custody. Or maybe I should divorce Haywood and go back to Klaus. Suffocating with fear, I could see no other options.


Eventually, I made myself stand and stretch. I went into the kitchen to make a cup of tea. As the water started boiling, so did the grief.


You’ll never find us.


I leaned against the wall, and wetness began trickling down between my legs. My wails rang through the apartment as I collapsed onto the cold tile of the kitchen floor.


He took them.


Haywood and Karen came running. They got me on my feet and cleaned me up.


“Jeannie, swallow this,” Karen said. She dropped a mild tranquilizer on my tongue, followed by a sip of water before having me sit on the couch again. Within fifteen minutes, calm filled my body. When I stood, my legs wobbled. Haywood caught me as I lurched forward, scooped me into his arms, and carried me into the bedroom where Karen placed a blanket over me and turned out the lights.


My head sank into the pillow and I pulled the soft comforter over my face as thoughts from the past swirled around in my mind.
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College


1965, Bloomington, IN


“Who’s that guy over there?” I asked my roommate as she negotiated a wedge of pecan pie onto her tray.


“Who? Oh, that’s Nick, my boyfriend’s roommate.” Trudy scanned the large dining hall for an empty table. “His real name is Klaus,” she said. “He’s German. Very German.”


We found a spot by a window overlooking the fall campus. “So why ‘Nick?’” I asked.


“I guess Joe thought ‘Nick’ sounded more American—like Nicholas. Klaus didn’t object, so the name stuck.”


“How well does Joe know him? Did they room together last year?” I pressed, staring at the clean cut, square-jawed handsome face across the way.


Trudy took a bite of her pie. “No, I don’t know where he roomed last year. This is only Nick’s second year on campus, but he’s a senior like Joe. Nick seems nice enough, though pretty much sticks to himself. He’s already served four years in the Air Force, so he’s several years older than Joe. I’m guessing maybe late twenties.”


As a fledgling freshman, “late twenties” sounded as intriguing as his nationality. German. Very German. How exciting. It must mean he’s very smart, very deep, and very worldly. My eyes followed Handsome Mystery Man exiting the building with his hands in his pockets. Mystery Man had a sway to his step, almost cocky, yet appealing. He walked as if he knew where he was going.


The next day at lunch, Joe introduced Nick as the two of them joined Trudy and me at a dining hall table. I smiled and attempted conversation. “Trudy says your name is really Klaus. So, what do I call you—Nick or Klaus?”


“Either works,” he said, and continued eating. The reply might have sounded abrupt if not for that accent. And brevity aside, his good table manners were worth noting. My mother would approve. Check.


He may be short on words, I thought, but look at him. I had seen men like him only in the movies, and a movie was already playing in my head. He was my Richard Burton—medium height, stocky, and ruggedly good looking, with a hint of arrogance. With my slender five-foot-eight frame and long dark hair, I could be his Elizabeth Taylor. We would make beautiful children.


When I boldly suggested we study together later that evening, he brushed me off—not an anticipated reaction based on my earlier interactions with high school boys. I was, after all, on the homecoming court. Klaus’s snub threw me. I guess my Hoosier-ness held no appeal for someone so sophisticated. Trudy caught the exchange and saved me from embarrassment. “Let’s go, Jeannie. Errands await.”


Sitting alone that night in the study lounge, I looked up from my book to find him standing there. My stomach tightened. All I could do was blink.


“May I join you?” I loved the German accent. “I was passing through and saw you,” he added quickly, shifting his sharp blue eyes into the distance, only to lock them on mine a second later.


I couldn’t read him. Had he sought me out? He sat down and politely asked a few questions about my book. As I whispered a response, his lips gave way to a smile while his gaze remained steadfast. My cheeks warmed and after a few minutes together in the hushed study area, the attraction became as obvious as his accent. He suggested we go for a walk, took my books, and led me outside.


I was the one now short on words; he appeared more relaxed, any guarded behavior gone. We ambled through campus and headed into town. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw him smiling, and I shivered, reacting to his presence as much as the cool evening air.


Eventually, combing his fingers through his close-cropped brown hair, he leaned close and asked, “Are you cold? How about we stop at that little coffee house over there?”


“I’d love a cup of coffee,” I replied. He offered me an arm, and we crossed the street. After opening the door for me, he found a secluded table, waited until we had ordered, and after a bit of an awkward silence, began sharing his story.


By eighteen, he was eager to see the world. To my ears, his childhood couldn’t have been easy. Born in 1938 in a small West German town, only a few years after Adolph Hitler became Germany’s Chancellor, he and his family suffered through World War II. He was six when his father died in a coal mining accident as the war continued. His mother, two months pregnant with the last of eight at the time of her husband’s death, somehow held the family together.


In 1956, with Eisenhower in the White House and German immigration rising, Klaus, the only one of the eight siblings to say goodbye to their West German home, entered the United States via Canada on a permanent visa which required registering with the Selective Service. As a legal permanent resident, registration was mandatory since he entered the US before the age of twenty-six. He later applied for citizenship, causing forfeiture of German citizenship, and within a few years received the predicted draft notice from the Army. Enlisting in the Air Force instead, he used the opportunity to take college classes.


I momentarily thought about how different our backgrounds were relative to the draft and family history. The only uniformed male in my world was my maternal grandfather, who served in WWI. My dad never enlisted; I have no recollection why. My brother, eight years my senior, and brother-in-law, thirteen years older, received draft notices, followed by rejections, one for hernias, one for flat feet. I adopted a narrow mindset about the military, choosing peace over war, even while growing up in an Eisenhower-era family. I had no context for Klaus’s involvement but thought him brave for joining the Air Force.


“They stationed me at the Kokomo base, just a couple hours from here. When my tour of duty ended, I still needed several credits toward my business degree. So, I—how do you say?—used my smarts and decided finishing here at IU’s Bloomington campus made good sense.”


His voice was strong and confident, exuding worldly experience. I had lived in Indiana my entire life and chosen Indiana University—not exactly a risk-taker. Even in high school, risk-taking wasn’t my forte. The biggest risk I took was in late middle school when I got mixed up with the wrong crowd. Impressionable and wanting to fit in, I put my parents through hell with a questionable choice of friends. It wasn’t until I met Karen, who would become my best friend, that hooligans lost their appeal. Ever the nice girl in high school, I walked the middle road—the one where you don’t become part of the popular girl clique or join the cheerleading squad.


Having not sided with any one particular group, I ventured into the world of theatre and music—my two loves, and with Karen’s support and encouragement, I made several friends. My unexpected popularity secured me a place on the homecoming court my senior year.


It was a moment of bliss. On homecoming night, under the stadium lights, I was one of five senior girls seated on the backs of open convertibles driven around the football field. In the spotlight at last, wearing a fitted, strapless-bodice gown with the crisp night air cooling my bare arms, I felt momentarily self-assured.


Our attendants escorted us from our cars and stood facing the stadium crowd as we held our bouquets, nervously awaiting the entrance of the senior class president. With a drum roll, Alex, tuxedoed and with crown in hand, stood several feet behind the line of contenders. Increasing the suspense, Alex walked the length of the homecoming court several times, pausing behind each girl, only to back away and move down the line. Finally, he crowned the winner. Mary Anne—the cheerleader.


The band played. The crowd cheered. I pasted a smile on my face.


Being runner-up sucked.


Once I arrived on Indiana University’s 1965 campus, homecoming popularity seemed pretty silly and my education to date pretty narrow. My high school graduating class, like the entire school, had been all-white and all-American in every sense. Lew Wallace High remained segregated until 1966, integrating only after the Civil Rights Act of 1964 passed, prohibiting racial discrimination in employment and education. I believed in Martin Luther King Jr.’s advocacy of civil disobedience and non-violent resistance; I was a peacemaker and didn’t agree with segregation. However, like a fish unaware of the water it lives in, I didn’t recognize the white-privileged culture I lived in. Growing up with the absence of color in my small all-white world, I didn’t realize how limited my understanding was of the social justice implications, because whiteness was the norm. Blind to the white-culture hierarchy, I naively thought passage of the new laws would rectify any inequalities.


Even as middle-class WASPs, we had had a maid. Mom loosely ran the household with the help of Elizabeth, our Black maid whom I adored. A five-foot-tall timid woman with a welcoming smile and a noticeable lazy eye, Elizabeth arrived at the back door weekly, fetched the glass bottles left on the steps by the milkman, and entered the house to clean and do the ironing. A linoleum-clad portion of our concrete floor basement was home to the washer, dryer, and ironing production, which is also where she and I would spend time chatting and giggling. She’d sometimes let me spray the clothes with water before she took a hot iron to them. The clean scent of the starch she applied to Dad’s shirts helped cover the musty dankness of the basement.


Other than the interactions with Elizabeth, my Midwest world remained WASP-white. Black people did not mix with whites and lived in a confined singular section of town, though they made up about 40% of Gary’s population.


High school hadn’t offered the diversity in race, culture, and nationality I found so exciting my first year at IU—and for sure there had been no charming European men. At eighteen, meeting twenty-seven-year-old Klaus was for me part of a bigger, more expansive picture of what life could be. It felt like the right time to reinvent myself. In my naivete, I didn’t possess the background nor the experience to realize what the effect Klaus’s Hitler-era youth indoctrination could have on a relationship. I knew as little about cultural differences as I did racial ones, and the thought of dating this older, sophisticated man was the most adventurous idea I’d ever mustered.


I leaned both elbows on the table, listening intently, my fingers interlaced under my chin. I studied him, noting how impeccably handsome this man was in his crisp, white long-sleeved shirt. At the base of his left cuff, the face of a gold watch rested on the inside of his wrist rather than the top. How curious. Part of the European unique appeal. I took a breath, inhaling the magic of his company, and moved my folded hands in front of my lips, hoping for a sophisticated look. Praying the please-let-me-appear-calm prayer of an eighteen-year-old, I could feel every inch of my thighs pressing into the chair to steady myself.


He reached across the table, cupped my hands with his, and pulled them toward him. “I’ve never been comfortable enough to talk about myself. It’s hard for me to let people know me. I was so nervous when I met you at lunch, I didn’t know what to do. This is new for me.” He paused. “But being with you feels good.”


I was speechless. He let go of my hands as if the action might have been too forward.


I sipped my coffee, unsure of what to do, while he drank a cup of tea. He brought me here, a coffeehouse, and doesn’t even drink the stuff. Afraid of losing the moment—and my nerve—I smiled and reached for his hands.


I was hooked.





FIVE


Day 1


July 27, 1977, Indianapolis, IN


I heard Haywood and Karen’s hushed voices coming from the living room. My body felt heavy, its position unaltered with my cheek pressed into the pillow. The air conditioner whirred to life, blowing cool air across my clammy face and sticky lids.


As I awoke more fully, I heard another voice, one in my head: he stole your children.


I blinked in slow motion, rubbed my forehead, and dragged my tranquilized body from the bed.


Karen, unloading the dishwasher when I shuffled into the kitchen, stopped to give me a long hug.


“God, I’m glad you’re here,” I said, easing into the nearest dining room chair.


We’d become friends as teenagers growing up in the Midwest on the south side of Gary, Indiana, the white Anglo-Saxon protestant end of town. Though chatty, I’d been a compliant child during elementary school. I floundered through junior high, however, increasing my parents’ stress by running with an undesirable crowd in the eighth grade. How I longed for approval, popularity, inclusion, all the while scared to the bone. I wanted to have shoes like Barbara, clothes like Patti, and a laugh like Linda’s. Though invited to the parties where alcohol flowed, I didn’t drink; I wasn’t one of them. I remember my confusion at one party where, to act like I was having a good time, I let some chunky guy named Bucky give me my first French kiss, filling my mouth with his fat tongue. It practically gagged me. But I didn’t stop him. I acquiesced. I deferred.


My mom and dad did not look kindly on my choice of friends and scheduled sessions with a psychologist, along with an ultimatum: either find new friends or find myself at boarding school.


As I sat in Dr. Robert Ross’s office week after week, handsomely framed degrees covering the dark paneled walls impressed and intimidated me. Based on those extensive credentials I felt I had no right to question his authority and, at fourteen, rather than put stock in the arrogant, self-aggrandizing, patronizing undertone I sensed, I instead revered “Dr. Bob,” his preferred moniker. What saved me though wasn’t his professional counseling. Dr. Bob had a daughter my age—Karen, and she was the answer to everybody’s prayers. I dodged boarding school, Dr. Bob became almost like a second father, and Karen and I became best friends.


When I was with her, I knew kindness; I could feel her strength, calmness, and insight. When I was with the good doctor, I knew my place. However conflicted I felt about him, he was a doting father to Karen and by extension to me.


Karen and I made quite a pair. By my freshman year of high school, I had morphed into a pretty girl. I retired the badly permed hair from junior high and lost several unwanted pounds. Next to my five-eight frame, olive skin, and long dark hair, Karen was maybe five-foot-four, eye-catching with shoulder-length blond curls, crystal blue eyes, and soft features. Knowing my love for music and theatre, she convinced me I should join the drama and choral departments—her favorites. It was an easy sell.


Karen and I became inseparable. On November 22, 1963, the day someone assassinated President John F. Kennedy, we sought each other out amidst the ensuing chaos that engulfed the school hallways. She was the friend I needed as we suffered the shock, unable to comprehend a tragedy unlike any other experienced.


JFK. My mother and I had both fallen in love with him, even though our household had supported Eisenhower the previous decade. Young, handsome, well-spoken, and smart, a man we could believe in, Kennedy personified hope for the future. Perhaps the bigger draw for me involved the subconscious pull of the fairytale—Camelot through and through.


Once we found each other after the news broke, Karen and I didn’t even speak—we left the hysteria of the crowded halls and found a quiet side spot on the steps of the massive open staircase that connected the high school’s second and third floors. Dazed, we sat together and wept until the final bell rang.


And here we were, sitting together again, this time at my small dining room table, dazed, unable to comprehend the current moment’s tragedy. “I thought I heard Haywood. Where is he?” I asked.


She poured me a cup of coffee and offered some cream. “Gone to run an errand. Won’t be gone long. How are you feeling?”


“Groggy, stupid, angry, scared. All the above.” My lip trembled as I choked up.


She reached across the table and put her soft hand on mine. “We’ll figure this out, Jeannie. I called my father while you were sleeping, and he’d like to talk, as soon as you feel up to it.”


Feel up to it? I didn’t know when I’d feel like doing anything, especially having a conversation with her father, Dr. Bob—he who had been my counselor when I was a teenager, later a marriage therapist for my mom, and the one who had disapproved of my divorce.


A minister and a psychologist, he’d also been the unofficial mediator, an instrumental negotiator, during the early stages of the divorce. Klaus had seemed to respect Dr. Bob and accept his counsel.


I swallowed a few sips of coffee and made the call.


“Jeannie, I think, all things considered, it would be best if you worked through me to get the kids back. Klaus obviously feels as if you forced his hand with this new marriage of yours.”


I could almost see Dr. Bob, leaning his solid frame back in his leather chair, flanked by an impressive wall of bookcases that dominated his office. He always sounded so sure of himself, always so reasonable. “I understand Klaus, and I understand the male psyche. Let me handle this for you, Jeannie.”


I stared at my half-empty cup. Karen, sitting across the table from me, offered more, but I declined. “Bob, I just want my children back,” I sighed. “What should we do?” I took a slow sip.


He told me, if Klaus would agree to return, I should give Klaus custody of the kids. Full custody. Both of them.


“What?” I sputtered. “How can you say that? He kidnapped them! He’s taken them out of the country, for God’s sake! Klaus should be jailed, not rewarded with custody.”


“Jeannie, he’s their father. You don’t want to see him behind bars.” Dr. Bob’s voice was calm and clear. “You want this unfortunate situation worked out in a way that’s best for everyone concerned. I’m your best hope, probably your only hope, for reaching that solution.”


For a moment, I wondered whether I should call my attorney, because a gut part of me wanted Klaus sent away. Revenge, however, would only fuel the fire of Klaus’s wrath, which terrified me. I’d already made a huge mistake by stupidly thinking the split custody arrangement, a fear-based agreement, would ensure an amicable future. Now, I felt like a traitor to my children, the ones I loved the most. I was so confused. I just wanted my children back with me, safe and sound, whatever the cost to me.


The police insisted Klaus hadn’t committed a crime. If they couldn’t arrest him, I didn’t know how I’d get the children back, despite the custody order. My head still foggy, I couldn’t come up with where to start, who to turn to, what to do, and I felt the convoluted legal system had turned its back on me. Who was I to think I could find them? And here was a man willing to help me. I should listen.


Dr. Bob, arrogance aside, understood Klaus and seemed confident in his ability to handle things, if I did exactly as directed. What else could I do?


I clutched the edge of the table and took a long shaky breath, wanting so badly to be smart enough to handle this, but my insecurities surfaced and took hold.


“All right, Dr. Bob. All right,” I said. “Whatever it takes. Just get me my kids.”


My voice quivered as I thought of the last glimpse I’d had of Ty and Megan, smiling, excited, waving goodbye through the car windows as Klaus pulled out of the parking lot only five days earlier. Megan, having just turned three and buckled into her car seat, with her tousled dark blond locks and that impish grin, blew me an exaggerated kiss. Ty, almost seven and slim-faced with his baby fat long gone, waved with both hands, making silly faces which I replicated as they rounded the corner.


Had I told them I loved them?




WEDDINGHOFEN (WEST GERMANY)


JEANNIE GIVES YOU TOTAL CUSTODY CALL DR. BOB SUNDAY


JULY 31 MIDNIGHT INDIANA TIME


LOVE KAREN





“Love, Karen?” I said, when she handed me a copy of the telegram she’d sent per her father’s instructions, to Klaus’s brother, Fredi in Germany.


“I know,” she said, with a little grimace. “It felt strange writing that on the form, but I wrote what Dad had said. Do you think I should have left out the ‘love’?”


Seventeen years she and I had been friends. She knew my entire marriage story and had lived through all the chapters. Though love was not what she felt for Klaus, she deferred to her father, as she had so often done in the past.


I could only shake my head and say, “I don’t know, Karen. For the moment, I guess we’ll do as your father says.”


The world had gone upside down and backwards. If some twisted idea of love had made Klaus steal the children, maybe Karen’s “love” could convince Klaus he had won and that bringing Ty and Megan back was in his favor.


I sat on the couch, staring into space while my friend bustled around the apartment. She answered endless phone calls and took messages from family members, the babysitter, and my office. I’d only had the energy to return the call from my boss, Dave, at Indiana Bell Telephone Company. After I’d explained my absence from work, he said, “Please keep me posted, and don’t worry about things here.” Attempting a lighter note, Dave added, “Without diminishing your role as one of our best staff associates, we can manage. I mean it; you take all the time you need.”


But my perception of time had changed. Without my kids, there was too much of it as the day stretched out before me—and too little, as the tranquilizer fog started lifting and I considered all the details that would require serious attention if Klaus accepted my offer and brought the children back home. I soon realized Dr. Bob’s telegram did not include the contingency we had discussed on the phone: Klaus’s maintaining Indiana residency unless otherwise agreed.


I sat down at the dining room table again, still in my bathrobe, and began scribbling lists on a legal pad and imagined what giving Klaus full custody of Ty and Megan would involve. I would want unlimited visitation; where would they live? The “new job” was obviously a lie—how would he support himself? Would I be responsible for child support payments?


Haywood and I were just establishing ourselves as a couple and as a family. We were also financially strapped. He worked as a truck driver, hauling steel, and I was a telephone company staff associate writing training material for service reps, a junior rung on the corporate ladder. Taking on this madness with Klaus—financially and emotionally—was not part of the plan. And I knew Haywood would not approve of Dr. Bob’s strong-arm tactics, nor the unthinkable custody change. That wasn’t Haywood’s modus operandi.


When you have kids with a person though, that person is part of your life and your children’s lives, for better or for worse. Right now was definitely worse.


I swallowed hard and reread the letter in its entirety.




Jeannie, the children and I are on our way to Germany for good. Ty and I decided two months ago that such a move would be the best for both children. It would mean togetherness as brother and sister, one place to live with someone who is willing to sacrifice a portion of his life. My brother and I made all the arrangements by ourselves without help from any of my friends and he will not disclose our location. If you feel like communicating with me or the children, address the letter to my brother. In reference to the condo, I gave Big John my power of attorney and I respect and hope that through this action you maintain his friendship—he cares for you. Again, we are in Germany, happy and together, and in a place where you’ll never find us, nor will you be able to threaten me with court action again. By the way, don’t worry about my monetary debts to you, they will be paid off in time that much I promise you.
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