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Incarcerated for being born black ... her fight for survival has begun.
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Dedicated to the forgotten children of Hadamar.









The following story is based on true events.









BERLIN, DEN 1 Sept 1939




Reichsleiter Bouhler und Dr. med. Brandt


sind unter Verantwortung beauftragt, die Befugnisse namentlich zu bestimmender Ärzte so zu erweitern, dass nach menschlichen Ermessen unheilbar Kranken bei kritischster Beurteilung ihres Krankheitszustandes der Gnadentod gewährt werden kann. (Signed, A. Hitler)








BERLIN, 1 Sept 1939




Reichsleiter Bouhler and Dr. Brandt


are charged with the responsibility to extend the authority of designated doctors, so that they may decide whether those considered incurably ill, as far as can be judged, after the most careful evaluation of their condition, may be granted a mercy death. (Signed, A. Hitler)



As World War II loomed, Hitler authorised the implementation of Aktion T-4, a eugenics program designed to rid Germany of unwanted and undesirable citizens. The program’s headquarters were in Berlin, at number 4 Tiergartenstrasse, but its day-to-day operations took place in various institutions around the country, including in the southern town of Hadamar. When the truth of what happened within the asylum’s walls became known, the people of Hadamar gave the institution a nickname.


They called it the House of Shudders.









PROLOGUE








5 May 2017




My grandfather never said anything about Hadamar. I pushed and pushed him, but he refused to say a word. The rest of the family simply left Opa be, but I always wanted to know more about his time there. Only in his final days did he reveal anything, and all he gave me was a name: Ingrid Marchand. Not to be deterred, I asked him where I could find her.


Grudgingly, he said he hadn’t seen her since the end of the war. At a guess, he said, she would be in America, possibly Long Island, New York, as that is where she always said she would go. Her kindergarten teacher had moved there, and she had said she would go there one day too. ‘Maybe Ingrid became a teacher,’ he said. But he didn't know. When Opa spoke about Ingrid he appeared to speak with love. It only intrigued me even more.


I researched the name Ingrid Marchand online.


There she was: a teacher in Long Island, rewarded for her charity work. It took a little more digging and a few emails and phone calls, but soon I found out where she was.


I rang the nursing home and they put me through. At first, I didn’t tell her who I was; I just told her I was interested to learn more about Hadamar. She hung up.


I rang again and got one of the receptionists, who told me that Miss Marchand did not want to speak to me. I asked her to tell her that I was Johan Kapfler’s granddaughter.


The phone went silent.


I waited and waited.


‘Miss Marchand says she will talk to you, if you wish, but not over the phone.’


I caught a plane from Berlin to New York that evening, not knowing what to expect. Perhaps she had agreed to see me, thinking I would not make the trip across the Atlantic Ocean. If what Opa had told me was correct, she was ninety-three. Would she even remember that she had agreed to meet me? Would she remember much about Hadamar at all?


I arrived in New York, and caught a yellow taxi to the nursing home. It was bigger than any I had seen in Germany. It looked like a large hotel. Walking into the reception area, I encountered a middleaged nurse busying herself behind the counter.


‘Can I help you?’ she asked.


‘I’m here to see Miss Ingrid Marchand.’


‘Is she expecting you?’


‘Maybe. I’m Johan Kapfler’s granddaughter. She said she would talk to me if I came to see her.’


‘One moment,’ the nurse said, before she disappeared down the corridor and into the nearby lifts.


I sat in the reception area and waited. Several minutes passed before the nurse returned.


‘Miss Marchand says she will see you. Follow me.’


I followed the nurse to the lifts and along the corridor until we came to a room with number 18 on the door. The nurse opened the door and led me inside. Sitting facing the window, looking out at the distant ocean, was a frail old woman. She had a red and blue crocheted blanket across her lap. She was fingering a gold ring.


‘Ingrid,’ the nurse said. ‘The young lady I mentioned is here to see you.’


The old lady slowly turned her head towards me. Her deep blue eyes immediately drew me in. Her face was wrinkled with age, and perhaps the hardships she had endured over the years. Her startling blue eyes and full head of snowy hair accentuated her chocolate-coloured skin.


‘ Guten tag, Fräulein,’ she said as she pointed to a chair beside hers. I sat down as the nurse departed.


‘You came to ask me about Hadamar, ja?’


‘I wanted to know more about my Opa’s life, but ja – I came to find out about Hadamar.’


‘The “House of Shudders”, that’s what the townspeople called it.’


‘The House of Shudders?’ I asked.


‘You know,’ she said, ‘you are the spitting image of Fräulein Rothenberg. When I was young, I was convinced that my kindergarten teacher was a real-life princess. She was the only teacher at my school who ever cared about me, who defended and protected me. I can still remember the waft of her vanilla perfume. I remember her eyes, bluer than the summer sky, her China-doll skin, and her tight black curls. Now tell me; why do you want to know about Hadamar?’


‘Because Opa never talked about it.’


‘Never?’


‘Nein, not until his last days – and all he mentioned was you.’


‘Johan is dead?’


‘Ja, he died last month.’


‘That hurts my heart to hear. Yet I’m surprised he managed to live that long,’ she said as she looked out the window towards the bay. ‘I’ve only ever told some people pieces of what happened to me, and only then when someone asked – which, as the years went by, happened less and less frequently. I didn’t mind. I’ve tried so hard to forget that place. My time is short now and I find myself longing for death. If there’s a Heaven, I think I deserve a place in it. If there’s a Hell, it couldn’t possibly be worse than where I’ve already been.’


‘I was thinking about writing a a book what happened at Hadamar. It seems the people of Germany have forgotten about the suffering that took place there.’


‘After you called, I’ve been thinking alot about how much I should say. I’ve always thought my story should die with me, but if the people of Germany have forgotten about the horror that took place there, then maybe you should write down what I have to say.’


‘Danke, Fräulein,’ I said politely as I retrieved a tape recorder from my bag. ‘So, you called Hadamar the “House of Shudders”.’


‘Ja, the House of Shudders. I was a prisoner of Hadamar for six long years. By the end, when the Americans came, it was too late: Hadamar had stolen my soul.’


She continued to stare mournfully out the window as the memories of Hadamar played over in her mind.


‘They stole everything from me: my chance to have children, my chance at love, my innocence, my soul.’ Her bottom lip trembled as she turned the ring on her finger. She stayed silent for so long that I wondered if she would speak again. ‘When I say they took my soul, I mean exactly that. I think I have only ever truly loved one man: your Opa. After the war I found it hard to trust another man. Perhaps, when my story is done, you will understand why.’ She pulled her gaze from the window and looked at me.


‘Do you think a long life is a blessing or a curse?’ She asked. She wasn’t crying, but her eyes had become watery.


‘People say my long life has been a blessing, but sometimes I wonder if it has been a curse. Soon enough, I will meet God, if He even exists, but if He does exist I will demand explanations from Him. Most of all, why was I allowed to live? Why was my life more valuable than others? I have been given the “gift” of a long life but am I worthy of that gift? I don’t think so.’


‘But, Fräulein, you were a teacher. Surely all those years of educating children count for something?’


‘Miss Kapfler, I can see it in your pretty blue eyes. They’re filled with hope; hope and optimism. That hope was taken from me when I was very young. Don’t mistake me, I’ve tried to see the good in the world. But I have seen humanity at its most evil. I am ninety-three years old. I’ve seen beautiful things, had wonderful experiences. I’ve tried to convince myself that the beauty outweighs the evil, but I’m not convinced it does. If you had seen what I’ve seen, I wonder: would you still have hope?’ I stayed quiet, not wanting her to stop talking.


‘Perhaps I have lived a fortunate life. I’ve spent my life teaching; it’s a noble profession. I tried to give back to society, in debt and gratitude to God for sparing me, but it never seemed enough. Maybe it’s just because I can’t escape my past. Still, at least I’m not one of the unlucky ones.’


‘The unlucky ones?’


‘Ja, the unlucky ones. The survivors of the death and concentration camps whose minds make them relive every day believing that they’re back in the camps. I’ve only ever seen a few come and go in this retirement home, and I have always been glad I’m not one of them. My memories force me to re-live my time in Hadamar, but some days I can push them aside at least long enough to keep my sanity.


‘In recent times, America has become in many ways like Nazi Germany. I’ve heard it on the TV, the way people in this country talk about Muslims. It’s the same as how they used to talk about the Jews. I didn’t think people would forget, but they have! The world needs to be reminded of what can happen when pure hatred is allowed to run free.’


I reached out and took her hand in mine. I looked down as my smooth, blemish-free hands wrapped around hers, contrasting starkly with her wrinkled and withered black hands. She squeezed tightly before she looked up at me again.


‘If we remember the past,’ I said to her, ‘perhaps we can create a better future?’




CHAPTER 1
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THE PREVENTION OF MISCHLINGE








2 March 1938




I remember the exact day they came for me.


It was Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent and the last day of the Mainzer Fassenacht, a time of great celebration that marks the blooming of the flowers, the greening of the leaves and the coming of new life. The squares and streets were filled with revellers and there were parades every evening. In years gone by the floats and costumes had revolutionary undertones, with a particular hatred directed at the French, something that had taken on even greater significance after the National Socialists had consolidated their power. Mutti thought it best that we – more specifically, I – stay indoors. So we stayed at home and drank Glühwein.


It was mid-evening when a hefty knock came at the door. In the dappling firelight my eyes found Mutti’s and, despite the heat emanating from the hearth and the wine in my hand, I felt chilled to the bone. Everyone hated me and, by proxy, my mother, so company was a rarity. Brushing it off as drunk revellers falling upon the door, we returned to our wine, but when the knocks intensified I felt my skin crawl. Mutti ignored it, choosing instead to stare at the flames. I stood up, moved beside her and put my hand on her shoulder. She felt ice cold.


‘Frau Marchand!’ a voice bellowed. ‘We know you’re in there! Open up now or we’ll break the door down!’


‘Don’t answer it,’ I said to Mutti. ‘If we ignore them long enough, they’ll go away.’


Suddenly, Mutti stood, placed her wine glass on the mantelpiece above the fire and strode to the door.


‘Mutti! What are you doing?’ I cried.


‘Ingrid,’ she said, looking back at me. Even in the firelight I could see her face was drained of colour. ‘We have no choice.’


Upon reaching the door she opened it, revealing two black and red-clad Gestapo Unterscharführer. My throat constricted, my heart pounded. They stepped aside, revealing two doctors dressed in white coats, Obersturmführer insignia hidden beneath their collars.


‘What do you want?’ Mutti asked coldly. ‘You already took my husband.’


‘We have not come for your husband,’ the closer, older Obersturmführer said as he stepped inside. ‘We have come for your daughter.’


Mutti looked at them. Her legs began to quiver. Her knees wobbled beneath her. Her left hand shook as she grasped in vain for the doorjamb. I only caught her moments before she hit the floor.


With the help of the older Obersturmführer we got her back in her chair. I retrieved her wine glass from the mantelpiece, topped it up and gave it to her. She shook so badly; she could barely hold it. It was only when I held it to her lips that she could finally drink. After the first few sips, she wrapped her hands around the glass, drained what was left and placed her hands on the armrests of her chair. She stared into the fire for several moments before she stood up, walked to the table and retrieved the bottle. She refilled her glass, drained it, and filled it again before she returned to her armchair.


‘Frau Marchand,’ the older doctor said as he moved from the doorway and laid out some papers on the table. They were covered in writing, signatures and official stamps, the only one of which I recognised was the official black eagle of the Reich stamped at the top of the page. ‘Are you aware of the Committee of Experts for Population and Racial Policy?’


At first Mutti ignored him staring absently at the flames.


‘Frau Marchand, are you aware of the Committee of Experts for Population and Racial Policy?’


She gave a quick, almost imperceptible shake of her head.


‘In March 1935,’ the doctor announced, ‘the Committee of Experts for Population and Racial Policy met in Berlin and decided that Mischlinge, like your daughter here, were an affliction on the purity of the Aryan race that needed a resolution. Hence, we at the Gestapo created Commission Number 3. The role of this commission is to document all the Mischlinge in the Rheinland area and in other parts of Germany.


‘We thought we had dealt with all of the Mischlinge in this region but, until we seized the records of one Dr Oborwitz, we were unaware of the existence of your daughter. This, taken with the testimony of a —’ he paused as he retrieved a notebook from inside his jacket, flipped it open and read, ‘Herr Waldheim, who confirmed that Ingrid was a decidedly mentally disabled Mischling child.’


My stomach sank, my legs felt weak. Herr Waldheim, my former school principal, was desperate to be the model Nazi. But no matter how hard he tried – no matter how much of their dirty work he did – he would never quite meet their ‘lofty’ ideals. He was not Aryan and Mutti had always said that he preferred the company of men, but no one had ever been able to prove anything. When the Gestapo pressed him about me, I imagined, he would have gladly told them whatever they wanted to know. Eager to impress or to deflect attention away from himself, he would have embellished and signed off on any lies that they fed him.


My courage wavered. I wanted to be strong for Mutti, but hearing that Herr Waldheim had denounced me made me terrified of what was in the papers on the table.


‘Hundreds of other Rheinlander bastards like your daughter, have been designated as biologically inferior and of possessing extensive negative traits,’ the Gestapo doctor continued. ‘A panel consisting of myself and my companion here as well as a judge have reviewed Ingrid’s case and decided she will be taken to a local hospital to have several special procedures performed. Do not concern yourself. There will be no harmful consequences.’


Mutti snapped out of her trance-like state, her voice ferocious as she leapt from her chair. ‘You will not take Ingrid from me!’


She snatched the papers off the table, howling and screaming as she tore them into tiny pieces and flung them into the air. I watched as they floated to the ground like tiny white feathers. She cried, ‘You will NOT take my daughter – not the way you took my Guillaume!’


Unperturbed, the Gestapo doctor reached inside his coat, retrieved a duplicate of the documentation and placed it in the same place as the originals.


‘Frau Marchand,’ he said coldly, ‘I did not come here to debate this matter with you. The law states that I have the right to take Ingrid. Her special treatment will not take long. She will not be gone more than a few hours.’


Hatred burned in Mutti’s eyes as the two Unterscharführer marched towards me, grabbed my hands and arms and forced them behind my back. My shoulders burned as if they were on fire.


‘Leave her alone!’ Mutti cried as she tried to pry their arms away. ‘She is not a common criminal!’


My head swam. The torment of school, the hatred of the townspeople, the coming of the Nazi Party. I thought all of that had made me grow up. I was wrong; I was a scared little child. The fear engulfed me. It took everything I had not to wet my pants. I thought back to the moment they had taken Vati – how Mutti had fallen to pieces; how I almost had too. Despite the tenderness of my age, I’d taken everything in my stride. I had taken care of Mutti. I had nursed her back to health, brought her back to relative normality. If I could handle that, I could handle anything the Gestapo could do to me.


That is what I tried to tell myself.


‘Mutti! Mutti! Don’t let them take me!’ I wailed as they forced me out the door.


‘Ingrid! Ingrid!’ Mutti yelled, throwing all of her body weight into one last attempt to free me. It was futile. One of them brushed her away as if she were an insect, while the other Unterscharführer blocked the doorway.


Waiting in the street was a black Mercedes, identical to the one that had taken Vati. The Unterscharführer holding me let me go and the younger of the Obersturmführer doctors forced me into the back seat. Through my watering eyes I could see Mutti’s arms, stretched out, searching, feeling, like two tentacles as they reached around the Unterscharführer’s torso and grasped at thin air.


‘Get in there, you black bitch!’ the younger doctor growled as he threw me into the car. The door was open and I contemplated trying to escape, but I was not quick enough; the older Obersturmführer had slid in beside me. I fumbled at the door handle. Managing to grasp hold, I turned it and opened the door, only to find the other Unterscharführer blocking my way. He slipped in on the other side of me. The crushing weight of the two men made it hard to breathe. I struggled to get air into my lungs. I felt as if I would pass out at any minute.


Then I heard banging.


‘Give me back my daughter! Give me back my daughter!’ Mutti cried as she pounded the windows with her fists. They paid no attention. The Unterscharführer in the driver’s seat turned the key in the ignition. The engine sparked to life and we pulled away from the curb. My breathing was quick and short. I tried to turn my mind to what they were about to do to me but, starved of oxygen, all I could think about was taking my next breath. Time lost all meaning. Had we been driving for ten minutes? An hour? I didn’t know.


Suddenly, the car came screeching to an abrupt halt, making all three of us lurch forward.


‘Aussteigen!’ the Obersturmführer doctor in the front seat ordered while the other doctor wrapped his arms around me to keep me from escaping. The two Unterscharführer got out of the car and stood beside it. They had cut off all avenues of escape.


The older doctor grabbed me painfully by the right biceps and wrenched me from the car. I barely had time to steady myself before they were pulling me towards a small fountain in the centre of a well-manicured lawn that was surrounded by a clipped square hedge. Running toward and beyond the fountain was a pebbled pathway. I contemplated kicking my legs, flailing my arms – anything to break free, to run away – but where would I go? How far would I get? They had said it themselves. I was one of hundreds. They must have done this hundreds of times. They would pre-empt anything I could do. All that remained was passive resistance. I let my body go completely limp. It didn’t deter them. They simply dragged me towards two rows of elm trees that guarded either side of two enormous entrance doors.


‘Halt!’ the senior Obersturmführer doctor ordered. He turned around and looked down his nose at me. Then he coldly said, ‘Walk properly or I will order these men to shoot you here and now. Your diseased black blood will spill on the stones beneath your feet.’


I did as he had ordered and walked ‘properly’ towards the entranceway. There was a large golden crucifix above the doors. Once, the sight of it would have filled me with hope. Now, however, I got the distinct feeling God had forgotten me. They led me inside.


Everything was white. White walls, white linoleum floors, and white uniforms on the doctors and nurses bustling up and down the corridors, some of them with arms full of clipboards and medical equipment. The whiteness was only broken by brown wooden crosses that sat at equidistant points along the walls. My heart felt as if it was gripped in a vice. Inside, I was numb. The two Unterscharführer stopped in front of the first door we came to and shoved me inside. I looked around blankly for a moment before noticing a long table covered in a white cloth.


Seated at the table were three Gestapo men wearing white coats. Looking closely underneath their collars, I guessed them to be Sturmbannführer. To the right of them sat the older of the two Obersturmführer. Only one spare chair remained, the single one on my side in which I was ordered to sit. A man with tightly clipped grey hair and smallpox scars on his face sat across from me. The mere sight of him filled me with dread. My frequent trips to Herr Waldheim’s office paled into insignificance as this man opened a leather-bound file and perused it.


Then he said, ‘Ingrid Marchand, you have been brought here to decide whether you are a candidate for sterilisation.’


I stared blankly back at them. I was fourteen. I didn’t know much about sterilisation. I’d only heard the word a few times in science class and all I knew was that it meant to cleanse something. The townspeople of Mainz often taunted me, saying that Germany needed to be ‘cleansed’ of people like me, but I didn’t really comprehend how sterilisation came into it. I felt like I was on trial, accused of a crime I didn’t commit, nor even know about. But this was no trial. The people in front of me were my judge, jury and, in a sense, my executioners.


‘Ingrid Marchand,’ the grey-haired man said in a deep voice that made me shiver. ‘You fulfil the necessary criteria for sterilisation. Based on your biological inferiority, disharmonies in the phenotypic appearance, and your preponderantly negative character traits, it is in your best interests, and those of the Reich, that you do not and will not have children in the future as they will carry the genetic weaknesses you possess with them. If you are permitted to marry another undesirable, these weaknesses would only serve to multiply. We cannot allow this to happen. We have a sacred duty to the purity of the German people to prevent the poisoning of the entire bloodstream of the Aryan race. You will, therefore, immediately be taken to have the sterilisation procedure performed.’


I sat there stunned. I looked at their faces, hoping to see a trace of sympathy. They remained cold and distant. I contemplated escape but I was stunned, too confused to protest or resist as two burly nurses with plaited blonde hair, broad shoulders and square, heavy jaws appeared. Standing either side of me they placed their hands under my armpits, lifted me up off the chair and took me away to an adjacent room. Inside, there were medical stands with hanging bags, and metal trays bearing all kinds of silver tools. In the centre of the room was a bed. At the end were two leg clamps that resembled horse stirrups and on either side there were two more belts. The nurses threw me down heavily onto the bed and attached a black leather strap across my chest, forced my arms along the outer parts of the bed then fastened my wrists into place.


I tried to move my arms. I tried to flip my chest from side to side. It was useless. I went to kick my feet, but the nurses had a tight hold of them as they fixed them into the stirrups and strapped them into place. The two nurses covered their faces in white masks and gloves as the two Obersturmführer appeared. The older doctor paused over my abdomen as he pressed his fingers down on either side of my belly button. He turned around and reached for a large knife.


Hovering above me, the blade glinted in the artificial light as he twisted his hand. With his left hand he retrieved a small square of white bandage. Momentarily placing the knife beside me, he picked up a brown bottle, placed the bandage across the top and tipped it. After dabbing my belly with the bandage, he put the bottle down and picked up the knife once more. I watched on, utterly helpless.


He plunged the knife into me.


At first I felt nothing but the pressure of the scalpel as it drove its way in. I remember thinking that my blood was the same colour as anyone else’s. Then came the most excruciating pain I had ever felt; as if someone was driving a hot poker into my sides and twisting it around and around. I scrunched my eyes closed, but I could still feel the doctor’s careless cutting as he carved me up like a butcher hacking up a carcass. I begged myself to pass out but I couldn’t. Instead I opened my eyes, lifted my head as high as I could, and watched as he reached for another tool that looked like a pair of scissors. Unable to raise my head any higher I couldn’t see what he was doing, but I heard a loud clicking sound. Then I felt a needle being threaded through me.


He cut me again, on the second mark he had made. I felt the same sensation: the scalpel penetrating my skin, the same jagged slicing, the clicking sound.


‘Nurse! Stitch these back up,’ he ordered as he wiped his gloved hands clean of my blood. The nearest nurse retrieved a needle and ream of blue thread and began sewing up the wounds. At every rough entry, I felt like I was being stabbed with a thousand knives. Each time she pulled the thread tight it felt as if I was being lifted towards the ceiling.


‘Finished,’ she said distantly as she untied the leather straps and indicated for me to stand up. Still reeling from the pain, I sat up, wobbling back and forth as I tried not to fall off the bed. I put my hand out onto the bed to steady myself as I stared down at the two jagged and zigzagged rows of clumsy stitches running down either side of my stomach like a pair of railway tracks.


‘Get up!’ the doctor ordered, tossing his gloves into a nearby bin.


The pain was unbearable but I was determined not give them any further excuse to hurt me. I gingerly lifted myself off the table, trying to stand, but I was too nauseated from the pain. I grabbed the bed again, while my other hand held my stomach, my fingers tracing the coarse stitches.


‘You can go,’ the nurse said as she nodded in the direction of the door and handed me a piece of paper. ‘One of the soldiers outside will take you home.’


I took my hand off my stomach to take the piece of paper. Pain pulsated through my body as I tried to place one foot after the other. I was dizzy, weak, in shock. Breathing slowly and deeply was the only thing keeping me from falling unconscious to the floor. I made it to the door, but I had to hold the wall for a moment before I could continue. Recovering enough to shuffle out into the hallway, I found one of the Gestapo Unterscharführer waiting for me. His imposing frame made it impossible to see anything else – until he stepped aside and allowed me to pass.


I was sure I was hallucinating. Up and down the corridor were lines of people waiting beside different doors. Mine was only the first. Most of the people were white – whiter than most Germans I knew. But amongst them were mixed-raced children like myself. Clearly, many of them did not have all their faculties, and few of them dared to look at me as I staggered away.


As we reached the exit, the other Unterscharführer joined us. Each step, each crunching of the pebbles beneath my feet, echoed inside my head as my torment intensified. Several times I stumbled. I don’t know how I kept my feet. The two Unterscharführer reached the car long before I did; the bigger one of them tapping his foot impatiently as he held the rear door of the same black car open and waited for me to catch up.


‘If you don’t hurry up – if you fall down – we will leave you here to die,’ he said.


Fighting through the pain, I made it to the car, collapsing into the back seat as the Unterscharführer slammed the door shut behind me. He sat in the front before his comrade set off at speed. I lay in the back holding my stomach, writhing in agony; every bump, every jolt in the road sent shockwaves of pain through my body.


The car came to a screeching halt outside my house. I was flung forward into the rear of the front seats. I grabbed at my stomach. It felt like the clumsy stitches had ripped open.


‘Get out,’ the Unterscharführer in the passenger seat said.


Looking down at my blouse, I expected to see pooling blood, but only a few specks had seeped out from the stitches. But my blouse was soaking with sweat, as if I had been drenched in a rain shower. My vision was blurred as I fumbled around for the door handle. Impatiently, the Unterscharführer exited the car and opened the door for me, grabbing me by the hair as he pulled me from the car and tossed me onto the curb.


‘Here,’ he barked. ‘Don’t forget your piece of paper.’


It floated into the gutter as the car sped away. I picked it and myself up, terrified that if I did not have that piece of paper, they would come for me again. I knew I couldn’t stay outside so I mustered my last ounce of strength and headed for the house. Each movement sent searing waves of pain through my body. Several times I thought I would collapse in the front yard.


Finally, I reached the door and attempted to compose myself. I did not want to worry Mutti. Since the night they had taken Vati, she had been fragile. If she knew what had been done to me it would break her, pushing her over the edge to a place from which I didn’t think she would ever return. As a child I had hidden so much from her. I could hide this too. I hobbled inside. Mutti was sitting in the kitchen, a glass of wine in her hand, a bottle resting on the table beside her. At first, she did not notice me, but then she slowly turned her head.


‘Ingrid!’ she exclaimed as she drained her glass. ‘I cannot believe it! I cannot believe it! When they took you I thought I would never see you again!’


Feeling myself beginning to sway, I smiled, trying my best to remain steady on my feet.


Enraptured by my return, she smothered me with hugs and kisses. I winced with each hug.


‘Ingrid,’ she said as she stopped abruptly. ‘Your skin is clammy, and —’ she pulled away and inspected me, ‘you are so pale. Are you okay?’


‘I am fine, Mutti,’ I lied before I collapsed, conscious only long enough to hear her crying, ‘Gott in Himmel! God in Heaven! What have they done to my beautiful girl?’
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I awoke to find myself lying in my bed. My forehead felt scorched with fever. I tried to sit up but even the slightest movement caused me unbearable pain. Out of the corner of my eyes I could see that my curtains were drawn, making it impossible to tell if it was day or night. I thought I could hear Bach playing in the background. Maybe my mind was playing tricks.


‘Thank you, Herr Schuster,’ I heard Mutti say.


‘You are most welcome, Frau Marchand. I have seen how the townspeople cross the street when you and your daughter walk by. I have heard what they have said about you but, my good Frau, not all of us are like Hitler and his cronies. I fought in the war too. I am ashamed of what Germany has become, but I dare not say what I think too loudly. Hitler promised to make Germany great again, but Germany is far worse than she has ever been. Times are tough for some. I will try to do as much as I can to help you.’


‘Herr Schuster, I know how highly respected you are in this town. I would never ask you to put yourself at risk.’


‘Mark my words, no good can come from any of this. National Socialism will bring Germany to her knees.’


I heard heavy footsteps going down the stairwell.


‘Mutti,’ I whimpered.


‘Ingrid.’ Mutti’s voice was sweet but melancholy as she sat on the side of my bed and cried. ‘Herr Schuster was just here. He helped me bring your Vati’s old radio up to your room. I thought the sound of music might help you recover.’


Fighting the pain, I propped myself on my pillow. The radio sat beside my bedroom window. For a moment, Bach soothed my soul and eased my suffering – until an emergency broadcast interrupted. Mutti looked at me; I at her. Herschel Grynszpan, a seventeen-year-old Polish Jew, had shot a German diplomat, Ernst vom Rath, two days earlier. Vom Rath had just died from his wounds.


‘I don’t want to listen to this!’ Mutti declared as she got up and spun the radio dial – but not before we heard the last words of a past speech by Goebbels about how the ‘World Jewry’ was conspiring against us. When the speech stopped the presenter said that, according to Goebbels, a seventeen-year-old was not capable of acting alone; he must have been forced to do this as part of a wider Jewish conspiracy.


‘Turn it off, Mutti. I’m tired of hearing about hate.’


She switched the radio off and came back to my bedside.


‘How are you feeling, meine Liebschen?’ she asked as she reached for a towel, moistened it in a bowl and patted it on my forehead.


‘Every part of me hurts,’ I replied.


‘The only doctor that would ever see us was Herr Oborwitz, but, like many of the Jews, he has disappeared.’


‘It’s okay, Mutti, I’ll be fine,’ I mumbled before I drifted back into unconsciousness.


My dreams were as vivid as they were disturbing. I relived my childhood, all the torment inflicted upon me by those children who didn’t think for themselves, blindly following what their ignorant parents told them, repeating Nazi slogans and ideologies word for word as if they had thought of them themselves.


When I woke, Mutti fed me a weak broth made from whatever vegetables she had managed to scrounge. As the days passed, I began to regain my strength; as the pain lessened, I could sit up and let her feed me. As I ate, I examined her face. She was becoming gaunter with each passing day. It broke my heart that she was sacrificing herself for my benefit.


Despite her best efforts my wounds became infected, rimmed in red scabs and filled with yellow pus. Frau Dreyfus, my best friend Sarah’s mother, brought some drugs around for me which she called ‘sulfa’, apologising that, due to the economic difficulties the Jews faced, she had only been able to secure one bottle. It helped heal my wounds, but the nausea remained. Rashes developed on my skin.


Knowing my love for reading, Mutti brought me any older newspapers she could find. All the papers could talk about was Anschluss: the unification of Austria and Germany. Of more interest to me was that they were sending more and more Communists to concentration camps such as Flossenbürg and Dachau. They’d said Vati was a Communist, so I spent my waking hours scouring every photograph for any sign of him. Surely he would not be hard to find; a black man in a world of white men.


For all the hours of looking, I never did find him.


Then, one night in early November when I finally felt well enough to get out of bed, I heard shouting and chanting outside my bedroom. ‘Juden pigs! Juden pigs! Juden pigs!’ I rushed to the window just as the street outside echoed with the shattering of glass. Mutti hurried from her room and joined me at the window, the two of us watching as Nazi troops, dressed in their shiny leather boots and grey uniforms, goose-stepped along the street. Either side, their companions systematically targeted Jewish shops; a group of soldiers were smashing the front window of Hubermann’s laundry store. Suddenly, as the last of the soldiers passed by, a gang of men sprinted down the street. The lead man tossed a fiery bottle through Hubermann’s broken front window as they ran past the store.


The explosion filled the street, the force of it knocking Mutti and I backwards.


‘Sarah!’ I cried as I got to my feet.


‘Ingrid! Where do you think you’re going?’ Mutti shouted as she followed me downstairs. ‘You’ve only just become well enough to get out of bed!’


I ripped my coat from the stand, putting my arms in the sleeves as I paused at the doorway, and turned to her to say urgently, ‘Mutti, I’m okay. I have to make sure Sarah is all right!’


‘Ingrid,’ she said as she pulled me back inside. ‘Look how worked up they are! It’s not a good idea to go outside right now.’


‘Mutti,’ I said, lifting my shirt. ‘What can they do to me that they have not already done?’


‘Kill you!’ she cried. ‘That’s what! Ingrid, I forbid you to go!’


I ignored her. Sarah had always been there for me. Always.


I’d only just reached the front gate when Mutti caught up with me, pulling her coat on. She looked me in the eyes and said, ‘I cannot stop you, but you’re not going alone.’


The scattered fires around the city illuminated the streets, but there were pockets of darkness in which Mutti and I could hide. Scores of Jewish shops had their windows smashed, the destruction worsening as we approached the Domplatz. Some stores smouldered, others still burned; those remaining intact had ‘Juden’ or the Star of David painted on the windows. Mutti and I reached Sarah’s house. The window of Herr Dreyfus’ shopfront was broken, anything of value looted. Above the shop, thick, black smoke billowed from the second-storey windows.


‘Mein Gott!’ Mutti cried. ‘The world has gone completely mad.’


I started to cry. My only friend, my defender and protector at school, must be dead. Then Frau Dreyfus appeared, walking down the stairs. Sarah was walking behind her, struggling to carry two suitcases. I had never been so relieved to see her.


‘Hello, Frau Marchand, Ingrid,’ Frau Dreyfus whispered.


‘I’m so glad you’re all alive!’ Mutti exclaimed as she embraced Frau Dreyfus. ‘Is there anything we can do?’


‘Nein,’ Frau Dreyfus said sombrely. ‘There is nothing left for us here now. We’ll go to Samuel’s parents’ in Stuttgart and decide what to do from there.’


Herr Dreyfus and Sarah’s two brothers appeared at the door, resting their suitcases on the front steps while Sarah and Frau Dreyfus did the same. Relieved but heartbroken, I cried heavy tears.


‘Sarah’, Frau Dreyfus said gently, ‘we must be going. Say your goodbyes.’


‘I guess this is it,’ Sarah said miserably as she stood in front of me.


‘I ... I ... I don’t want you to leave,’ I stuttered.


‘Ingrid,’ she said, hugging me so tightly it hurt. ‘We’ll see each other again. I’m only going to Stuttgart.’


Ignoring the pain, I embraced her even harder than she had hugged me. ‘Danke for everything you have ever done for me. I never would


have made it through school without you.’


‘You are the best friend anyone could ask for,’ she said and kissed me on each cheek. ‘Take care of yourself.’


Her hands lingered on mine briefly, before she dropped them, picked up her suitcases, turned and ran to catch up with her family. When they reached a distant corner, Sarah turned to look at me, gave me one last wave – then disappeared.




CHAPTER 2
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HADAMAR








1 September 1939




Mutti set down a simple meal of vegetable soup and stale black bread. My stomach begged for more, but this was all we could afford.


Convinced it had aided me in my recovery, Mutti had Herr Schuster bring the radio back downstairs and, in the background, Wagner’s Faust played. I did not much like classical music. I preferred the jazz music of Billie Holliday and Duke Ellington, which Vati used to play me until the Gestapo arrested him and confiscated his records. Mutti’s taste was different. She loved Mozart and Beethoven, insisting I listen to them to nurture my German side. I hated Wagner in particular – not because I disliked his music, but because he was Hitler’s favourite.


The music stopped and the presenter excitedly announced that he had important news.


The previous night, Polish saboteurs had attacked the radio station Sender Gleiwitz in Upper Silesia and transmitted anti-German messages. There had been other attacks by Polish forces upon the German people of Danzig. In response to these and other ‘unprovoked’ attacks, Der Führer was about to make a speech to the Reichstag.


Hitler’s voice crackled through the radio. He condemned the Polish attacks. He insisted that Danzig was a German city and that the creation of the Polish Corridor after the war had separated these true Germans from their people. These now ‘ethnic’ Germans of Danzig had been subjected to ‘ill-treatment in the most distressing manner’. He said that he had exhausted all means of a peaceful resolution with the Polish government, and there was no choice but to send in the Luftwaffe in retaliation because Polish regular soldiers had fired on our territory. He talked of meeting bombs with bombs, poison gas with poison gas. His next words chilled me most of all. If the Poles wanted to move away from the rules of humane warfare, he said, then we could only be expected to do the same.


I hated him. I hated every word that came from his lips – particularly about how he would endure the hardships to come, along with every other German. What did he know of the hardships Mutti and I had to endure? After all, he’d created them.


Two days later, as Mutti and I sat down to lunch, the news came on the radio that Britain and France had declared war on Germany. I bombarded Mutti with questions about what this meant for us. How long would it take the British to win? How long would it be before the Nazis were defeated? How long before we would be free?


‘Stop asking so many questions and eat your lunch, Ingrid,’ she scolded.


I picked up one of the two shiny green apples before me and eyed the tantalisingly fresh loaf of bread.


‘Mutti, where did you get these?’ I asked. Times were hard. Apples, especially of this size, were tremendously expensive, as was fresh white bread.


‘There is something very important that I need to tell you.’


‘What? What is it?’ I asked, warily placing the apple back on the table.


‘I have to sell the house.’


‘What? Why?’


‘We have only survived this long because your grandmother and grandfather give us money every week. Now that war has come, they have to save their money.’


She wasn’t finished. Something bigger was coming. ‘And we have no choice but to move in with them.’


‘I don’t want to move! I don’t want to live with them!’ I said as I stood and stamped my feet like an impetuous child.


‘Ingrid, we have no choice,’ Mutti said firmly as she began packing away the supper. ‘Go upstairs and pack your things.’


I picked up an apple and threw it at her. Then I stomped upstairs. I began pulling stuff from my drawers, soon realising I didn’t have much with which to fill my battered old suitcase: just a few dresses and a ragged old pair of black shoes. I looked at my favourite books, more worn than my shoes, and wondered if I should take them. Nein.


My grandparents had never accepted me. I was leaving tonight. The world would take me where it would and my books would only slow me down. I closed the latch on my suitcase and marched downstairs, determined to keep going out the door. I didn’t. Deep down I knew I was too afraid. Instead, I slammed my suitcase on the floor and slumped into a chair.


‘Good girl, Ingrid. Everything will be okay, you’ll see.’


‘That’s what you always say! You sent me to school and you said it would be okay but it wasn’t. Why should I believe you now?’


‘Ingrid, bitte, this is not easy for me either. All my memories of your father are in this house.’


‘Don’t you dare mention him!’ I screamed. ‘Vati would never have let this happen. I am not going to live with them. They never wanted me. They never cared about me. They’re just like everyone else!’


My mother threw up her hands. ‘So what are you going to do, live on the streets?’


‘Ja, I will. You’ll see. Or I will go to Africa to live with my grandmother there.’


‘Ingrid, you have never even met your grandmother in Africa! Besides, how long do you think you would last on the streets before the Gestapo, picked you up and sent you to one of those awful camps – or worse?’


I was about to argue, but a knock came at the door.


‘That will be your grandfather.’


Mutti opened the door. Two men stood there, illuminated by the street lights outside. The taller of the two men was a perfect Aryan, perhaps thirty years old. The other man, dressed in the trademark black leather jackets of Gestapo agents, looked more sinister. He was small and unassuming; the beady eyes beneath his round, thickrimmed glasses made him look half-rat, half-man.


‘Frau Marchand?’ the rat-man asked.


‘Ja.’


‘May we come in?’


‘Ja,’ Mutti said as she stepped back from the doorway. Without invitation they sat down. The rat-man picked up the remaining apple from the table and started shining it on his coat. He took a bite, chewing and chomping loudly, then said, ‘Now where are two lovely ladies such as yourselves going on such a dark evening?’


Frozen, Mutti didn’t answer; nor did I.


He took another loud bite of the apple before he put it down. He reached inside his coat and withdrew a packet of Ecksteins, which he tapped on the table and offered to Mutti.


‘Zigarreten?’


She cautiously eyed him before walking from the door and taking a cigarette. He lit it for her and she sat opposite him, sucking on it, once her trembling hand had found her lips.


‘My name is Herr Kuntz and my associate here is Herr Schreiber.’


‘So what do the Gestapo want from us now?’ Mutti asked as she nervously removed a piece of tobacco from her lips. ‘You have already taken everything.’


‘Frau Marchand, we are not from the Gestapo.’ Herr Kuntz laughed as he lit his own cigarette and returned the packet to his coat pocket.


‘But, given the way you are dressed, I just assumed ...’ Mutti’s shaking hand sent wisps of blue smoke away from her fingers. ‘If you are not Gestapo then who are you – and what do you want with us?’


‘We are from a new program that the Führer has established: the “T-4 program” in Berlin. Are you aware of it?’


Mutti inhaled deeply on her cigarette and shook her head.


‘As you know, the Führer cares greatly about the welfare of all Germany citizens and all members of the Reich.’


I could feel the scars on my stomach burning.


‘The T-4 program has been designed by the Führer and the best doctors in Germany to bring the greatest of benefits to the sick and infirm amongst our German brothers and sisters. We are, therefore, here to discuss your daughter.’


‘Ingrid?’ Mutti asked, taking quick puffs on her cigarette. ‘What does this have to do with her? There’s nothing wrong with her.’


‘Frau Marchand!’ he said, throwing his hands up in the air. ‘There is no need to be worried. However, if my records are correct – and I am sure they are – your daughter has not been to school in some time.’


‘Ja, that’s right.’


‘But Ingrid here would benefit from an education, would she not? We are here to discuss how we can help your daughter.’


‘Help her?’ Mutti asked cautiously. ‘How can you help her?’


‘Frau Marchand, Der Führer is a very caring, kind and considerate man who has promised to work for the benefit of all German and Austrian citizens. He has authorised the establishment of a series of brand-new paediatric clinics in both Germany and Austria so that the National Socialist Party can ensure that we are fulfilling that promise. We are part of the Reich Committee for the Scientific Registering of Serious Hereditary and Congenital Illnesses and we have decided that Ingrid is a candidate for the Aktion T-4 program.’


Mutti hesitated, confused. ‘Ja, but she does not have any illnesses. The only time she has been sick was when the Gestapo made her sick.’


‘I did say “hereditary illness”,’ he replied. ‘Your daughter is black. The colour of her skin is an illness enough.’


Mutti stamped out her cigarette, trembling. ‘How can the colour of someone’s skin be considered an illness?’


‘If you were amongst the Reich’s leading scientists or doctors I would expect you to understand, but you are not. Your husband left you because he was a Communist and, were you not blinded by a wife’s and mother’s love, you would understand that Negroes are preponderantly predisposed to wildness and outbursts of crazed behaviour – thus constituting an illness.’


‘My husband didn’t leave us and you will not take my daughter anywhere,’ Mutti growled.


Herr Kuntz paid her no mind. Herr Schreiber handed him a leather-bound file. Placing it on the table, Herr Kuntz started to read. ‘The records here state that the reason your husband was arrested was because he attended numerous Communist Party meetings. You attended many of those meetings with him, did you not? Are you a Communist, Frau Marchand? A radical Socialist perhaps?’


‘I am neither. I am a proud German.’


‘If you are as proud as you say,’ he snarled, ‘you would never have had sexual relations with, nor married, a Negro – and problems like your daughter would not exist. Now, if you will just sign these papers authorising us to take Ingrid we will be on our way.’


‘I will do no such thing!’


‘Frau Marchand,’ he bellowed. ‘I am certain that you are familiar with the word Rassenschande, and therefore I am going to assume that you are aware that people who are found guilty of racial mixing are being sent to concentration camps such as Dachau.’


‘I am aware,’ Mutti whispered.


‘It would be a shame if we had to send you to Dachau. Poor Ingrid here would become a ward of the state, and who knows what would happen to her then? In any case, your decision not to sign would all but guarantee that you never see your daughter again.’


My throat tightened. I didn’t fully understand the magnitude of what he was saying, but I knew I was to be taken away. Mutti’s face was twisted, etched with torment. She was torn. She did not want to lose me the way she had lost Vati – but what choice did she have?


‘It’s okay, Mutti,’ I said, putting my hand on her shoulder. ‘Sign it. You have no choice.’


Herr Kuntz pushed the papers towards Mutti, handing her a golden pen and indicating where she needed to sign.


‘And I’ll be able to visit her?’ Mutti asked as she wrote her name.


‘In time, if Ingrid behaves herself. Frau Marchand, you may not realise it now, but you have just done a wonderful thing for your daughter,’ Herr Kuntz said as he picked up the papers and pen and returned them to the pocket inside his jacket.


Mutti stood, stared deep into my eyes and wept. I cried too, promising myself that, no matter what happened, I would see her again. She hugged me; I hugged her back. I pulled back and looked into her face, trying to remember every line, every wrinkle. Herr Schreiber pried me away. I let go of her hands; I reached to her as she slumped in a chair and began to sob. Herr Kuntz’s arm stayed around my waist as he escorted me outside, Herr Schreiber following close behind with my suitcase in his hand.


The air outside was frozen; the street lamps thinly veiled by the mist. Another black car awaited me, surrounded by an eerie yellow glow.


Herr Kuntz opened the rear door. I slid inside. A man in an SS uniform waited in the driver’s seat. Herr Kuntz sat on one side of me, Herr Schreiber on the other. When they closed the doors, the SS man drove away from the house. Squashed between the two men, I wrinkled my nose at the horrid stink of Herr Kuntz’s breath and Herr Schreiber’s stale sweat. I gazed steadfastly forward, trying to catch glimpses of the street signs outside so I could remember my way home.


Ten, maybe fifteen minutes passed before the houses and street lamps disappeared. I pictured Mutti still crying at the kitchen table. I wondered where they were taking me. I tried to put an optimistic spin on things; perhaps they were taking me to the same concentration camp as Vati. I pictured myself in striped pyjamas, wondering what type of work they would make me do.


Was I strong enough to survive? Was Vati strong enough to survive?


Another hour passed. The night outside darkened, with nothing but the tiny lights of the country houses to break the blackness. I caught a glimpse of a sign for the road to Wiesbaden, then another for Limburg. Finally, we came to a sign that said ‘Hadamar’. Turning off the Autobahn, we drove a little while longer before I started to make out the lights of the houses.


Herr Kuntz had said I was being taken away to join a program for children. If this were true, I wondered if where I was being taken was going to be just like school. I prayed it wasn’t.
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One Thursday, the morning bell rang and scores of girls hurried towards their classrooms. Sarah and I waited for the crowds to clear before we headed towards ours, lingering near the door and waiting for the others to be seated as the teacher had ordered us to do.


‘Alright, girls, you may enter now, but stand at the front of the room,’ Frau Kellner said. We did as we were told but, exposed in front of our peers and terrified of what was to come, we kept our heads down.


‘Look at your classmates!’ Frau Kellner shouted. She placed her stick under our chins and forced us to raise our heads.


‘Our great Chancellor, Adolf Hitler,’ Frau Kellner bellowed as she struggled to move her bulging body up and down the front of the room, ‘has declared, amongst many other important things, what you see on the board, children.’


Following the stick, Sarah and I turned to see white writing, in Frau Kellner’s perfect cursive: ‘No boy or girl should leave school without complete knowledge of the necessity and meaning of blood purity. Adolf Hitler.’


Frau Kellner waddled towards us, tapping our bottoms to shepherd us towards the left-hand side of the blackboard. Wobbling to the opposite side, she stood there in her lisle stockings; a beige tweed skirt came halfway down her shins and her twin set jacket was stretched over her arms and chest. Her grey hair was twisted into an unusually tight bun, and around her neck was her signature long chain of white pearls.


‘You children are six years old now and this is the perfect time for you to begin to learn about your history and your race. This is the age that our Führer says you should start learning about these things.’


My heart pounded as Frau Kellner unfurled a white chart from above the blackboard. It displayed images of people: different faces, different ages, some black, some white.


‘Now, the majority of you are good Aryan children,’ Frau Kellner began as her pointer found its way to Sabine, a little girl in the front row with blue eyes and tight blonde curls. ‘Can anyone tell me what the word Aryan means?’


Before anyone could answer, Frau Kellner whacked Sarah’s bottom and mine with her stick. ‘I said: face the class! Keep your heads up!’


We did. Every single girl had her right hand in the air, begging for Frau Kellner’s attention. I knew Frau Kellner would choose Bridget Pallenhoffer, sitting there with her bright blue eyes glistening like two sapphires, her tightly wound golden plaits sitting perfectly on either side of her head.


‘Bridget?’


‘An Aryan is someone who has blue eyes and blonde hair!’ Bridget replied, her face beaming with pride.


‘Ja! Sehr gut, very good, Bridget! An Aryan is from the Nordic people and they trace – we trace – our proud Aryan history back a long, long way. We Aryans are God’s chosen people and because of this we are superior in every way.’


I looked at Sarah, who dutifully stared ahead, above and beyond our classmates’ heads. One look at my black skin told me why I stood at the front of the class, but I didn’t understand why Sarah did. I knew they hated her because she was a Jew but, physically, she was more Aryan than any of them. Her eyes were bluer; her hair was blonder.


Daring to take a peek in Frau Kellner’s direction, I watched her struggle under her own weight as she headed towards the gramophone on her desk. She wound it to set the record spinning and, once she had placed the needle down, our ears were soon filled with ‘Das Deutschlandlied’.


‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles,’ a man’s deep voice sang. All the girls stood behind their desks, their right hands resting over their hearts, their chins held high, their chests puffed out. When the anthem finished, Frau Kellner took her hand from her heart, removed the needle from the record, picked up a book from her desk and resumed her lecture on the virtues of the Aryan race.


‘This book in my hand is a very important book,’ she said as she eased her pointer under our chins. ‘Do any of you know what book this is?’


Every girl’s hand went up.


‘Ja, you,’ Frau Kellner said to Helga Hoffenheim sitting in the front row.


‘That is Mein Kampf by Adolf Hitler.’


‘Ja, Helga, very good; that is right! And to begin your lessons on racial purity in the new German Reich I am going to begin by reading some passages from the Chancellor’s book: “It is a scarcely conceivable fallacy of thought to believe that a Negro ... will turn into a German because he learns German and is willing to speak the German language and perhaps even give his vote to a German political party”.’


There were many words I didn’t know, and neither did the other girls; some asked what ‘scarcely’, ‘conceivable’ and ‘fallacy’ meant. Simply put, Frau Kellner explained, it meant that a “scarcely conceivable fallacy” was a lie that was impossible to believe.


‘You see Ingrid here,’ Frau Kellner said as she pushed my chin up with her stick, before running it along my cheek, ‘she is a Negro, as Hitler has referred to here. The word Negro is a Spanish word meaning black. And do you know why we use a Spanish word to describe people like Ingrid, class? It is because the Spanish used African people as slaves. Negroes are slaves. And why does Germany have black halfbreeds like Ingrid?’


Bridget Pallenhoffer put her hand up. ‘Because the French brought them at the end of the war.’


‘Excellent, Bridget!’


Bridget’s grin grew even wider at Frau Kellner’s praise. The teacher continued reading from Mein Kampf: “The Jews had brought the Negroes into the Rheinland with the clear aim of ruining the hated white race by the necessarily resulting bastardisation. It was, and is, the Jew who brought Negroes to the Rhein; brought them with the same aim and with deliberate intent to destroy the white race he hates by persistent bastardisation, to hurl it from the cultural and political heights it has attained, and to ascend them as its masters.”’


A collective gasp went around the room.


‘Why are you all gasping?’ Frau Kellner grumbled.


Bridget, buoyed by praise, confidently spoke up. ‘Frau Kellner, you said a bad word!’


‘Bastardisation!’ the teacher spat. ‘This is not a bad word! It is the correct word, the truth of the matter! Ingrid here is die schwarze Schande: the black shame. She is a Rheinlander bastard!’ she boomed as she pressed her thumb and forefinger into my cheek.


‘You see the colour of her skin! This disgusting skin!’ she exclaimed, brushing her hands together as if trying to remove the black from her fingers. ‘It is meant to fool you. You see, Ingrid here is not as black as the Negroes and this is to make you think that perhaps, one day, the Negroes could become white like us – but this is something of which we must be careful, girls. Oh, ja, we must be very careful! For you see, the more we allow the Negro blood to be diluted with our Aryan blood,’ she said as she used her stick to point to the black faces on the chart covering the blackboard, ‘then the higher the chance we will lose our pure Aryan blood. And, as Hitler says, who brought this black shame to the Rheinland? It was the Jews! The Jews, just like Sarah here! We must be careful of the Jews too, girls, because they are sneaky, underhanded criminals! You can see Sarah here is a Jew because of the hook shape of her nose; you see here, girls, just like the number six!’
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