
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Image 1]

Table of Contents

The Secret Room

The Secret Room

Copyright

Coming Soon

Dedication

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Author’s Note

Dear Reader

Plan Your Next Escape! What’s Your Reading Pleasure? 

The Secret Room

1939.  Vienna,  Austria.  Life  was  as  close  to  perfect  for  medical  doctor Johann  Goetz,  his  artist  wife,  Sybilla,  and  their  three  children…until  the world went stark raving mad. 

As Nazi propaganda seeps into the fibers of Vienna, families and neighbors are pitted against one another and hatred brews until the tensions erupt on the  night  of  Kristallnacht.  But  Jewish  families  like  the  Goetz’s  know  that the madness is only beginning. 

Word  of  the  deadly  program  against  the  Jews  of  Europe  spread  far  and wide, even to the quaint Amish farm belonging to Joseph Jotter’s family in Lancaster  County.  The  idea  of  neighbors  hating  neighbors  is  a  foreign concept  in  Amish  country,  and  Joseph  finds  himself  asking  God  to  show him how he can help the Jewish people of Europe. 
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Dedication

This book belongs to the broken. 

The Lord is near to the brokenhearted, and saves the crushed in spirit. 

 Psalms 34:18 NRSV

CHAPTER ONE

 November 9, 1938

 Vienna, Austria

 Newly a part of Greater Germany

The rays of the setting sun caught in the drapes and flowed orange across the cream-colored bedspread as Sybilla Goetz kissed her baby daughter, Eva, goodnight. Six-year-old Eva’s large, brown eyes were already closed, and her cupid’s bow mouth was turned down in a slight frown. On a normal day, the youngster would ride her beloved bicycle in the street until her mother had to all but beg her to come and wash up for dinner and bed. Even then, she would ride down the sidewalk with one hand on the handlebars, or no hands at all, shrieking and giggling. “Just one more time up and down the block, Mama,” Eva would call as she zipped by. It wasn’t until the lamplights were long lit that she would finally appear in the doorway, all dirt and grins. 

But not tonight. Tonight was no normal night. Anyway, nothing was normal anymore. 

On those good, normal nights, before the world went mad, Sybilla would scold her daughter with a smile. “Eva Goetz! Where have you been?” 

“Riding my bicycle with Madeleine Wolf,” she would say with a grin before skipping across the kitchen to give her mother a hug. “She is my best friend in all the world, you know. Next to you, Mama.” 

It was only when Eva’s fourteen-year-old twin siblings were found to be involved that her answers to her mother’s questions would vary. “I have been helping Melchior and Maria in Father’s medical clinic.” 

Sybilla would smile. “Oh, have you now?” 

“Yes...” Eva would nod the trademark slow nod she reserved for when she did not want to tell her mother the entire truth. “Mother? Do you think it fair of them to make me line up the tongue depressors? It is so  boring!” 

“Oh my, no,” she would answer, concealing a laugh. “Not fair at all.” 

“Mama?” 

“Yes?” 

“Melchior said he was going to break in Father’s shipment of new syringes by giving me all the shots in Vienna, and that Maria will hold me down.” 

Sybilla remembered how her eyes had widened. “They said what?” 

“If they come, do not tell them you have seen me, Mama—I am going to hide!” 

One night, not too long ago, Eva had not come home at all. When Maria and Mel came through the door without her, Sybilla immediately looked out the kitchen window. 

 Perhaps she and Madeleine are making one more pass down the block. 

But there, across the street and beneath the glow of the Wolf family’s porchlight, Madeleine’s bicycle was parked neatly atop her front stoop. 

Sybilla’s heart panged with fear as the fresh memory of the grumbles that filled the streets of Vienna surfaced in her thoughts, as haunting and unwelcome as ever. “All the Jews of Polish origin are set to be deported.” 

Though widely whispered, no one spoke of when this was to occur, how, or even where the Polish Jews were set to be deported to. 

Sybilla found some comfort in the fact that, though they were Jewish, they were not  Polish Jews. In fact, since the Goetz family had never lived anywhere but Austria, she and Johann agreed that they didn’t have much to fear as some, in the face of these whispers. 

Still, deep in the night, the fear always found Sybilla. 

 Surely even this new governmental party wouldn’t dare take such public, drastic action against people simply for being Polish? Much less Jewish? 

Sybilla shook her head free of the troublesome thoughts. “Could Eva be in Johann’s clinic,” she asked her empty kitchen. Eva’s twin siblings had long since disappeared, unconcerned about their young sibling’s whereabouts. 

She dried her hands on a dishtowel and hurried down the front steps. It was only a short sprint to Johann’s medical clinic, and Sybilla made it quickly. She brushed her dark hair out of her eyes and cupped her hands on the glass to peer through the darkened windows. 

 No Eva. 

She looked up and down the dark street. Not a soul stirred in either direction. The stillness itself had a heavy, unnerving quality. She brushed it off. 

 Where is my daughter? 

An odd noise from the direction of the art studio, the shop situated next door to the clinic, gave her pause. A funny tingle danced down her spine, but being a good mother, Sybilla ignored it and dashed inside the unlocked door. 

It was not a large studio. Simply the corner room at Johann’s downstairs clinic that he once used as a storefront. That is, until Sibylla’s dear husband took pity on her doing all her painting in their shared restroom. Or perhaps he was just tired of the inadvertent blue fingers from grabbing a paint-soaked bath towel or from the rainbow bits of paint that speckled the clinic sink. Either way, Johann made sure his beloved wife had her own art studio. 

Then, the hanging sign outside was no longer lonely.  Dr. Johann Goetz, Medical Clinic was joined by a sign she painted herself.  Sybilla Goetz Art Studio. 

“Eva? Eva! Are you here?” 

A rogue sniffle cut through the silence. “Mama? I am so sorry.” 

Sybilla stepped through the shadows, where she found her daughter, working feverishly and with a tear-streaked face, to clean up the shards of smashed sun catchers that littered the floor. 

“I just wanted to hold them,” Eva sniffled. “They are so beautiful, Mama. Holding them is like holding a dream.” 

Sybilla did not scold her for being late or for being in the studio after dark, not even in jest. Instead, she bent and helped her baby girl clean the glass in silence. When the last shard had been deposited in the dustbin, Sybilla knelt and took Eva by the shoulders. 

“Tell me, would you like set up a corner of the studio, just for you, Eva?” 

Eva’s tear-stained countenance brightened. “Yes,” she whispered. 

Sybilla set to work at once. In a matter of moments, the corner of her art studio - next to the large picture window - was arranged with Eva’s very own canvas, wooden easel, and tin of brushes to use as she wished. “There now.” Sybilla’s voice was a purr. “Starting tomorrow, you can watch the people pass by, and those same people can watch as Eva Goetz perfects her very own watercolor masterpieces.” 

Finally, Eva’s cheeks flushed rosy once again and she pointed to her mother’s work in progress, a vibrant Viennese night, featuring an as-of-yet

faceless young girl. “I will paint that, but I will make  you the center instead of me.” 

“How did you know that was you? I have not added your features yet.” 

Eva shrugged, an innocent smile on her salmon lips. “She just feels like me.” 


***

The memory that had gone from terrifying to sweet, warmed Sybilla’s heart as she watched her precious daughter sleep. She eased down on the bed next to Eva and stroked her long black hair as the treasured memories fizzled away. Her dark fringe of lashes lay like a fan across her olive cheek. 

 My beautiful baby girl. 

A smile flickered across her lips. It had been so long since she had smiled, it felt strangely foreign. 

Little did Eva know that, after the sun catcher fiasco, Sybilla had returned to the studio and worked long into the night. From the bits of broken glass, she’d stowed in the dustbin, she had constructed a very special sun catcher, one just for Eva. 

Shaped like a peacock and with a long, trailing tail and body filled with swirls of gold, green, blue, and purple, it looked almost mystical. Eva’s words revisited her mind.  Like something out of a dream. 

For now, the precious peacock was nestled in her top drawer, safe and hidden amongst the undergarments. Eva’s seventh birthday was approaching next month, and this special peacock would make the perfect gift. 

The warm glow from the other side of the curtains faded as the sun disappeared beneath the horizon. Slowly, Sybilla rose to her feet. 

“Mama?” Something in Eva’s voice gave her pause. 

The older woman froze. 

 Do not dare show your daughter that anything is amiss. 

“I thought you were asleep, my girl.” Her brows didn’t furrow and the worries that kept her and Johann awake most nights were tucked away and hidden, just as Eva’s peacock present was hidden. 

Eva sighed. “Mama?” she said again. 

“Yes,” her mother squeaked in a voice that was too chipper to be real. 

Eva adjusted her comforter but kept her face hidden. “Madeleine Wolf... 

she kept my bicycle today.” 

Sybilla sucked in a hard breath. “Did she now?” 

“Yes. She said it was  hers.” She spat the word hers, as Madeleine no doubt had spat it at her. “She said that dirty Jews like me should not have such nice bicycles.” 

Sybilla opened her mouth, but no words formed.  This was not a conversation I planned on having with my darling tonight. Or ever. 

She wanted to tell her that everything would be fine. That it was a misunderstanding, and they would talk to Sophie, Madeleine’s mother, to get her bicycle back tomorrow. 

But she could not. 

The fact was that she and Sophie had not spoken in days. Maybe even weeks. Sophie had failed to come over for tea and refused to speak to her on the street. Most noticeable was the special order from the art studio. A tiny glass necklace, shaped like a heart and cut in half. A gift for Eva’s birthday, with the matching piece for Madeleine. Both remained on the art desk—unretrieved. 

The most recent insult had come only this morning when Adolph, Sophie’s blond husband with a steely blue stare, struck his hand while nailing a red flag featuring a white circle and black swastika, the ever-popular flag of the  Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei,  or Nazi for short, political party to the eve of his house. Sybilla had watched from the kitchen window as her precious Johann dashed from his clinic across the street to check on his friend and neighbor. However, upon Johann’s approach, Adolph Wolf yanked his hand to his body and shouted heated words before turning and marching into his home, leaving drops of blood in his wake. 

From the hammer strike to the slammed door, the entire affair had unfolded over no more than a couple of minutes, but the message was painfully clear. 

Johann stood there, on the bloodied step of the Wolf family home, with his head down. It seemed an eternity before he turned and made his way back across the street and into his clinic. 

 Do not ask about the exchange, you do not want to know what was said. 

Another something in Sybilla’s heart felt that it did not need to ask, for it already knew exactly what transpired. 

Finally, Eva peeked out from beneath her comforter, her face streaked with tears. 

 Look at her innocent face. One that knows nothing of hate, except what she is slowly being taught by a hateful remark here and an ugly look there. 

 Like the small words that had started to appear on business walls and sidewalks—vile words.   Racist words. Aimed at families like ours. Jewish families. And not just Polish Jews... all Jews. 

In a small show of blessing, Eva was still too young to easily read such words in their scrawled handwriting, and her attention was easily distracted away from such vile writings. 

 I cannot lie and promise that Mama will make everything okay, so I must say nothing. 

Fat tears hung in Eva’s eyelashes, making her deep brown eyes look even more like those belonging to a porcelain doll. “I take baths just like Madeleine. I am not a dirty Jew. Am I Mama?” 

CHAPTER TWO

 November 9, 1938

 Vienna, Austria

Sybilla pulled Eva’s door closed and leaned against it . 

Dirty Jew. 

“When Sophie Wolf suspected her husband of infidelity, she cried on my shoulder,” Sybilla whispered into the quiet of the hallway. Anger raged in her blood so hot that her hands shook. “I listened to her marital problems and assured her everything would be fine. I cooked meals and delivered them when she or Madeleine took sick, and I listened to her secrets at our weekly tea date. When Eva took a bad fall off her bicycle, Sophie had picked her up and carried her, bleeding and all, into Johann’s clinic.” 

My daughter’s Jewish blood was smeared all over her pinafore. 

“There had been no issue then. We were friends, Sophie and I. Good friends, perhaps even the best of friends. I was not dirty, nor was I even a Jew. I was just her neighbor, her friend. Just Sybilla—or Billa, as she called me—who was always ready for afternoon tea or even a simple, pleasant exchange in the street. No further distinction had ever been necessary. At least not until now.” 

“Sybilla?” 

Moisture soaked her cheeks, but she did not bother to wipe it away. 

“Johann? Where are you?” 

“Our bedroom. Come quickly.” 

After a quick swipe at her eyes, Sybilla stepped into the bedroom she had shared with her husband of fifteen years. Still as handsome as the day they met with his mounds of dark hair combed back from his smooth face, Johann stood in the window, bathed in moonlight. 

Sybilla saw in the low light that his strong jaw was clenched tight as he stared out the window. Those lifesaving arms that delivered babies and held the sick and infirm were crossed across his chest as he bent slightly, as though he was squinting. Even bent over, he is taller than me. 

“Johann? What is it?” 

His normally calm, quiet voice had a worried lilt. “Are all the children in their rooms?” 

“Yes.” Sybilla inadvertently drew the single syllable into two. 

He pointed out the window as though he saw something there that he could not recall the name for. When he looked at her, puzzlement clouded his eyes, dark like Eva’s, beneath his deeply furrowed brow. “I just...” 

Johann’s soft voice trailed off into the darkness. He did not try to catch it or continue his thought. Instead, he turned back toward the window and shook his head. 

Heart pounding in her throat, Sybilla hurried to his side and joined him in peering outside. Despite the hour, people who should be at home in bed had instead taken to the streets. Johann appeared puzzled, but it was pure fear that churned in Sybilla’s gut. Her voice came out in a strangled whisper. “What are they doing?” 

Torches in hand, the people below—neighbors—shouted and yelled. A man in black sat on another man’s shoulders as he painted an enormous white swastika on a building a few spaces down. 

Johann ran his finger along his chin. “There was a shooting.” 

Sybilla forced a swallow, but the lump that had appeared in her throat refused to dislodge. “There was?” 

Johann’s voice broke a bit. “Supposedly, a Jewish boy was the shooter.” 

Not entirely certain she wanted to hear the answer, still, she asked the question. “Who did he shoot?” 

Johann closed his eyes and spoke in a whisper. “A German diplomat.” 

Icy sweat cropped up on her skin. This is it. The fist of finality tightened around her throat. “What happens now?” 

“Now?” Johann gestured toward the ever-growing mob. “Now it is up to them.” 

Sybilla studied the street. As the mob grew, a few helmeted policemen speckled the crowd. She exhaled a tiny breath. Maybe they will help keep this thing from getting out of hand. 

A flash of movement caught her attention. “Johann, look.” 

The door across the street opened. Madeleine and her parents, Sophie and Adolph, strode out into the night. Heads haughty and high, their faces were a blur of smiles as Eva’s best friend bent and scooped up a rock. 

Sybilla slowly raised a fist to her mouth. “Oh no.” 

Down below, Madeleine tugged on her mother’s coat and pointed toward the home where she had, until today, been ever welcome. Sophie’s eyes locked with Sybilla’s, from street to second-floor window. At once, Sophie looked away. 

My former best friend would probably deny seeing me here, if asked. 

Sophie patted Madeleine’s blonde head and nodded. The little girl skipped across the street as though she was coming to invite Eva to a sleepover, as she had so many times in the past. Hands entwined as though going for a starlit stroll by the Danube, her parents followed. 

“Johann, is she in front of our home, or the clinic?” Sybilla’s whisper came out louder than she intended. “Should I go down and talk to them, or let them in?” 

Sybilla knew it sounded preposterous. 

Johann’s hand touched her arm lightly. “Wait. Let us see first what they are going to do. Something is not right.” 

Without fanfare, Madeleine drew back her arm and let her rock fly. 

Shattering glass broke the uneasy silence that had befallen the street. More and more shattering sounds followed, echoing up and down the street. 

Sybilla’s mouth fell open. “Oh...” 

Crash. 

She glanced wildly into the faces in the street below. Surely the police are going to intervene. 

Sure enough, one of the officers strode over to little Madeline and placed a hand on her shoulder. 

A smile flickered across Sybilla’s face. Yes, please, correct her since her parents will not! 

He pointed up to the window from where Sybilla watched them and produced a stone from his pocket. Madeline, nodding fiercely, accepted. 

Sybilla covered her face. “Oh God—” 

“Get down,” Johann instructed. “Get away from that window!” 

She dropped to their bedroom floor as Madeline’s rock, thudded against the outside of their home. “What is happening?” 

Johann did not answer. Instead, he stood in the shadows and watched as the crowd grew larger and angrier in the street below. “I think the world has just gone mad,” he said. 

The din from the shattering of glass in the street below grew louder still. 

“They are painting Stars of David on Jewish homes and businesses, it

seems,” Johann said. “See, over there on the Goldman’s shop?” 

Sybilla dared a peek out the window. Sure enough, a giant Star of David, surrounded by swastikas and hateful words, stared back at her from the façade of their elderly neighbor’s bakery. 

“And racial slurs against us, apparently.” 

Tears eked down her cheeks. “Why us?” 

Johann opened his mouth to answer, but no sound came out. After a moment, he found his voice again. “Oh no.” 

“What?” Sybilla dared to peek over the windowsill and followed her husband’s gaze. 

Johann rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “It appears they are burning our Synagogue.” 

In the distance, fingers of fire reached for the sky and the acrid smell of smoke bit into her nose. Sybilla’s voice escaped her lips in disbelief. “Not the Schiffschul!” 

Before Johann could answer, the Wolf family heaved a large brick in unison. 

He sucked in a breath as the sound of the cracking of glass cut through the night. “My clinic! They have shattered the window to my clinic!” His hand on her shoulder began to shake. 

She watched in horror as their former friends carried trays of syringes, boxes of tongue depressors, and canisters of cotton balls from Johann’s clinic into the street. “No,” she cried. “Stop it!” 

Johann slapped his hand over Sybilla’s mouth and dropped down beside her. “Hush! God only knows what they will do if they know we are watching!” 

Sybilla fought her husband’s hand, already wet with her tears. 

They know. 

Sounds of destruction filled the night air, punctuated with the sick sounds of laughter from the street. Finally, she successfully pulled Johann’s hand away from her mouth. “Your clinic! It will be utterly destroyed.” 

Johann held his wife close as he dared another peek into the street. Sure enough, his examining table sat now in the road. Sybilla watched helplessly as Adolph set fire to it, illuminating his sardonic grin. 

“Father!” Maria’s voice was a harsh whisper behind them. “What is happening? What is all the noise?” 

Sybilla turned and saw the faces of her twin children peering at them from the safety of the hallway. Their innocent expressions broke her heart afresh. “Stay there,” she whispered, before thinking better of it. “No, go check on your sister. Please, stay with her. Keep her safe.” 

Her twins receded into the darkness of the hallway as a rock met the glass of their bedroom window. Sybilla jumped and let out an unexpected squeal. The glass spiderwebbed, before another rock hit and shattered it completely. Sybilla buried her face in her husband’s shoulder as glass shards rained around them. 

He broke free from her embrace and started for the door. “I have to go protect our business, Billa. Or at least salvage what I can.” 

“No!” She dove for her husband’s hand but missed, catching a shard of glass in her forearm instead. “They may kill you!” 

Blood dripped from her arm, but she ignored it. “Johann, no! Please, stay!” Her voice rose to near hysterical octaves. “Please!” 

“Stay here,” he demanded. “And open the door to no one. I will be right back.” 

Before Sybilla could restrain him, her beloved husband hurried from the safety of their loving home and disappeared into the hunger of the waiting night. 

CHAPTER THREE

 November 11, 1938

 Lancaster County, Pennsylvania

Joseph Jotter climbed out of his buggy and rubbed his head. The back wheel had been a bit wobbly when he left the family farm at dawn, but he’d been sure it would hold until he returned from the market in Elizabethtown. 

“Did not count on that giant rock having washed down into the road with last night’s rain.” His large gray mare whinnied and turned her head to peer at him with her trusting golden eyes. “Come now Fable, everything is all right. I would have missed it, too.” 

He gave her velvety nose a rub and plucked up his black felt hat from the long blades of grass that waved from the roadside. “Knocked my hat right off when we threw that wheel. Time to check you over now. Make sure you did not get hurt.” 

Joseph shoved his hat down on his head and began to check Fable, leg by leg and hoof by hoof. “Thankfully you are no worse for wear, old girl.” 

He patted her rump and moved to the back of the buggy. “Now, I need to check our wares.” 

Gently, Joseph turned each urn of farm-fresh butter that he hoped to sell in Elizabethtown, searching for wayward cracks or leaks from the unexpected jolt. A streetcar honked as it approached the toppled buggy. 

Joseph sat the last of the uncracked urns back into its place and turned to offer a wave. 

“Joseph my boy,” Larry Swann shouted out the open window as he pulled the car over in front of the buggy. “It appears you have found yourself to be in quite the quandary.” 

Joseph shook the  Englischman’s hand when he approached. “Yes sir, Mr. Swann, I would tend to agree. Seems Fable and I have thrown a wheel.” 

“On the way to town to sell some butter at market, I see.” All smiles as always, Larry adjusted his blue denim overalls and hefted the buggy wheel onto his shoulder. “Perhaps I will purchase an urn from you once we get this wheel back on.” 

Joseph nodded. “Thank you, Mr. Swann. My father will be much obliged for your helping me mend the buggy. He told me the roads may not be safe after last night’s storm, but I assured him I would be careful.” He hung his head. “Suppose I learned the hard way that my father’s wisdom is deeper than mine.” 

Larry propped the wheel against the offset buggy and adjusted his frayed straw hat. A chilled wind made the edges of the old hat dance. 

“Don’t be so hard on yourself, son. I have been neighbor to your family since your Pa and Ma married and moved in next to me. Your pa, Jacob Jotter, has been a true friend to me since long before you were born.” Larry was right. He and his father, Jacob, had been true friends to one another, despite their obvious cultural differences. When a complicated birth threatened to take his mother Miriam’s life when he was a toddler, Joseph remembered how grateful he was when Mr. Swann had showed up with the Englischer doctor who saved the lives of both his little brother, Hiram, and his beloved mother. That was just about sixteen years ago now. “Neighbors really are angels in disguise, Mr. Swann. Thank you for the compliment.” 

“Ole Jacob. He is smart, all right, but he is also fair. And he is raising up a good boy in you.” Larry nodded as though to punctuate his point. “Now. 

Heft your buggy up a bit, and we can see if we can get this wheel back where it belongs.” 

Joseph did as he was told. 

With the wheel finally balanced, Larry wiped his hands on his front and smiled. “Did I ever tell you about the time your Pa saved my bacon?” 

Joseph adjusted the urns, ensuring they were safe, and shook his head. 

Larry gestured with one finger. “Go on and stand by your mare a minute. Keep her calm while I finish up your wheel, and I will tell you the story.” 

Larry started talking before he was fully wiggled beneath the buggy. 

“The missus and I been saving our butter and egg money for quite a while. 

Finally, we had enough to have a brand-new propane tank installed next to the barn. Oh, how wonderful we thought it was, and it was. For a time. The neighbor kids would hop on it and pretend it was a horse. Silver, I believe they named it. Well, something in Silver malfunctioned one night and my barn caught fire.” 

Joseph stroked Fable’s head and listened. This was a story he had not heard before. 

“Well,” Larry continued, “inside that barn was my new mama pig and her ten little piglets. Your pa was the first one over, once he saw the flames licking the sky. I had burnt my arm pretty good grabbing out the piglets and had breathed in a chest full of smoke. Generally speaking, I was not worth much by that point.” Larry wriggled out from beneath the buggy and brushed himself off. “Well, your pa ran into that barn and saved every one of my piglets. So, you see, he literally saved my bacon.” 

The younger man chuckled through a smile. 

“I was so appreciative that I gave him one in thanks.” 

“A piglet?” 

“Yep.” The older man scratched his nose with his thumb. “You might remember him. You were mighty small. I think your pa named him Pork Chop.” 

“Yes, of course! Pork Chop followed me around like a dog.” A wave of nostalgia swirled around the buggy. “I never knew he came from you.” 

Larry nodded and smiled. He was as old as a grandfather now and the light of generations gone by shone in his eyes. “Now you know. So, tell me. 

How much is one urn of farm fresh butter?” 

Joseph handed Larry the butter but stopped short of accepting the cash money. “Thank you again, Mr. Swann. I am grateful you stopped. But I really should not accept money from you, especially since you fixed my wheel and all.” 

“Nonsense. That’s what neighbors are for, son.” 

Not wanting to seem rude or ungrateful, Joseph accepted the money from Larry’s outstretched hand. 

“As neighbors, we have to take care of each other,” Larry said. The smile melted from his face. “If only everyone in the world could be so lucky.” 

Joseph cocked his head. “Surely they are, if they are brought up right.” 

“Fact is, finding a good neighbor seems to get more and more rare as the years go by. Tell me, does your pa take the newspaper?” 

“No sir.” 

Larry shook his head. An air of silence set over them and, for a time, the only sound was the brook, just off the road, as it babbled on its way. Finally, Larry spoke again. “The other night, folks in Germany and Austria turned on their neighbors. Destroyed their shops, their homes. Took their property. 

And some, their lives.” He paused. “I recollect your people, the Amish people, hail from Germany down the line somewhere. Right?” 

Joseph’s eyes widened a bit. “I do not rightly know. I would have to ask.” 

Larry took off his hat and mopped his brow with a hanky. “Seems it was their Jewish neighbors that the Germans and Austrians turned on. One night of death and destruction that the papers are calling ‘The Night of Broken Glass’.” 

Joseph pursed his lips. “I believe that translates to  Kristallnacht.” 

“That’s it.” Larry shook his head again. “I read the word but did not rightly know how to pronounce it.” 

“Why would they do such a thing?” Something soured in Joseph’s stomach, and it made him queasy. He shifted his weight and adjusted his black suspenders, or braces, as his parents called them. 

“Some think it has to do with that Nazi party that’s causing such waves in Germany. Others say there’s probably more to the story than the papers report. That we may never know the whole truth, or any truth at all.” Larry put his hat back on. “But what they do know is that it was a night of total and complete destruction, and it was only the Jewish people who suffered. 

Windows busted, people busted. People killed.” 

Larry and Joseph walked slowly toward the motorcar; all the while Joseph listened with a heavy heart as Larry continued. 

“The popular opinion is that the Jewish people are conspiring against the German people as a whole. I do not rightly see how that makes any sense. That Adolph Hitler fellow whips crowds into a frenzy with these wild ideas.” 

“What happened the next day? To the Jewish people, after Kristallnacht, I mean?” Joseph’s mind swirled. Once, an Amish family across the settlement had lost their barn in a twister. The next day, all the families came together and built a new barn. They had it raised in no time. 

“How did the Jewish people pick up the pieces and move on without their neighbors?” 

Larry slid his urn of butter across the bench seat of his automobile and sat down behind the wheel. “Well, they were left to clean up, I reckon. 

Except for the menfolk.” He started the ignition. The motorcar roared to life. “The men were rounded up and sent to inquisition camps, I believe they were called. Probably to find out if there was any truth to rumors of a

conspiracy. Strangely named places.” He fumbled with the newspaper that had fallen onto the floorboard. “See here? Strange names.” 

Joseph bent down and read aloud where Larry pointed. “Following Kristallnacht, 10,911 Jewish men were sent to Dachau concentration camp

—” 

“Concentration camp,” Larry interrupted. “That was it. Don’t know why I thought inquisition. Sorry, go ahead.” 

“With 10,000 Jewish men sent to each Buchenwald and Sachsenhausen concentration camps.” Joseph stopped reading and looked up at Larry. 

“That is over 30,000 men total. It sounds to me like the Jewish people are not the ones with the conspiracy.” 

Larry waved out the window of his streetcar as he drove away, leaving Joseph and Fable to continue their journey into Elizabethtown on sturdy wheels. 

As Fable’s hooves clacked against the road, Joseph looked around at the serene Pennsylvanian countryside. White farmhouses coupled with red barns studded rolling, green fields beneath a calm, blue sky. “This world is so peaceful, Fable,” Joseph muttered. 

In his mind’s eye, he imagined streets, covered with glittering shards of glass, filled with crying women who clutched their children to their chests, as their men were rounded up and placed into  Englischer trucks. Joseph imagined flames licking the sky behind them as the world as they knew it went up in flames. 

“Yet it is the same sky that we see, us and them. But worlds apart.” 

Something he could not quite name tugged at his heart. At a loss of how to ease this newfound ache, Joseph allowed himself to be consumed in prayer for the remainder of the ride into Elizabethtown. 

CHAPTER FOUR

 November 17, 1938

 Austria

 One Week After Kristallnacht

 Dearest Sybilla, 

 I am writing to inform you, my beloved, that by some grace of God, your husband is alive. I was not the only man arrested on November 9th by those who wear the swastika armband, but only one of the first to have been so. Forced to ride in the back of a truck, smashed to the back as more and more Jewish men (including our very own police chief) were shoved inside, I feared I would be crushed to death. Thankfully, the sun finally rose and the truck ground to a stop. We were forced to pile out, like animals, most of us falling to the frosty ground on deadened legs and in urine-soaked pants. Groans begat groans and I feared my bad hip would draw the attention of those who had taken control... something that would not end well as I had seen with my own eyes already. 

 There, backlit by the early morning sun, so innocently rising into the sky just as it did every day, were German words, struck in iron, and arched over a gateway of the compound to which we had arrived. 

 Arbeit macht frei. Work makes one free. 

 The irony of such a phrase was not lost on me, however, there was no time to ponder nor to contemplate its existence, so I filed it away in my mind and marched quicker than my aching hip appreciated, just out of reach of a Nazi police baton, which thumped the bones of those around me without rhyme or reason, through the gates and beneath the puzzling, ironic sign. You see, dear wife, your husband has found himself to be detained at Dachau. 

Sybilla sank down onto the nearest chair, unable to finish the letter. Several more were tied with a ribbon, and she clutched the precious bundle to her

chest. It was as though her prayers had been both answered and dashed at the same time. 

“Detained? At Dachau?” She looked up into the haggard face belonging to the stranger that loomed in her open doorway. A swirl of chilled wind slipped into her home from the brisk outdoors and gripped her very bones with its icy claws. “Where have I heard that name before?” 

 Dear God make me dumb, so that to Dachau I may not come. 

At once, the infamous jingle that swirled through the streets since the prison’s construction so many years earlier burst to the forefront of her mind. “Oh no.” 

From above, dark, haunting eyes stared into hers from within a shadowed, hollow face. Dried blood outlined various mistreatments and told silent stories of unspeakable horrors. It was the face of a man she had never seen before. The face belonging to a perfect stranger. 

“They call it a concentration camp, Mrs. Goetz. And Dr. Goetz was alive, unlike some, and assigned to the camp medical quarters.” He glanced over his shoulder, as though he feared he was being followed. 

Thankfully, nobody was there. 

“Dachau. Concentration camp?” Sybilla stared at him, open-mouthed, trying to process not only her husband’s fate, but the stranger’s cryptic words. “No, Dachau is a re-education camp. For Communists. And Gypsies.” 

“I am sorry Mrs. Goetz.” He shook his head infinitesimally. “It was your husband who ensured my release by telling the guards that I was much too ill for the manual labor required of me. Me and all the prisoners.” 

The world around Sybilla began to swirl and she felt as though she might faint. She grasped the bundle of letters in one hand and the arm of the chair with the other. 

Careful to keep his voice low, he continued. “After I signed over my bank accounts to The Fatherland, I was released. I promised to deliver Dr. 

Goetz’s letters to you in thanks, which is the only reason I am here. 

Otherwise, I would not have dared come back to Vienna. But, like your husband, I am a man of my word.” 

“Thank you.” Suddenly remembering herself, she righted herself in the chair. “Please, won’t you come in?” 

The stranger glanced over his shoulder again, as though he was eager to be on his way. Then, he looked back at Sybilla. “Might you have some food

to spare? I have not eaten in days.” 

She forced herself off the chair and ushered the man inside. “Goodness yes. I am so sorry for not offering before.” She did not dare loosen her grip on the precious letters as she pulled the door closed behind the strange savior. 

In a moment, she had him settled at the table and the kettle on the stove for tea. 

“Much appreciated, Mrs. Goetz.” He continued to glance over his shoulder and around the room, as though he expected someone unwelcome to appear there without warning. “Your husband said you were a good person. He was right.” 

Her eyes filled with moisture at the mention of Johann and her hands began to shake. “My darling Johann.” 

“What happened, the night he was taken?” the stranger asked. 

Sybilla had not mentioned the details of Johann’s kidnapping to her own children. She was not even certain she believed what happened herself. But something about this stranger opened her lips. When the words began to flow, she was powerless to stop them. “The neighbors, they conglomerated in the street just after sunset. They began rocking homes and smashing windows. Writing swastikas and horrific, vile words, aimed at Jews, on doors and walls for all to read, even children.” 

A tear dripped down her cheek and she dared not turn around. She stared at her teapot as the steam began to puff steadily from the spout. 

“They, neighbors who used to be friends, smashed in his clinic window and, being the man he is, he went down to save what he could. Or something in him wanted to make peace. Perhaps even a little of both.” 

She braced herself against the counter as the emotion threatened to overtake her. “They shattered our window. The glass cut my arm. I tried to watch out the window, but the rocks kept coming. I heard yelling and fighting, then gunfire. When Johann did not come home, I thought...” Her hand flew to her mouth, but it was too late. Loud shrieks tore from her throat without warning. 

The strangers’ hands were on her shoulders at once. She turned and buried her face in his shoulder, just as she had done to Johann during Kristallnacht. “Oh, I thought he was dead! My sweet husband, I  knew he was dead! And they had killed him, and I  knew they carried his body away!” She sniffled and stepped back, his hands still on her shoulders, and

dragging a sleeve across her soggy cheek. “Then you appeared with letters he penned to me, risking death yourself to bring them! Oh my, and I have not even thanked you!” Her lower lip quivered, and her eyes filled afresh. 

“Thank you!” 

The stranger held her there in the kitchen as the teapot screamed from the stovetop. “Shh, hush now. The bad people who did this have quieted, but they are by no means gone. Please, you must take care to stay as quiet as possible.” 

From behind them, someone cleared their throat. Sybilla sniffled and swiped at her eyes with the backs of her hands before glancing over the stranger’s shoulder. All three of her children stood there, wide eyed and silent, in the doorway. 

Maria, always the first to break an uneasy silence, spoke with halting words. “Mama, what is going on?” 

“Children,” she started. “Come, come to the table and meet Mister...” 

Sybilla looked at the stranger. “I am sorry. I did not even ask your name.” 

“Schwartz.” His hands were still on her shoulders, as though he did not trust her to stand on her own two feet. “Jakob Schwartz.” 

She dabbed at her nose and stepped out of his grasp. “Please, Mr. 

Schwartz. Sit. Children, make Mr. Schwartz some toast and jam. He brought with him news of your father.” She lifted the teapot off the stove, squelching the hideous shriek, and turned off the flame. “And please set out five teacups, as well.” 

When everyone was seated around the table, she introduced her children, one by one. “Mr. Schwartz, meet my twins, Maria and Melchior, and their little sister, Eva.” 

“Melchior, you have the look of your father,” he said with a nod before extending his hand to Maria. “As do you, my dear girl.” He released Maria’s hand gently, then squatted until he was face to face with Eva. “And you, young lady, have your mother’s beautiful eyes.” 

Eva offered a shy smile to the tall, sullen man through her dark fringe of lashes. 

Sybilla tried to smile but could not. Her insides, so empty since the Kristallnacht, now were filled with hot, gnawing fear. 

Mr. Schwartz stood and took a seat at the table, as instructed. “I came here to deliver a bundle of letters that your father penned to your mother. I

am a man of my word, and I always keep it. Even to people who are not deserving. But your father...” His words trailed off as Maria sat a plate of jam-smothered toast in front of him. “But your father is a very deserving man. I cannot recall that I have ever met better.” 

“I agree,” Melchior whispered, as he slid into the seat across from the mysterious visitor. 

Mr. Schwartz glanced at the toast before him, then at Sybilla. She nodded. 

Jakob picked up the toast and finished the entire piece in two bites. As he ate, Sybilla continued where he left off. “Children, your father was kidnapped when he stepped outside to protect his clinic. I thought he was shot...” 

“So did I,” the twins muttered in unison. 

Eva squeezed her stuffed rabbit to her chest but said nothing. 

Finally, Sybilla forced a smile. “We are blessed because of Mr. 

Schwartz. Father took care of him and saved his life by getting him released from where he is detained.” 

Mel narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean, detained?” 

“It means to be kept against your will. Like a prison,” Mr. Schwartz said, having finished his bite. A place called Dachau. Something tells me this will not be the last we hear of it.” 

“Dachau.” Eva tried the word on her tongue, then made a face as though she had licked a late-season lemon. “I do not like it.” 

Jakob smiled. “Neither did I and neither does your father. We were each among the many rounded up during  Kristallnacht and taken there. When the Nazi’s learned he was a doctor, he was immediately appointed to work in the clinic, beneath Werner Nürnbergk, the camp doctor.” 

The name sounded familiar. It had been in the news, along with reports of the illegal killings of political dissidents housed at Dachau, whose post-mortem wounds did not match with the stories given by the camp commanders. Or with the stories given by Dr. Nürnbergk himself. 

Sybilla studied her hands as they began to shake and a nauseous roil contorted her stomach. 

“What do the letters say, Mama?” Eva asked. 

A tear eked down Sybilla’s cheek and she wringed her hands at her middle to still the tremors that had overtaken them. “They say your father

loves you very much and cannot wait to come home.” She glanced at Jakob. 

“Did he give any indication of when that might be?” 

Jakob accepted another jam-slathered slice of toast from Maria with a nod. “They began releasing women and children the next day, the 11th of November, then the sick and the very old were released on the 16th, which is the day your father saw to it that I was set free. Newly destitute, but free none the less.” 

Mel cleared his throat. “Is it terrible there? How they treat you, I mean?” 

Jakob licked the jam off his fingers before finishing the steaming cup of tea in one swig. “Excuse my terrible manners,” he managed. “Hunger does strange things to a man.”. Then, he looked squarely at Mel. “Anything about what happened at Dachau will be your father’s story to tell you. Not mine.” 

Mel nodded. 

“Is that what makes up the letters?” Sybilla’s voice was low as Jakob finished his second cup of tea. 

“I do not know, Mrs. Goetz. I did not read them.” 

Her lower lip quivered. “Thank you.” 

Jakob brushed his mouth with a linen napkin and stood. “If you will excuse me, I am going to make my way to the Italian border. I do not know what Hitler has planned for the Jewish people, but based on what I have seen, the more distance we put between ourselves and the Nazis, the better off we will be.” 

He tilted his head toward her as though he would tip his hat if he had one. 

“Can I make some food for you to take on your journey?” 

Jakob shook his head. “Your kindness has been more than sufficient, Mrs. Goetz.” He paused. “However, should anyone come asking, I would appreciate your discretion in your knowledge of my whereabouts.” 

Her eyebrows shot skyward. “Of course, Mr. Schwartz.” 

“I will let myself out. Good day, Goetz family.” 

Then, as quickly as he had come, he was gone. 

When the door closed behind him, the members of the Goetz family shared a look. 

“This is like a nightmare,” Maria whispered. Her long, dark curls had come loose from her trademark bun and trailed over her shoulders. 

“I cannot believe this is really happening,” Melchior added. His own dark curls pointed this way and that, giving him a disheveled look that accented the dark circles beneath his eyes. 

Sybilla placed the jam-smeared plate and teacup and saucer into the sink. “Children, please, sit and drink your tea.” 

Silence answered her. 

Finally, Eva sniffled. “Mama?” 

“Yes, baby?” 

She sniffled again. It was then Sybilla realized her youngest child had tears streaming down her face. “I miss Father. When is he coming home?” 

Before anyone could fathom an answer to Eva’s innocent question, an angry knock came at the door. 

Sybilla froze. 

The knock came again, more ferocious than before. 

“Children, sit down at the table.” Remembering Jakob’s nervous over-the-shoulder looks and his cryptic request to plead ignorant should anyone ask his whereabouts, Sybilla smoothed her blouse and swiped the back of her hand across her cheek once again. “Drink your tea. And remember. 

Everything is fine.” 

Summoning every ounce of composure she could manage, Sybilla strode across her living room and opened the door, without bothering to peek out the window first.  From the sound of their knocking, whoever is outside could just come in if they wanted. No matter if I answered the door or not. 

Before she could form a word to either greet or admonish them, the sour faced duo, Sophie and Madeleine Wolf, pushed their way past Sophie and strode angrily and uninvited into the Goetz home. 

CHAPTER FIVE

 December 6, 1938

 Dachau Concentration Camp

“Doc.” The sound that met his ears was barely a whisper. Had he been at home, safe in his bed, he would have mistaken it for a passing breeze. But he was not at home and the question of his safety was one he asked himself often. “Doc!” 

Johann jerked awake as a cramp shot through his knotted neck. He had fallen asleep in his chair in Dachau’s infirmary, just as he had many nights before. There was no way to get comfortable in the chair, but still Johann was grateful to be giving medical care instead of being forced to receive it. 

This freed his bed for use by any one of the numerous sick or injured people who came through the camp clinic’s doors. 

He rubbed his neck and squinted into the darkness. “What is it?” 

“It is happening again.” 

Johann stood and hobbled to the door. The wind, sharp and icy in the dark of the December night, howled outside the glass windows of the Dachau infirmary. He absently rubbed his bad hip, which shot pain up his back and down his leg in equal measure. He winced. 

Outside, the German shepherd dogs that the  Schutzstaffel—or SS—

guards kept at the ends of short chains, barked, snapped, and howled as the glaring lights that lit the perimeter of Dachau camp burst to life with their unwelcome intensity. 

A line of military trucks sat just outside, waiting for the massive iron gates to open. The patients who filled his clinic, mostly Jewish men who had been rounded up with him during the Night of Broken Glass, groaned quietly. The few who dared peek out from beneath their thin blankets stared up at him with wide, fear-filled eyes. 

Not knowing how to answer their unspoken questions and unwilling to instill within them any semblance of false hope, Johann simply looked away. 

Just as with previous transports, music from the bullhorns situated on each of the seven guard towers shattered the relative quiet with the national anthem of the Third Reich,  Horst Wessel Song. 

Raise the flag! The ranks tightly closed! 

The stormtroopers march with calm, firm step. 

Comrades shot by the Red Front and reactionaries March in spirit within our ranks. 

“Who was Horst Wessel, anyway?” Gottlieb wondered aloud. “Wasn’t he some high-ranking super-Nazi?” 

Johann shook his head infinitesimally. “He was a low-life thug who could not advance past the lowest ranks of the SA before getting himself killed by a Communist thug.” 

“Did it come to blows between them over political differences?” 

Gottlieb asked, obviously never having heard the truth of Wessel before. 

Johann chuckled quietly. “No, actually it was not over anything of that nature. He was shot was over Wessel’s prostitute girlfriend and his unpaid rent to his landlady.” 

“So, a Communist killed him and that made him a martyr?” 

“Actually, he died of blood poisoning he contracted in the hospital,” 

Johann said. “Which makes as most sense to making him a martyr for the Nazi cause as anything else, I suppose.” 

The iron gates squealed open as the song, unnaturally loud, played on. 

Still, Johann could hear the screaming and crying from the prisoner transports, that which the blaring song and its ever-changing lyrics were meant to drown out. 

Clear the streets for the brown battalions, 

Clear the streets for the storm division man! 

Millions are looking upon the hooked-cross full of hope, The day of freedom and of bread dawns! 

Just as with previous transports, the trucks—filled with terrified and crying people—drove through the iron gate and parked there in front of the camp administration offices. 

Johann hung his head. He already knew what was coming next. 

The voice from the darkness came again, quieter than before. “Who is it this time, more Jews like us?” 

Johann turned to Gottlieb, the man who spoke from the darkness. They had been on the same transport, after  Kristallnacht, where Gottlieb had suffered a fractured leg. He had been given the chance to leave, but instead chose to stay on as Johann’s assistant in the clinic. “Until we can both leave,” he promised. 

“No,” Johann whispered. “Not Jews.” His heart sank as dark-haired women with ornate headwraps, leading little children by their hands, filed out of the trucks. Men, with decorative, patched pants, followed. All looked confused. “More Roma people.” 

“Gypsies?” Gottlieb asked. 

Johann’s heart sank at the scene before him. “Yes.” 

The call is sounded for the last time! 

For the fight we all stand prepared! 

Soon Hitler’s banners will flutter above the barricades. 

The time of bondage will last but a little while now! 

“Do you think they know what is going to happen to them?” Gottlieb asked. “Or have any idea at all?” 

“There is no way. I would not believe it if I were not here seeing it with my own eyes.” Powerless to look away, Johann watched helplessly as one of the Roma men approached one of the Nazi guards, with his hand stuck out and a friendly smile on his face. 

The words that passed between the two were erased by the too-loud song, but the scene that played out was not dissimilar to the ones before. 

Strangely, the Jews who had come in on the transport may have been treated poorly, but their treatment was nothing compared to the prisoners who were here before them and the ones who still came in at random times. 

Such as now. 

The Gypsies. 

The homosexuals. 

Anyone deemed to be a communist, or otherwise a political enemy of the Nazi party. 

Johann watched as the smile melted from the Gypsy man’s shadowed face. He returned his unshaken hand to his side and turned from the Nazi and began to usher his family out of the gate. He never saw the German officer lift his Luger, and the discharge of the bullet was drowned out by the

music. The other Roma people looked on in horror as the man fell, blood streaming from the bullet hole between his shoulder blades. 

Receive our salute; you died an honorable death! 

Horst Wessel fell, but thousands newly arise

The anthem roars ahead of the brown army

The storm-divisions are ready to follow his path. 

The flags are lowered before the dead who still live The storm-division swears, his hand clenched into a fist, That the day will come for revenge, no forgiveness, When Heil and Sieg will ring through the fatherland. 

At Nazi gunpoint, the newly arrived Roma families—crying and yelling and not knowing what else to do—allowed themselves to be herded like terrified sheep over the body of the still-twitching father, and into the deep, dank, deadly bowels of Dachau. 

Still, the music played on. 

Johann returned to his desk, heavy with helplessness. There was nothing he could do to help the Roma father, nor anyone who arrived on the transports. The clinic doctor who occupied his position at Dachau prior to him had learnt that hard truth and paid eternal consequences for the lesson. 

The kind-hearted doctor who remembered his oath to “first, do no harm” to the bitter end, had dashed out of the clinic and into the fray in a desperate attempt to save a shot Jew, only to receive a bullet to the head himself. 

“We bring the patients to you,” the Nazi was reported to have told the camp doctor’s lifeless body. “You do not determine who is worthy of life. 

That is my job.” 

Thankfully, a fellow inmate was kind enough to share this story with Johann soon after he arrived, or Johann knew without a doubt he would have run to each and every person who had been shot on the parade yard of Dachau. To him, life was sacred. That would never change. 

Still, the fact that he was alive tonight did not do much to lighten Johann’s heavy heart. 

 Dearest Billa, 

 I write you this letter today, on the first day of Hanukkah, because I miss you and I love you. I long for the day when we are

 united again, and I can gaze into your beautiful eyes in much the same manner as when we were courting so many years ago. 

 I miss each and every one of you and the home we built together. 

 I do not know if you will ever read these words, or if I will even be able to send this to you. However, just getting these stories out of my mind and off my soul and onto the paper is cathartic, and something in me hopes you never read these. If you never read these, then the ugliness of what life has come to will not touch you and for that you and I both win against those who wish us to do nothing but lose. 

 In this world constructed by the ideology of this strange new world, where those in power reign with an iron fist, it is dangerous to be anything different than what they are, though we were all created different. Were we not? It seems they dare to challenge the Creator, since anyone who is different from “perfect” is not worthy of dignity, or in some cases, not worthy of life itself. 

 When I arrived at Dachau, many people were already here. 

 People who are very different than what the Order considers worthy. 

 I have seen Roma men shot for no reason. I have seen men who prefer the company of men suffer the strappado, also for no reason, before falling to their death on the waiting handle of a broom. 

 I have seen Jews, like me, ridiculed over the shape of our face, the inflection of our voice, the very race we were born into. I have seen hatred culminate to explosive proportions over someone’s footstep being too short, or too long. Over someone looking a guard in the eye, over someone failing to look a guard in the eye. Over someone becoming tired and wavering during roll call. And behind each and every episode of hatred, I see the same thing. I see fear. 

 With that ugliness told, now for something beautiful. If we were together, it would be time to come together as a family around the table to pray the ancient blessing over the candles of our menorah for the first night of Hanukkah. Since we cannot do it in person... 

 Blessed are You, Adonai our G-d, Ruler of the Universe, who makes us holy with your commandments, commanding us to kindle the Hanukkah lights. 

 Then, my darling, it would be time would sing the second blessing, as those of us have done for centuries before. 

 Blessed are You, Adonai our G-d, Ruler of the Universe, who performed wondrous deeds for our ancestors in those ancient days at this season. 

 Then, since it is the first night, we say the Shehecheyanu. 

 Blessed are You, Adonai our G-d, Ruler of the Universe, who has kept us alive, sustained us, and brought us to this season. 

 My darling bride, I am singing these words in my heart tonight, as I am sure you are, too. 

 With all my love, 

 JG

Gottlieb appeared over his shoulder. “You know what is happening here. 

What this regime is doing to anyone who opposes their ideals and rules that seem to shift and change by the day.” 

“By the hour, even.” 

Gottlieb eased himself down onto his cot. Its squeak echoed painfully in the dreadful silence that befell the clinic as the music from the bullhorns squelched. The sounds of the barking dogs, crying people, and yelling German officers were so absent, one might question if they ever existed in the first place, or if it had all been a terrible nightmare. “They are not keen on letting people leave, are they?” 

“Not without handsome payment.” Johann folded the letter to his Sybilla with a severe crease and tucked it into his chest pocket with the others. “When I informed them that Jakob Schwartz was ill with consumption and unfit for work, I overheard them. Schwartz was forced to sign over all his bank accounts to the Nazi Party.” 

Gottlieb grunted. 

Johann rubbed the bridge of his nose with his fingertips and closed his eyes. “They ensured he left here a destitute man.” 

 Rich with letters to my wife. I pray he made it safely. 

“A destitute man who will make haste to leave Austria and seek life elsewhere,” Gottlieb agreed. “Getting rid of the Jews. What they have planned since...” He dropped his voice into a low, mocking tone. “Since  der Fuhrer came to power.” 

“I suppose we should have left earlier. Much earlier.” 

With his elbows propped on his ramshackle clinic desk, Johann held his head in his hands. “Both my father and my father-in-law fought and died for

the Fatherland in the Great War. I stupidly assumed we were safe from such... such...” 

“Nonsense,” Gottlieb finished. “Pure and utter nonsense.” 

Johann sighed. “Once we are released, is there anywhere left to go?” 

“I suppose we will find out one way or another.” 

Gottlieb had no sooner finished his sentence than the nefarious gong sounded over the bullhorns. 

“Appellplatz,” Johann muttered. “I hope the people in the barracks take care to relieve themselves before the start of roll call this morning.” 

From the clinic window, he and Gottlieb could watch as either of the horrific, hours-long roll calls, both morning and night, took place. People, standing stock still for hours on end, forbidden to move on pain of being shot. Some people wavered from exhaustion and hunger as others relieved themselves in their britches or skirts. As clinic workers, they were not required to attend, but following every roll call on the  appellplatz,  a fresh set of patients flooded his clinic step. 

“The more patients who come in, the more beds I must free. Beds are too few anyway in this hellish place.” 

The second gong, signaling everyone to appear for roll call at the appellplatz, came over the bullhorns. 

Johann closed his eyes against the impending sight.  So, it begins again. 

A few prisoner patients sniffled beneath their threadbare blankets. It was not known what would happen to them if they were forced to give up their bed for another patient.  Would they leave Dachau? Would they be forced to take a bed in the barracks and attend the dreadful roll call sessions? Would they simply be killed?  These questions were almost tangible in the dankness of the icy clinic. 

Nobody knew. 

Finally, the plaza outside the clinic was filled to bursting with kidnapped prisoners. 

“May God be with them all,” Gottlieb whispered. 

 With them and with us all, Johann mentally corrected. But he dared not speak, lest he manage to draw the attention of one of the weapon-wielding guards as they swarmed around the exhausted prisoners, just waiting for an infraction to the rules—rules which nobody knew—to occur. 

CHAPTER SIX

 December 8, 1938

 Vienna

“Mother, I do not understand.” Maria’s voice to a shout. “Just let Melchior come with me and...” 

“I said no, Maria. Nobody from this home is going to the Wolf house. 

Nothing but trouble will come of it. More trouble than we already have, through no fault of our own.” 

Maria stomped her foot in an uncharacteristic show of something that looked terribly close to aggression. “Mother. They have no right to come in and take what they wish.” Tears shimmered in her dark, almond-shaped eyes. “And for that hideous little beast Madeleine to strut in here and take Eva’s bunny...” 

Sybilla sat the pan down with a clatter. The sudden clanging of metal against metal did nothing to staunch the flow of anger from her eldest daughter. But it did not. 

“Mother! Eva’s  bunny!” 

“Maria, listen to me. There is nothing we can do to change how things are now. And we have more pressing things to worry about than a stuffed rabbit.” 

The words soured on her tongue almost before they were out of her mouth. Eva had not stopped sobbing since the day Madeleine and Sophie Wolf entered their home and took what they could carry, promising to be back for more. Sybilla had been able to deflect Sophie’s prying questions as to why there were five cups and plates in the kitchen, with only one set used. She had been forced to think fast, and with a bashful smile, Sybilla had been able to convincingly state that, out of habit, she had absently set the table for the entirety of her family, Johann included. Thankfully, that had seemed to appease Sophie and neither she nor Madeleine had yet to return. 

Sybilla softened her tone and sank into a chair at the table. Her mood abruptly cooled, Maria sat down, too. “My dear girl, there is nothing I want

more than to go get Eva’s bunny back. Not to mention my mink stole that was an anniversary gift from your father, and even the leather shoes that had been a birthday gift from Sophie herself. Those are  our things.” She realized her hands had knotted into fists. “However, the world around us has gone mad. It is not our place to go and right those wrongs.” 

She loosened her fingers and forced them to lay upon the table in a ladylike fashion. A  calm fashion. “If I had the power, I would right all the wrongs right now.” Her voice began to waver. “Your sister would have her bunny, and I would have your father home, all of him, not just some words he wrote down in secret. Not just a bundle of letters written in fear and haste!” 

At some point during her spiel, tears had begun to spill onto her cheeks. 

“But I am powerless! Powerless to do anything except sit here and wish for things to get better. Yet they do not!” 

She did not realize her voice had turned into a shout until she stopped shouting and the silence of the kitchen echoed in her ears. “I can do nothing,” she whispered to the tabletop. “I cannot even keep a stuffed rabbit for my daughter.” 

Maria stood and moved around behind her mother. As Maria draped herself onto her mother’s back in an emotional hug, Sybilla felt through her daughter’s hitching breath that she was crying, too. “I am also powerless, Mother. I cannot properly take up for my little sister. She cries, and I have to listen. There is nothing I can do to make her world right.” 

Sybilla shifted and took her eldest daughter in her arms. “Someday this will get better. Someday this will all be a memory,” she murmured into Maria’s hair. 

Melchior slapped a newspaper down on the tabletop. “Maybe so. But it seems things are going to get worse before they get better.” 

Maria sniffled and stood. Slowly, she picked up the newspaper. “Local Businesses Rush to Buy Jewish Businesses.” She skimmed the article before dropping the paper on the table. “At an extraordinary markdown, it says.” 

Melchior cleared his throat. “What is being done about Father’s clinic, Mother?” 

“And our art studio,” Eva added from the doorway. 

Sybilla and the twins turned their attention to the splotchy-faced and glassy-eyed Eva. “I have gone to try and patch things up, but everything is

in shambles. We were looted, and what was left was either stolen was broken.” Out of habit, Sybilla straightened the newspaper pages, but before she could put it away, something caught her eye. A rogue headline.  Other European Countries Adopt Nuremburg Laws. 

She flipped open the paper, only to find the Nuremburg laws, in all their dehumanizing glory, printed there in black and white for the world to see. 

“What is it, Mama?” Maria’s voice sounded small. 

“The Laws. They are printed...” Sybilla’s voice trailed off. 

“Read it out loud, Mother,” he demanded. “We should know how the law affects us. Or affects others who have dealings with us. Or whatever madness they decide next.” 

Sybilla cleared her throat and began to read from the newspaper. 



Law for the Protection of German Blood and German Honor

Moved by the understanding that purity of German blood is the essential condition for the continued existence of the German people, and inspired by the inflexible determination to ensure the existence of the German nation for all time, the Reichstag has unanimously adopted the following law, which is promulgated herewith:

Article 1

1.  Marriages between Jews and citizens of German or related blood are forbidden. Marriages nevertheless concluded are invalid, even if concluded abroad to circumvent this law. 

2.  Annulment proceedings can be initiated only by the state prosecutor. 

Article 2

Extramarital relations between Jews and citizens of German or related blood are forbidden. 

Article 3

Jews may not employ in their households any female citizens of German or related blood who are under 45 years old. 

Article 4

1.  Jews are forbidden to fly the Reich or national flag or display Reich colors. 

2.  They are, on the other hand, permitted to display the Jewish colors. The exercise of this right is protected by the state. 

Article 5

1.  Any person who violates the prohibition under Article 1 will be punished with prison with hard labor. 

2.  A male who violates the prohibition under Article 2 will be punished with prison or prison with hard labor. 

3.  Any person violating the provisions under Articles 3 or 4

will be punished with prison with hard labor for up to one year and a fine, or with one or the other of these penalties. 

Article 6

The Reich Minister of the Interior, in co-ordination with the Deputy of the Führer and the Reich Minister of Justice, will issue the legal and administrative regulations required to implement and complete this law. 

Article 7

The law takes effect on the day following promulgation, except for Article 3, which goes into force on 1 January 1936. 



Reich Citizenship Law

The  Reichstag has unanimously enacted the following law, which is promulgated herewith:

Article 1

1.  A subject of the state is a person who enjoys the protection of the German Reich and who in consequence has specific obligations toward it. 

2.  The status of subject of the state is acquired in accordance with the provisions of the Reich and the Reich Citizenship

Law. 

Article 2

1.  A Reich citizen is a subject of the state who is of German or related blood and proves by his conduct that he is willing and fit to faithfully serve the German people and Reich. 

2.  Reich citizenship is acquired through the granting of a Reich citizenship certificate. 

3.  The Reich citizen is the sole bearer of full political rights in accordance with the law. 

Article 3

The Reich Minister of the Interior, in co-ordination with the Deputy of the Führer, will issue the legal and administrative orders required to implement and complete this law. 



“Then,” Sybilla continued, only a little shocked that she had not been interrupted, “the article lists the blood quantum one must possess in order to be called German. Or to be called Jewish.” She let go of a muffled laugh. 

“Which applies not in the least to us. We are one hundred percent Jewish, my children.” 

“As well as being one hundred percent Austrian,” Mel added darkly. 

“And Viennese, at that.” 

He was right. Both hers and Johann’s parents were from Vienna. 

Thankfully, they had all passed and were not here to live through this madness. “Life here is the only life that any of our family has ever known...” 

Maria’s voice interrupted her reverie. “What does the newspaper say about other countries passing laws like these?” 

Sybilla skimmed the page. “Well, as of 1938, Italy passed two laws. The Italian Racial Laws and Manifesto of Race, which effectively stripped Jewish Italians of their citizenship, and did not allow for relationships or marriages between Italians and Jews.” Her throat tightened around the words. “And Hungary. As of 28 May, of this year, anyone of Jewish decent cannot hold certain professions within the country. However, it fails to list those professions.” 

“The madness is spreading,” Melchior mused. He gazed off into space a moment, then looked squarely at his mother. “Have you entertained the idea of leaving?” 

“Leaving Vienna?” 

He shook his head. “No. Leaving Austria.” 

Sybilla’s spine relaxed against the straight back of the wooden dining room chair and her eyes widened. “Actually, no. This is our home, Mel.” 

The thought of leaving and starting over somewhere else, with nothing, was terrifying. “With both of your grandfathers fighting for Germany, and giving their lives in the Great War...” 

 But you will have each other, Sybilla. And would it really be more terrifying than what is happening all around you now? 

Her twins shared a look as Eva, still standing in the doorway, poked her thumb into her mouth, a previously broken habit which had only recently returned. 

“Mother, surely you realize now our ancestral loyalty means nothing to this new regime,” Melchior scolded. 

“You mean to tell me you have?” Sybilla asked. “Thought of leaving Austria, I mean?” 

Mel nodded. “Yes, actually. Maria and I were discussing it last night.” 

He pulled out a chair and sat down. “You said it yourself. The world around us is going mad. Losing its mind, even.” He thrust an accusatory finger at the hapless newspaper. “And that proves that these anti-Semitic ideas are taking hold elsewhere, too. Where did you say, Italy and Hungary?” 

Sybilla nodded. 

“Mother, can you not see?” Her only son’s voice bordered on exasperation. “We are quickly running out of borders with friendly countries. Out of escape routes.” 

“He is right, Mama,” Maria said. “Seems we have lost Italy and Hungary. We certainly could not use the German border to escape. And with the recent land grab of the southern part of Czechoslovakia...” 

Cold stones of fear, ones that Sybilla had been ignoring, fell heavy in her gut. She forced a swallow. “Where did this escaping nonsense come from?” Her words did not sound as reassuring coming out of her mouth as they had in her head. “Anyway, we could not leave without your father.” 

Melchior ignored her and prattled on. “The only friendly borders we might have at our disposal now are Yugoslavia, Switzerland, and whatever

is left of the Czech border, which is closest, but growing smaller and smaller.” He looked up at his mother. “It seems to be shrinking almost by the day as the Germans grab for land.” 

“Mama?” Eva’s small voice interrupted the disturbing silence that followed Mel’s spiel. 

“Yes, baby?” 

“Mr. Schwartz was going to Italy.” She shifted her weight, then pattered across the floor to her mother’s waiting lap before looking up at her with wide, innocent eyes. “Will he be safe?” 

Sybilla ignored Maria and Melchior’s shared look and forced a smile. “I am sure Mr. Schwartz will be fine. He seemed very resourceful.” 

Eva laid her head against her mother’s chest in a defeated manner. “I miss my bunny.” 

With that, the flow of six-year-old tears that had been momentarily staunched began to flow again. 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 December 15, 1938

 Lancaster County, Pennsylvania

Larry Swann huffed as he pulled the green Christmas tree out of the back of his farm truck and leaned the six-footer up against the tailgate. He and Ruth were lucky—no, they were  blessed—to have not only a streetcar, but a farm truck, as well. His mother had saved every penny of his father’s Army pay during The Great War that she could manage. When his father was killed, she added most of what the Army called “the death benefit” to those savings, as well. When she passed away the year after Larry, their only son, married Ruth, his mother made certain her precious boy received the store of cash money she had sacrificed so much in order to save. 

Larry scratched his head and glanced at the pine tree he had chosen from Dutchover’s Christmas Tree Farm. It had taken him longer to chop it down than it had last year, and he felt much more winded than he remembered from years past. “You’re getting older, ole boy, whether you want to admit it or not,” he muttered to himself. 

Normally, cutting down the family Christmas tree was a jovial time, but this year, he could not seem to get his mind right. Even with Bing Crosby singing his new hit about having a pocket full of dreams on the radio, a dark sadness tugged at his heart. 

The front door creaked open. He turned to see his Ruth, who he affectionately called Ruthie, descending the stairs as she wiped her hands on her patchwork apron. “What a nice tree you found,” she gushed. “You always find the perfect one.” 

“It will look beautiful next to the fireplace.” 

She looped her arm through his. “I borrowed some Lux soap powder from Mamie Johnson yesterday. She and I read an article in the paper about how you can mix the soap flakes some with water and brush it on the pine needles and make it look like snow.” 

“That should be lovely.” 

“It will be fun to try.” Ruth’s sparkling blue eyes burned into his own like hot sapphires. “So, what is it that troubles you so?” 

He offered a small smile. “Am I that easy to read?” 

“Thirty-six years of marriage will do that.” She paused. “Does your sadness have anything to do with how closely you are following the news from Europe?” 

“You know me too well, don’t you Ruthie.” 

“Seems the news from that part of the world is getting worse and worse isn’t it, Ruthie?” 

“I thought the same. Which is why this morning, Mamie and I went down to the church and got us signed up.” 

“Signed up for what?” 

She smiled and produced the day’s newspaper from her apron pocket. 

“Like you have said so many times before. If we are able to help, we should help.” 

“Signed us up for what?” 

“You’ll see when you read the article.” 

He took the paper quizzically and tucked it under his arm before pulling his wife close to him in a much-needed hug. “I don’t rightly know what it is, but I know if you did it, it’s the right thing to do. I love you, Ruthie.” 

She tightened her arms around him. “I love you too, Larry.” 

For a moment, a brief moment, everything seemed right with the world. 

“We need a Christmas ham. Or even a goose,” Ruth mused when the hug ended. “Perhaps you could head over to the Jotter’s farm and pick us one up?” She straightened the straps on his blue overalls. “Not to mention, you always feel better after visiting with your friend Jacob.” 


***

After the tree was safely erected in its stand within the house and Ruthie was hard at work spackling the tree’s needles with her Lux soap flakes concoction, Larry stepped out to his farm truck and flipped on the radio. 

Ella Fitzgerald’s buttery voice resonated through the dusty speakers as he slid the truck into reverse and backed out onto the main road. “A-tisket, a-tasket, a brown and yellow basket; I send a letter to my mommy, and on the way, I dropped it.” 

A swirl of thoughts filled his mind.  Blessings everywhere I look, everywhere I go. His father’s voice echoed in his mind.  When you are

 blessed, you have to pass those blessings on. 

 I feel like I have to help those poor folks going through hell over in Europe, but I do not even know how to start. Lancaster County is a far cry from Austria, Germany, or France, that’s for sure. 

His mind wasn’t ready to let the memories of his father go just yet. A sudden remembrance of his father’s journey over from Scotland and the smattering of stories he and his mother told from the old country spurted into his mind. Tales of his kin from the olden days fighting for their freedom in something called the Jacobite Uprisings, when the outnumbered Scotsmen decided they had endured enough abuse from the oppressive English monarchy, seemed to make more sense now as he followed the news out of Europe. 

“Bad guv’mints breed bad people,” he mused out loud as he pulled his once-red truck onto the Jotter’s farm. 

Jacob and Joseph were silhouetted in the barn, cleaning out Fable’s hooves, while Miriam hung out laundry on the clothesline behind the plain, whitewashed two-story Amish home. He reached down and clicked off the radio, effectively silencing Bob Hope as he crooned about being thankful for the memories. Something twisted in his chest with a newfound ache at the idyllic scene laid out before him.  We are all so incredibly blessed. 

He parked the truck and stepped out with a wave. Jacob, all smiles as usual, strode over to meet his  Englischer friend. 

“Your timing is perfect, as usual, old friend,” Jacob called as he and Larry walked toward each other, hands outstretched as was their normal greeting. “It was time to take a break for some of Miriam’s coffee. Come, sit and enjoy a mug with Joseph and me.” 

Obliged to sit a spell with his friend, he followed him onto the wide covered porch that Jacob had meticulously built with his own two hands—

and the help of several of his Amish neighbors. 

“Is Hiram helping you two with Fable today?” Larry asked as Joseph sat down next to him. 

He removed his wide brimmed felt hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead. “Hiram has gone on  Rumspringa, Mr. Swann. He has been gone over a week now.” 

Larry nodded and forced a smile. “I see.” For a moment, he wished he had not brought up Hiram or his absence. He had learned some about Amish customs through the years, and he knew that when their teenagers

went away on  Rumspringa, where they experienced the  Englischer world and all it had to offer before fully committing to the Amish faith, they sometime chose to remain English and not return at all—not even to say goodbye to their families. 

He studied his hands for a moment before continuing. “Tell me, Jacob, do you have a ham I could buy off of you? Or a goose?” 

Jacob, unfazed by his inquiry about Hiram, smiled. “Ruth always gets a hankering this time of year, eh?” 

“Yes, she does.” He returned his friend’s smile. “It has become something of a tradition over the years.” 

“I am certain we can find something for you to take home to her. But for now, I cannot help but notice that newspaper you brought with you.” Jacob accepted a steaming mug from his wife. 

Larry nodded to Miriam as she handed him a mug, too. “Many thanks, Mrs. Jotter.” 

She nodded in answer before disappearing into the house, her black covering strings dancing over her shoulders. 

“Does it bother you as much as it bothers me, Jacob?” 

“Ja,  ja it does. But not as much as it seems to bother my son, Joseph.” 

Larry looked at Joseph, who nodded in agreement as he took a sip from his own mug of hot coffee. 

The younger man shrugged. “It just seems that with all we have been blessed with, there is something we could do to help. Though I cannot figure what that would be, seeing as how we are all so far away and such.” 

Larry brightened. “I know exactly how you feel. Way I see it, a lot of us feel the same way.” 

Jacob pointed to the newspaper. “How is the news today?” 

“I tell you, I have not rightly looked just yet.” He produced the paper and unfolded it and began to read. “Seems the Europeans have put something together called  Kindertransport to help get the little Jewish kids out of danger’s way.” 

Larry’s eyebrows arched as he skimmed and read, then skimmed some more. 

“They need good families to take in the displaced Jewish children when they arrive and keep them until the world makes sense again and they can be reunited with their parents.” 

Larry smiled to himself, knowing now what his wife was referring to and where she and Mamie had been this morning. 

Jacob rocked in his chair and looked thoughtfully out at his barn and the wide, rolling countryside that spread out behind it. “Where do these children go and how do they find the families?” 

“Well, based on what Ruth said before I left to pay you a visit, I believe she signed us up to be volunteers through our church this morning.” 

“That is wonderful!” Joseph’s young voice was genuinely excited. 

His father nodded. “Ja,  ja it is.” He turned in his seat to face Larry. “My friend. Know that Miriam, Joseph, and I will support you however we can as you open your home and your heart to help those in need.” 

“Ja,” Joseph continued, “and as soon as you can, Mr. Swann, you must bring them out to tour our farm. They can pet Fable and watch the pigs roll around in the mud.” 

Jacob and Larry shared a small smile as Joseph, perhaps the most excited of them all, continued. 

“Mama can knit them little sweaters and I can teach them to fish in the pond down near the valley, and show them where the big catfish hide...” His voice trailed off a moment. “Well, unless they already know how to fish. 

Then, maybe they can teach me a thing or two.” 

By the time Larry left the Jotter homestead, his heart was considerably lighter. Perhaps it was because he was proud of his wife’s decision to take the first step in helping, and bridging the gap between Lancaster County and Europe, just if it was with a signature on a church sign-up sheet. 

Perhaps it was because he was able to share his excitement with Jacob. He flipped on the radio in the old farm truck and let happiness fill his chest as Duke Ellington crooned from the speakers. 

“No, Larry,” he said aloud to himself. “You feel better because Joseph and Jacob and Miriam always remind you of how people should be, and how we should treat each other. They remind you that people are normally good, and that neighbors are a blessing.” 

He reached over and patted the fat goose that Jacob had picked out just for Ruthie. Next to it, sat the ham from Joseph. Of course, neither of the Jotter men had wanted to accept payment, so Larry stuck the cash money, along with the newspaper, under the milk urn in the barn. Just as he always had in the years since living alongside the Amish homestead. 

He smiled to himself as he turned onto the road that would lead him back home to his Ruthie, suddenly excited to see how her snowy soap flakes project turned out on their Christmas tree. “Yes, Ruthie was right. 

Seeing my old friend Jacob is good medicine. However, any visit to the Jotter homestead is like a healing salve for the hurting soul.” 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 December 1938

 Dachau Concentration Camp

Snow swirled in the spotlights that flooded the  appellplatz and streamed into the clinic windows without warning. In an instant, any secrets concealed in the freezing, inky darkness of Dachau were laid bare in the blinding, unexpected lights. A few patients groaned and hid their faces beneath the threadbare blankets. Johann, though, did not make a sound. 

Something in his stomach tightened to an uncomfortable measure. 

Gottlieb’s whispers sliced through the uneasy silence. “Well, that is new...” 

“What?” 

Before Gottlieb could answer, the deafening thunder of booted feet crunching the snow filled the air. 

“They are coming here,” Gottlieb finished. 

The clinic door banged open and crashed into the back wall. The soldiers did not offer so much as a glance to either Gottlieb or Johann as they filed inside, weapons at the ready. Each soldier stopped at the foot of a prisoner-bearing cot and turned to face their leader, who remained in the doorway. He had yet to pay any mind whatsoever to either Gottlieb or Johann. 

“Round them up, march them out,” he shouted, his guttural German, devoid of any emotion. 

Johann cleared his throat. “Sir, some of these men are too sick to be subjected to the elements.” 

The officer did not turn to face Johann. “I did not ask, nor do I require your opinion.” 

The sicker amongst the patients clutched their blankets around their shoulders as they hobbled out into the snow. One, a man who worked as a teacher, stumbled on his injured leg and bumped into a soldier before falling out the infirmary door and into the snow. 

At once, the Nazi charged his weapon and pointed at the teacher, who lay in a helpless, crumpled heap. 

“No,” Gottlieb cried. 

“As camp doctor, I demand you stop this madness now!” Johann ran his fingers up the side of his scruffy face into his hair. No doubt, this move made his hair stick out hither and yon, but he did not care. “Pure and utter madness!” 

Gottlieb flung himself atop the derelict teacher. 

“Correction, Dr. Goetz. You  were the camp doctor.” 

The Nazi squeezed the trigger of his German luger. 

 Boom! 

As if on cue, the bullhorns blared to life with the anthem of the Third Reich. “What perfect timing.” A sadistic smile spread across the officer’s face. “Or should I say divine?” 

Ignoring him, Johann knelt and helped Gottlieb to his feet. Blood streamed from the bullet wound in his shoulder as a puddle of crimson spread from the body of the teacher he had tried in vain to save. 

“God is on our side,” the nameless Nazi shouted. “Can you not see that as truth yet?” 

Johann did not respond. Instead, he held pressure on Gottlieb’s bleeding shoulder. 

“Regardless of what you believe, we have a new camp doctor.” He glanced at his watch. “Arriving now.” 

The barking of dogs threatened to drown out his voice, notably quiet now. 

Shivering against the incessant cold, Johann held pressure on Gottlieb’s shoulder but did not dare look up. 

“This doctor,” the Nazi continued, “is one of  German origin.” 

From the corner of his eye, Johann watched as he nodded to the shooter, who holstered his weapon and followed the rest of the prisoners out into the snow, leaving a bloodied Gottlieb and Johann alone with the higher-ranking officer. “Since we no longer require your services. You have now become as expendable as the rest.” He glanced at Gottlieb as though he were beholding a cockroach. “Both of you.” 

Johann shook his head in disbelief. “What will become of them? The men I treated?” 

“They are no longer your concern.” He jerked his freshly shaven chin towards the rest of the prisoners who shivered in the snow. 

“Please?” 

The Nazi rolled his eyes, as though Johann’s questions were those of a child addressing his elders out of turn. “If they can pay the fee, they are free to go. Though they must make arrangements to leave Austria as soon as possible, as there is no place here for them anymore.” 

“And for those who cannot pay?” Gottlieb countered through chattering teeth. 

As if in answer, a shot rang out through the chaotic din that filled the night. 

The German shrugged. “As you just heard, they cannot leave.” 

The men shared a worried look. 

The officer jerked his chin again. “Off you go. You have wasted enough of my time already, and we must make room for the new transport.” 

Johann helped Gottlieb to his feet, the fall obviously having exacerbated the healing fracture in his leg. With Gottlieb limping, the pair trailed along behind the officer and tried not to think all that had just transpired. Still, Johann pressed hard against his friend’s shoulder. 

Gottlieb’s voice was a whisper. “Do you have the means to leave?” 

“He did not say how much the fee requirement was, did he?” Johann’s voice was almost lost to the howling wind. 

“No. He did not.” Gottlieb coughed. “How is the bleeding?” 

Johann tried to ignore the sticky heat that oozed between his fingers. He stopped walking. “Here, bend down with me.” Careful to hold pressure on the bullet wound with one hand, he scooped up a handful of snow with the other. “Take a deep breath. One, two...” Before he could get to three, he jammed the handful of snow into the bullet hole, muttering something about the cold hopefully constricting the blood vessels to stop the bleeding, or at least slowing it. 

Somehow in the midst of the chaos of barking dogs, blaring antisemitic songs, and the crying and confused new arrivals, the distraught men finally arrived at a misbegotten table setup in the middle of the roll call square. 

 Before the Kristallnacht, something like this would have seemed strange.  Johann shivered as they waited for the Nazi, decked out in warm winter gear, to finish with the man in line before them. Johann recognized him as the man from Vienna who had been wracked with fever and stomach

ailments in the clinic.  He was in the third bed from the back, on the left side, probably suffering from influenza. 

Finally, the febrile gentleman toddled toward the front gate. Johann had to resist the urge to reach out and feel his sweaty forehead to gauge his temperature. Instead, he offered up a silent prayer for his health and safety. 

After he disappeared, the Nazi acknowledged the pair of them with a steely stare. From the throng of new arrivals, a woman’s terrified scream sliced through the air. The German closed his eyes as if annoyed until she quieted, then opened them again. One of his eyes was a deep blue hue, while the other was more of a green sort. 

A spark of recognition sent Johann’s eyebrows skyward. “William? 

William Mueller?” 

The Nazi squinted into the swirling snow. “There is no way...” His eyes widened at once. “Dr. Goetz?” 

“Yes, it is me.” Johann shifted his weight. “How is the missus?” 

A small smile ghosted William’s lips, then disappeared as quickly as it had appeared. “What are you doing here?” 

The bitter cold numbed his mind and garbled his thoughts. “The night of madness, I was brought in then.” 

“Me too,” Gottlieb chattered. 

“Please, tell me William–” A gunshot from behind them made both Johann and Gottlieb jump in tandem. “How do we escape with our lives?” 

William stared at the both of them before shifting his gaze to a bespectacled German who was walking back from the well-lit headquarters building. Two mugs steamed from his mittened hands. Then, William glanced back to Johann. “Truthfully, is your friend going to make it, Dr. 

Goetz?” 

Johann gave an infinitesimal shake of his head where only William could see, but said where Gottlieb could hear, “that is for God to determine. 

As it is for all of us.” 

William nodded and sucked in a breath. He looked down at the book and made several slash marks. “The dead are by the gate. There are coats. I suggest you grab one on the way out.” 

The Nazi with the steaming mugs bumped the table as he sat down and swore under his breath as steaming chocolate soaked his mittens. 

“That should do it, Jew,” William said, just a scotch too loudly. “You have each signed over your accounts to the Reich. Under the law, you are

free to go.” 

Johann, his arm around Gottlieb, turned to go. 

“Remember what you swore to,” William barked. 

Johann stopped and turned back. He met William’s gaze. “You will make your way out of Austria. By week’s end.” 

“Yes, I remember.” William nodded curtly, then busied himself by scribbling in the books, while his elder henchman looked on approvingly. 

Not wanting to risk anything else, Johann simply guided Gottlieb towards the gate to freedom. 

Just as William had said, several people, recently deceased, lay by the gate. 

“I will not take their coats,” Johann said. “But I will get one for you, if you like.” 

Gottlieb shook his head. “No. They are not mine to take.” 

With that understanding between them, both Johann and Gottlieb walked out the gate of Dachau Concentration Camp, wearing the same clothes which they had been wearing since the night they were taken, and leaving the precious coats with those who had met their fatal end, through no fault of their own, while wearing them. 

“How far to Vienna?” Gottlieb’s voice was notably weaker as they trudged through the frosty woods. 

“That is a good question,” Johann huffed. “I am not entirely certain where we are.” 

Gottlieb considered this. “So, our plan is to keep walking until we find Vienna?” 

“It is better than the alternative, I would say,” Johann answered. 

Knees shaking, Gottlieb leaned into his friend. “Has the bleeding stopped?” 

“Yes, I believe it has. How are you feeling?” 

“Strange,” Gottlieb answered honestly. “Weak and dizzy all over is the only way I can describe it, aside from the throbbing in this bum leg.” 

Johann nodded. “That is normal with the amount of blood you lost.” 

The injured man managed a gruff laugh. “If we stop walking, you are afraid I will not start again. Am I right?” 

Johann chewed his lower lip. Lying went against everything he was taught, everything he believed. But in this instance, the truth would only

bring hurt and heartbreak. “Vienna must be around here somewhere. 

Perhaps if we keep on just a bit longer, we will find it by daybreak.” 

Gottlieb bobbed his head in agreement. Or perhaps it was because of his growing weakness that his head bobbed. “I am certain things will look much more cheerful in the morning. But in the meantime, how about we sit down and rest a moment.” 

Johann started to protest, but Gottlieb  tsked before he could utter a word. “Just a few moments to catch my breath. And you too, what with you having to practically carry me and all.” He sucked in a chest full of air and pointed to a tree. “How about there. And you can tell me the story of how you knew that young Nazi back there.” 

Johann hobbled over to the tree and situated Gottlieb against it. The snow was only a crust on the ground thanks to the canopy of the woods and the wind swirled around the trees with an icy bite. Still, he tried to block the wind from his pale friend as much as possible. “I wondered when you were going to ask about that.” He squatted on his heels and wished for a fire. 

“William was one of my patients.” 

Gottlieb adjusted his shirt to cover his neck against the bitter wind. “A German came to a Jewish clinic? Seems a bit taboo to me, even before the madness took hold of Austria.” 

Johann nodded and pulled a fallen pine bough over to Gottlieb. “You are very astute. He came to me because he could not be seen by his own physician, or any physician from his part of Vienna for that matter.” 

“And why not?” 

“Well,” Johann continued, “his personal physician was set to become his father-in-law. And as for why he could not risk word getting around in his future father-in-law’s inner circle?” 

Gottlieb chuckled quietly. “One can only imagine.” 

“His bachelor party took place when his betrothed was with her mother and sister, visiting the family cottage in the country. He and his friends visited a brothel, and the rest is history as they say.” Johann hugged his arms to his chest and tried to make himself as small as possible. “By the time William became symptomatic, it was almost time for the wedding. He came to me to help clear the infection before, well you know, the wedding night.” 

Johann wiggled his toes to make sure they were still there. He had not been able to feel them for quite some time. He sucked in a breath and spoke

faster and a bit louder. “I suppose my treatment worked, given how he helped us.” Johann paused. 

Silence. 

He sniffled. “If it had not been successful, I imagine that our unexpected meeting with Mr. William Mueller would have ended with entirely different results.” 

Silence. 

Johann held back tears and reached to check the pulse on Gottlieb’s neck, already knowing what he wouldn’t find. 

 Rest well, my friend,  he thought as he forced himself to stand. Ever gentle, Johann eased Gottlieb’s lifeless body onto the ground, and covered him with the pine bough.  I wish I could do more for you. But I will never forget you, or your kindness. 

Despite the howling wind and despite not being entirely certain of the proper direction, Johann resumed his trek into the darkness, hoping against hope that he would see his beloved Sybilla again this side of Heaven. 

CHAPTER NINE

 December 1938

 Vienna

“Yom hu’ledet sameach, Eva,” Sybilla said when Eva walked into the kitchen. She opened her arms and her now-seven-year-old daughter ran to her. 

“Yes, happy birthday,” Maria and Mel echoed. 

This birthday had a different feel to it with the goings on in the streets of Vienna, but Johann’s absence left the day feeling incredibly empty. And it was only the morning. 

Sybilla tried not to let the ghosts of birthdays past enter their warm kitchen as she hugged her baby daughter, but the sadness at her husband’s absence was almost a tangible thing. She forced a smile. “I have a gift for you.” 

She felt in her pocket, but it was empty.  Drat. 

“Maria, please go into my bedroom and retrieve your sister’s gift out of my top drawer. I thought I picked it up this morning…” Her thought trailed off. Thoughts and worries swirled in her mind, threatening to consume her sanity. 

“Oooh, may I go with Maria, Mama? I cannot wait!” 

She kissed the top of her daughter’s head. “Of course, you may.” 

No sooner had her daughters disappeared from sight, than a frantic knock came at their back door. Sybilla’s heart panged in her chest and shared a look with Melchior, who stood stoic in the kitchen doorway. 

Her son nodded, but the fear about who could be on the other side of that door—and what they would want from them on this day of all days—

was almost all consuming. She sat, frozen, in the chair at the kitchen table. 

“Would you like me to answer it, Mama?” Mel whispered. 

Another hurried knock followed the first. “Mrs. Goetz,” came a gruff voice from the outside. “Please let me in. It is Jakob Schwartz.” 

Sybilla and Melchior reached the door at the same time, though it was Mel who undid the lock, and let Jakob into the kitchen. “Welcome back, 

Mr. Schwartz. Please, sit down.” 

Mel pushed shut the door and sat down beside their guest. 

“Please call me Jakob.” He rubbed his hands together and blew into them. “It has been a long, cold trip from the Italian border.” 

“Did you find your family,” Mel asked. “We have all wondered after you.” 

“May I speak plainly, Mrs. Goetz?” 

“Sybilla,” she corrected him. “And yes, I have not been able to successfully shield my children from what is going on in the world up to this point. I suppose I should not try to do so now. So please, speak plainly.” 

“I did not think the world could grow any more insane than it already had. I was wrong.” He glanced over his shoulder nervously, much in the same way as he had when he first arrived weeks ago. “I reached the Italian border and found my family. We thought that, since my wife is Italian, we would have no trouble crossing into Italy, especially since Austria wants to be rid of us anyway.” 

Sybilla’s heart pounded faster as Jakob spoke, as she remembered the Nuremburg Laws that were printed in the paper. 

“It wasn’t until we reached the border crossing that we learned that being Jewish trumps anything else, no matter your country of origin.” Jakob paused a moment. “The border guards refused us entry into Italy, stating they did not want Jews in their country, either. My wife had grown up with one of the guards, but he pretended not to know her.” 

The realization that Jakob was alone and without his family did not go unnoticed by Sybilla. She took care to keep her voice low and gentle. 

“What did you do?” 

“We took the children and hid in a barn until night fell. Under the cover of darkness, we tried to cross into Italy, certain that we would be safe, if only we could get past the troublesome Nazi border guards.” 

Silence befell the kitchen on what was moments ago a happy day. 

“We were not successful. I bent down to pick up my daughter, only three years old. The bullet meant for me missed, due to my timing, and struck my wife in the back of the head. She tumbled down the Alpine cliff we were traversing, and into the Drava River, taking our infant son with her.” 

Sybilla’s mouth fell open in horror, yet she was at a loss for words. 

“I could hear him crying as they fell,” Jakob continued, “now that is something that will haunt me like a ghost for the rest of my life, however short it may be.” 

The three of them sat in silence for a moment, before Sybilla found her voice once again. “And your daughter, Jakob?” 

He turned his face away and continued, despite a hitch in his voice. “It was a split-second decision. I could have either grabbed her and attempted to follow my wife, though chances are high that I would have slipped and fallen to both of our deaths, or I could grab her and continue down the footpath in hopes of making it across the border before being shot” He paused. “I chose the latter.” 

“As any parent faced with such a decision would have,” Sybilla whispered. 

“However, in my haste to escape the border guard with the gun behind me,” Jakob said, “I failed to see the Nazi officer that waited on the path before us, that is until I felt the knife that took the life of my daughter as it passed through her tiny body and entered my side.” 

He stood from the chair and walked across the kitchen floor. In silence, he peered out the window. 

Neither Sybilla nor Melchior said anything. 

“I collapsed with her in my arms. Her soul was with God before we hit the ground, a father knows such things. Half unconscious myself, I was wise enough to breathe shallowly as I listened to the German guards as they stood over us, contemplating if they should waste two bullets to make sure we were really dead.” Jakob shifted his weight. “It was ultimately decided that the one bullet that took the life of my beautiful wife was one too many. 

Any more would warn off any more potential Jews who were attempting to cross the border in attempts to flee Austria. So, they left us there in our crumpled heap, on the path to freedom that ended in disaster.” 

Melchior rose and joined Jakob at the window. He placed a hand on the older man’s shoulder but said nothing as there were no words to be said. 

Jakob drew in a deep breath, held it a moment, then exhaled slowly. “In that moment, I knew I had to come back and help the only family I have left. The Goetz family.” 

Sybilla’s left eye began to twitch, just as it had when her blood pressure was dangerously high when she was pregnant with Maria and Mel. 

“I heard the guards who murdered my family snoring in the bushes as I crept by them, so I took the liberty of relieving them of their weapons. And their lives.” 

The silence that filled the kitchen was almost tangible. 

“That was horrible, as you can imagine. However, the streets of Austria were just as horrible as I returned to find you.” 

“What is happening in the streets?” Mel asked. 

“Graffiti covers the doors and front windows of Jewish owned stores and homes. Synagogues burned. Chains of brown-shirted Hitler youth, their young arms linked, block the entrances of Jewish owned stores, forbidding entrance to anyone. Chanting terrible songs.” Jakob continued, as though if he did not bear verbal witness to these terrible atrocities, he could not go on. 

Thus, he began. “Men thought to be Jewish were stopped on the street

—their beards forcibly shaved. Other men were made to drop their pants and undergarments to prove whether or not they are Jewish. People were beaten, children too. Many places put much fuss into the Jews wearing a yellow Star of David with  Jude inscribed therein on their outermost sleeve. 

If a Jewish person was found to not be wearing their star.” Finally, Jakob turned to face Sybilla. 

Mel turned with him, his hand still on his shoulder in solidarity. 

“I suggest we all prepare these same badges, lest we be caught without them when the law goes into effect here.” 

“You said when,” Sybilla whispered. “Not if.” 

Tears dripped from Jakob’s reddened eyes, and he nodded. “Sybilla, please let me help you get you and your children out of Austria.” 

Despite the twitch in her eye, Sybilla spoke as calmly as she could. “I cannot leave without my husband.” 

Jakob opened his mouth to respond, but another knock came at the door

—this time, the front door. 

Sybilla rose from the table and motioned for Mel and Jakob to hide in her bedroom. 

Jakob looked at Mel and put a finger to his lips as he unsheathed a long German knife,  the knife from his story, should the need come to protect the only family he himself stated he had left. 

Eva, who had been hiding and listening along with Maria, tugged at Jakob’s coat. “What is wrong with me, Mr. Schwartz? What does it mean to

be a Jew? I do not even know.” The precious peacock suncatcher glinted in her trembling fist. 

Maria gently put her hand over the little sister’s mouth. 

Sybilla pulled open the front door. “Mr. Braun, good morning.” 

“Good morning, Mrs. Goetz,” the cotton-haired septarian said. In one hand he held a briefcase, in the other, his cane, on which he leaned for support. “May I come inside a moment?” 

She forced a smile. “Today is not a very good day for pleasantries, Mr. 

Braun, please do not think me rude. Today is Eva’s birthday, and with Johann gone—” 

“It will only take a moment, Mrs. Goetz. Please, I beg you.” He glanced over his shoulder. Sophie Wolf, moments before paying them no mind, now stared straight at the pair of them. 

He dropped his voice to a low whisper. “This is not a matter meant to be discussed in the open.” 

“I see.” Sybilla stepped backward. “Please, come inside.” 

Before Mr. Braun could step fully inside, Sophie appeared over his shoulder. Little Madeline, scowling, stood at her side. In her hand she held a copy of a popular illustrated children’s alphabet book, much like Eva’s, only judging by the cover, Madeline held the newer anti-Semitic version. 

Sybilla had happened upon a copy in a bookstore, before the world went insane, and was horrified at what she saw. Each page of the book featured a horrific depiction of a cartoonish, perverse beast. The German depiction of a Jew. 

“I have something to discuss with you, too.” Sophie huffed and shifted her weight as though she meant to boot the old man off the stoop and into the street. “Seeing how we have been neighbors for years; it is only fair that I get to speak with you first.” 

Little Madeline, however, stared hotly at Eva, who offered a tiny wave. 

The blonde girl clutching the book did not return the wave but responded by wrinkling her nose and blowing a loud, rude raspberry at the birthday girl. 

CHAPTER TEN

 Sunday, December 18, 1938

 Lancaster County, Pennsylvania

“Not only does the Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, turn sixty years old today, but there is an article here about Lady Astor.” Larry adjusted the newspaper in the driver’s seat of their streetcar as he mused to Ruth. The church parking lot was still empty, seeing as how they were so early, but today was no ordinary Sunday. Rumor had it that some Kindertransport children had begun arriving, and the Swann’s were anxious to see if anyone from their church had been matched with a child, or even a sibling group. 

“What does Lady Astor have to say,” Ruthie asked as she smoothed the front of her church dress. She wore his favorite today, the one she made herself with the little blue flowers that reminded him of cornflowers, and the little trimmings of dainty lace on every edge. 

“Well, she said she approves of camps for children, but she does not approve of what she calls dictators, who are lunatics at large.” He looked thoughtful. “I can only assume she means the birthday boy and Hitler himself.” 

“I assume so,” Ruth agreed. 

Her long hair was tied back in double plaits this morning, and tied at the end with shiny blue ribbons that only came out on the most special of occasions. Never having been blessed with children themselves, Larry knew how excited Ruth was to take in a child she could love, even if it was a temporary child who belonged to someone else. 

“Camps,” Ruth mused. “Wasn’t there an article about some camps for grown men back at the beginning of this kerfuffle? How men were rounded up overnight, like animals, and sent to camps?” 

“Yes,” Larry mumbled. “Yes, there was.” 

“Would it be the same camps?” Ruth asked aloud. “Or have they begun rounding up children, too, as they had the men?” 

Larry was silent. 

“Or are they holding camps for Kindertransport children?” 

“You should write the newspaper articles, Ruthie,” Larry said, complimenting his wife. “You certainly want to know all the answers, and I know many other readers do, too. If you were writing the articles, I know you would see for sure that they got them.” 

Ruthie smiled. Larry noticed she was wearing rouge and a coat of lip varnish, too. “What else does it say, Larry?” 

“Seems the Nazi’s have their eye on Lithuania, Memel to be exact, and are using it as leverage against the Polish state. There is a map printed here, titled, ‘Where German Ambition Casts Long Shadows’.” He held the newspaper out and pointed to the map. It showed how much the Nazi party control had grown from Germany northward, southward, westward, and even eastward. 

Ruth reached over and patted Larry’s hand. “Perhaps today we will learn if we are able to help the good people of Europe who are caught in the middle of this government mess in a more tangible way.” Once again, her blue eyes sparkled. 

Several more families had arrived, including the pastor, and were already going inside. He could not help but notice how spiffy everybody looked, and he wondered if all of them had signed up to take in a European child. Momentarily, he wondered if they were as heartsick as he over the goings on in Europe. 

“Ready?” Ruth’s voice broke his silent reverie. 

Larry opened his door and walked around to open the door for Ruth. “I suppose it is time to go see if our prayers are answered.” 


***

Pastor Johnson, noting the uptick in early arrivers to his Sunday sermon, started off with the news everybody was waiting for. “Thank you to all of you who signed up to open your home to a displaced child in need. As a matter of fact, if you signed up, please raise your hand.” 

Larry glanced around the room. He was not surprised to see at least one hand from every family raised high into the air. He did not raise his hand, instead he let Ruthie raise hers, high and proud and hopeful. 

“Thank you all for your Christlike love for your neighbors. You may put your hands down.” He cleared his throat. “From the most current transport of children from Europe via the  Kindertransport, all of the children found good, loving, temporary homes in states to our north.” 

The mood in the room fell somber, but the pastor must have been counting on it. At once, he began to boom in his most jovial voice. “Though we are saddened by not being chosen this time, we must be happy that so many were eager to offer their love and their homes to help those when they need it most. We must pray that there will be no more need for Kindertransport, and that peace will come to Europe once again. We thank God for good people and for each other.” Pastor Johnson waved his arms wildly and the choir at once began to sing  Joy to the World. 

Though a week still remained before the traditional singing of this Christmas favorite, the congregation joined in whole heartedly and sang perhaps louder than they had ever sung before. As Larry looked around, he noticed several tear-streaked faces. He sniffled and hoped nobody noticed that his was perhaps the most tear-streaked of them all. 

When the song was finished, he closed his eyes to pray, and he spoke directly to God as though he were talking to a friend.  Please Father, guard the hearts of the good Amish family that was so keen to help us and the wayward European children who have found themselves to be in their hour of need. Please, especially guard the heart of Joseph Jotter and help him not take this news too harshly. 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 December 1938

 Vienna

Mr. Braun ignored Sophie Wolf. “I stopped by today, Mrs. Goetz, to offer to buy your art studio. And Johann’s medical clinic.” 

Sybilla’s jaw went slack as Lukacs Braun continued. “My offer is backed by cash money, payable to you, today, if you are agreeable.” 

Before Sybilla could utter a word in response, Sophie barged in, knocking into Mr. Braun’s shoulder in the process. The old man stumbled a bit and leaned on his cane for support. 

“Whatever he is prepared to offer you, I double his price,” she scoffed. 

“As you may or may  not know, Adolph joined the  Sturmabteilung.  You may know them as the SA.” Sophie paused in order to let her words sink in. 

Ever silent, Sybilla returned her stony stare and was careful to keep her expression blank. 

Flustered, Sophie continued. “The SA. You know, the  most elite soldiers in all the German army?” 

More silence met her proud words. 

“You,” Sophie stammered, thrusting an accusatory finger in Sybilla’s face, “you owe it to me, and while I could take your property from you for nothing, I still offer you payment.” 

Mr. Braun toddled inside and set his briefcase against the wall. “On the contrary, Miss,” he said brusquely, “is it now law that Jewish persons be paid a fair price for their businesses by those meaning to make their purchase?” He paused for emphasis. “With your husband being so elite, you should know the current law.” 

Sophie paused, a wild look in her eyes. “I cannot, I simply  cannot, let it fall into the hands of Mr. Braun, here.” She flushed and ignored the old man. “So, Jewess. Take my offer now.” She gestured behind her, as her husband, Adolph, was shoving Mr. Goldman and his wheelchair-bound wife out of their bakery and into the street. “We already have acquired the property that was formerly a Jew-owned bakery.” 

“Mr. Goldman has a name, as do I and it is not Jewess. And furthermore,  Sophie, Mr. Goldman painted your shutters as an anniversary gift to you and your  elite husband. Now, you refuse to even say his name.” 

A heat flamed within Sybilla. 

Without warning, Sophie’s hand flew forth and struck her cheek. Hard. 

“How dare you think you can speak to your betters in such a manner.” 

Madeline giggled. “That is what you get for being a dirty Jew,” she said with wide eyes, once so innocent and sweet. Now, though, the child’s one bright eyes, were dulled with misappropriated hate. 

Sybilla refused to raise a hand of comfort to her stinging cheek. Instead, she stood and stared hard at Sophie. “Mr. Braun,” she began. “I accept your offer.” She cocked an eyebrow at Sophie. “Mrs. Wolf, kindly remove yourself from my home.” 

Sophie growled and stomped her foot, as though she meant to throw a world-class tantrum. Instead, she snatched Madeline’s hand, causing her to drop her book. 

“Hey!” the little girl squealed. 

Sophie ignored her. “This is not your home for long, Jewess,” she barked. “Soon it will be mine. Just wait.” 

With that, her former friend stormed out, pulling a fussing and whining Madeleine behind her. 

Embarrassed at the heated display, Sybilla stepped over and shut the door, careful not to meet Mr. Braun’s poring eyes. “I, I am sorry for...” 

“Do not apologize for her actions.” He cleared his throat. “And rest assured, not everyone feels as they do, Mrs. Goetz, though it is quickly becoming a criminal act in itself if we do not.” Mr. Braun offered her a half-smile. “However, they have not yet figured a way to police our thoughts, so Mrs. Braun and I should be safe for a while yet.” The white-haired grandfather pointed toward the table with his cane. “Shall we?” 

Sybilla returned his smile and gestured to the kitchen. “We shall.” 

Mr. Braun picked up his briefcase and walked in his lop-step manner toward the kitchen table. Hefting the briefcase onto the table, he flipped the lock. It sprang open to reveal several loose bills in cash money within it. 

“Rest assured that your art studio and clinic will be well maintained and looked after, until this madness is over with once and for all.” 

He gathered the bills into his hand and pressed the paper money into her hand. 

She closed her hand around the money but could not smile. “Thank you for your kindness. It will not be forgotten.” 

He gave her hand a gentle shake before releasing her fingers and the cash payment for the medical clinic and art studio. He started to close the briefcase but stopped short. “Of course! I almost forgot.” He reached inside and produced a large canvas. “Something tells me this may be of more value to you than the payment.” 

Sybilla accepted the canvas and slowly turned it over. “Oh, Lukacs,” 

she breathed, tears already welling in her eyes. “My Viennese painting! I thought certain it was destroyed.” She held it to her chest in a hug. “Thank you.” 

With a nod, he closed his briefcase and ambled over to the door. Sybilla followed, tears dangling from her lower lashes. 

“Well, I thought maybe you could finish it when things calm down...” 

Lukacs’s thought trailed off as something out the front window caught his attention. 

She followed his gaze out the window, where Mr. Goldman was trying to balance his belongings, which Adolph was taking pleasure in heaving into the street, onto the blanketed lap of his crippled wife. “This is so bad,” 

she whispered. “I cannot fathom how it can get much worse.” 

“I am sure you are correct,” Mr. Braun said quietly. “Perhaps things will get better soon.” 

With most of his belongings balanced, Mr. Goldman began to push his wife down the street toward their home. 

Sybilla’s throat tightened at the display. “Our lovely Vienna has turned into a madman’s hell, has it not?” 

Mr. Braun nodded and touched the tip of his hat. “Do take care, Mrs. 

Goetz, for as you can see, your enemies are fierce.” 

His dire warning made a tingle dance up her spine and down her arms, leaving a chill in their wake. She hugged the painting tightly to her chest. 

“Thank you again. You will find the keys to the clinic in the top drawer of Johann’s desk. He took the only other key with him the night he was...” 

She could not finish as emotion squelched her words. 

“I am sorry this is happening, Mrs. Goetz. Hatred should have no place in a good Christian’s heart. Yet here we find ourselves.” He dropped his voice low. “You must remember, you will find friends where you least expect them.” 

A tear succeeded in breaching her lashes and eked down her face. “Be careful, Mr. Braun. I hear they are beginning to punish those who share a kind word to a Jewish person in public.” 

“Please do not worry about me, Mrs. Goetz.” Mr. Braun set his briefcase down and reached to pat her shoulder. “Chin up now. All will be well again, someday. Until then, look for Swedish friends.” He tapped his cane on the ground and opened the front door before picking up his briefcase once again. “I do believe I will help Siegfried Goldman with his belongings. Seems he is losing some on the way to his home.” With that, the kind neighbor descended her steps and strode in his weak-legged way down her walkway and onto her once beautiful street. 

As she watched him leave, Sybilla did not have time to ponder his cryptic message before she heard a click behind her. 

She froze.  Was that my back door?  She thought about Jakob’s story.  Or was it the cocking of a gun?  She forced a gulp and turned quickly. 

Melchior stood there, grinning mischievously. She released the breath she did not realize she was holding. In his hands, her son clutched a ragged bunny. 

Sybilla’s eyes widened and she propped her precious painting against the wall. “Melchior, is that...” 

“My bunny!” Eva shrieked from the doorway, where Maria and Mr. 

Schwartz also stood. 

Eva dashed to her brother with wide, bright eyes and a genuine smile. 

“Oh, thank you Mel, thank you!” She clutched her bunny close. “This is the best birthday gift ever!” 

Melchior shrugged. “Everybody was out of the Wolf house, and I saw my chance. After all, it  is my sister’s birthday.” 

Mr. Schwartz smiled for the first time since Sybilla had known him. 

“Well done, young man.” 

Mel beamed. 

“Mrs. Goetz, it seems your family has an enemy, through no fault of your own. Now it is time that we devise a plan.” 

Sybilla furrowed her brow. “A plan?” 

Mr. Schwartz stepped over to the dining room table, sat down, and looked around. “The little bit I told you about what happened in Italy. That was only a piece of the goings on. Jews all around are being caught, lured, trapped, killed.” 

“Mr. Schwartz, surely—” 

He quietened her with the raising of his hand before putting his finger to his lips and nodding toward the far wall. Sure enough, a shadow moved past the kitchen window. 

She followed his gaze and returned his nod. “Children,” she began in a hushed, calm tone. “Go play in your bedroom while I put on the tea.” 

Making as much noise as possible to cover the sound of Mr. Schwartz creeping to the back door, she filled the kettle and turned on the fire. “There now,” she said a bit more loudly. “We shall have tea for my baby’s birthday.” 

She watched as Jakob drew the long knife from his boot and stood near the back door. Slowly, the doorknob turned first this way and then that. 

 I knew the Wolf family would come to retaliate against the repatriated bunny. I did not realize it would be that quickly. At least I locked the back—

She and Jakob glanced at the lock at the same time. Unlocked! 

A terrifying realization set in.  I did not lock it after letting in Mr. 

 Schwartz.  She chewed her lip at her deadly mistake. 

Jakob lifted his blade above his head, like an axe, as the back door eked open. 

 This is it. I have piled high the kindling beneath my family’s funeral pyre by speaking harshly to Sophie Wolf and refusing her offer to buy Johann’s clinic. Melchior struck the match by stealing back Eva’s bunny. Now, we are all going to burn. 

Before she could think better of it, she called out. “Do not come into my house! It is my house, not yours!” 

The door stopped moving. The entirety of her world stood still. Still and silent. 

Finally, a voice came as a whisper from the dark side of the door. “Can it be my house again, too, Sybilla?” 

 Could it be? 

A slow smile spread across Jakob’s face. He lowered his blade. 

Sybilla sucked in a breath and drew her fists to her throat. “Johann!” 

Her thin, bedraggled husband, who appeared not to have slept in weeks, stepped into his kitchen. His eyes brightened and a wan smile appeared on his fatigued face. “Hello, my love.” 

“You are home!” Forgetting their company, she dashed across the floor, spry as a girl, and into the waiting arms of her precious husband. “Oh, 

Johann, you are home!” 

“Mother, is it...?” Maria’s voice, small and quiet, came from behind them. “It is true! Mel, Eva, Father is home!” 

Both Maria and Mel dashed forth to join in their mother’s embrace of their pale father. 

Jakob stepped out of the corner. “Welcome home, Dr. Goetz.” 

“Wife. Children. Thank God that I found you all here,” Johann began, his voice cracking. “And you, as well Mr. Schwartz.” He offered a knowing smile to the man whose life he saved at Dachau. “But we are missing one.” 

Sybilla’s heart quickened to a gallop in her chest.  Eva. 

“Where is my birthday girl,” Johann asked. 

Sybilla glanced about the room. Eva was nowhere to be seen. She pulled back from her husband’s embrace and headed toward her bedroom. 

“Eva? Baby?” Sybilla strode into the darkened room, “Your father is—” 

Her heart leapt into her throat. There, in the center of her bed, sat her freshly seven-year-old daughter—holding Madeleine Wolf’s anti-Semitic alphabet book on her lap. Tears streamed down her flushed cheeks. “Oh Mama, is this true? Is this what a Jew is? Is this why they hate us so?” 

She turned the book around to show a horrific scene of an ape-looking cartoon Jewish man in a butcher shop hulking over a blonde haired, blue eyed German girl. 

Sybilla snatched the disgusting, propagandic book from her little hands and walked stoically across the room. Opening the window with an uncharacteristic display of anger, Sybilla threw the book as hard as she could in the direction of the Wolf home. Spinning back to face her daughter, one word came out of her mouth. The only word she could think of to say after such a display. “No.” 

After she had gathered her heartbroken child into her arms, she joined her family in the kitchen and passed the birthday girl off to her father. 

“Happy birthday, Eva Goetz.” Johann took Eva into his arms and held her close. “You did not think I would miss your big day, did you?” 

Eva stuck her thumb in her mouth and lay against her father’s chest, silent. 

Johann stared into the expectant faces of his family. His face was sunken, and he appeared to have aged years in only a matter of weeks. 

“Mr. Schwartz, I trust, told you of what he found at the Italian border?” 

Sybilla nodded. 

“Jakob,” Johann started, “is it as bad as all that across other parts of Austria?” 

He nodded. “The situation is becoming more precarious as we speak.” 

Johann returned the nod. “Then it is time to plan our escape.” 

Sybilla winced at the word. The thought of being forced to escape her home was much more of a slap to the face than the one handed over to her by Sophie Wolf. 

“You have good neighbors,” Jakob whispered. “The man who bought your clinic told your wife exactly how to seek safety.” 

Johann cocked his head. “We sold the clinic?” 

“To Mr. Lukacs Braun. Though Sophie Wolf offered to double the price. 

Informed me that she was entitled to our clinic, since they just purchased Mr. Goldman’s bakery.” Sybilla laid the money on the table that Mr. Braun had pressed into her hand. Just glancing at it, the sum he had given her far exceeded the number he had stated in front of Sophie and Madeline. 

Jakob continued. “The camp guards made you sign over your accounts to them in order to leave, just as they did me, did they not?” 

Johann reached across the table and took his wife’s hand in his trembling one. Tears shimmered in his eyes and his lips were a tight smile. 

“You did just right, just as you always do. My darling, you saved us, as I arrived here at our home destitute.” 

Melchior leaned in. “What do you suggest we do?” 

“It is too dangerous to leave Vienna right now,” Jakob said. “I suggest, if I may, that we hide here. In the city. Right in plain sight.” 

“Mama.” Maria’s worried whispers cut through the table talk between Johann and Jakob. “Mama, come quick.” 

Sybilla straightened her back and turned, all in one fluid motion. “Eva! 

Is she...” 

“Asleep.” She motioned wildly, and with wide eyes. “Come to the window.” 

Sybilla joined Maria at the window and pulled back the curtain ever so slightly. There, in the street, stood Mr. Braun—in the company of two SA officers. 

As if on some unheard cue, the three of them stopped talking, turned in unison, and stared directly at the Goetz house. 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 December 1938

 Vienna

One of the SA guards pointed to the house with his nightstick, then glanced back at Lukacs Braun, who leaned on his cane and nodded in the affirmative. 

Sybilla dropped the curtain as her thrumming heart rose into her throat. 

The world tilted around her, and icy beads cropped up on her flushed face. 

Maria's voice sounded as though it called to her from a tunnel. “Mama? 

Mama!” 

Sybilla clutched her chest and sucked in a breath, but try as she might, she could not force the air to go down into her lungs. With her back to the wall, Sybilla slid down until she was sitting on the floor. “They...”  gasp

“are...”  gasp “coming.” 

Before Maria could call out for help, a knock came at the door. 

 They are here. 

Maria looked at her mother, a sad crumpled heap on the floor, and opened the door a crack. “Mr. Braun?” 

“Hello, Maria. May I come in?” 

She hesitated and peered over his thin shoulder. 

“Maria, they are watching. Let me in this instant, or we will all suffer for it.” 

Slowly, Sybilla’s eldest daughter stepped back and allowed the septuagenarian to step into the living room. 

Mr. Braun strode inside. “Thank you, Maria. Close the door and come away from the windows.” 

She did as she was told. 

“It is imperative that I speak with your father. Now.” 

Cold fingers of fear gripped Sybilla’s backbone. 

 No! Do not trust him! 

She fought to get the words out, however, thanks to the sudden dryness of her throat, only a squeak emerged. 

Mr. Braun either ignored her or did not see her as he hurried in his lop-step manner toward the kitchen. 

Maria, remembering herself, came to her mother’s aid. As she attempted to help her to her feet, shadows crossed the front window. “Mother,” Maria whispered harshly. “Get yourself together. The SA is on the front porch.” 

Tears welled in Sybilla’s eyes as she allowed her daughter to lead her into the kitchen, where Mr. Braun loomed over the table. All talk shushed when she appeared. 

Maria pressed a glass of water into her mother’s hand, which she gulped gratefully before finding her voice. With distrustful eyes, Sybilla stared at her neighbor who stood at her kitchen table. 

The man she trusted only moments before turned back to Johann and continued loudly. “As the new owner of your clinic, your wife’s art studio, I was just informed by the SA that there is a new decree.” He paused and sucked in a breath before continuing. “This decree, which must be followed to the letter, requires all Jewish families to pay for the repairs to their properties that were damaged during the  Kristallnacht. I am here to collect this sum for damages done to Johann Goetz, Medical Clinic and Sybilla Goetz Art Studio.” 

He slid a piece of paper across the table, which Johann accepted. 

Finally, Sybilla found her voice. “Do not listen to him,” she hissed. “He conspires with the Nazis before our very home.” 

“They await my return, so we must make this quick.” Mr. Braun whispered. “I could use a cup of hot tea. The quicker the better.” 

Sybilla bristled and looked at her husband. 

Johann pressed a finger to his lips in a silent shush. He held up the paper from Mr. Braun. She read it quickly. 

 Forgive the theatrics, Dr. and Mrs. Goetz. They are listening at the door, though I know not which one. Please argue, for their sake, and worry not when I argue back. You are my physician and friend; a new set of laws does not change that. And rest assured, I have not come to take money from you. 

 Burn this note now. 

Mr. Braun smacked the table, and everybody jumped. His ratchety voice was made louder. “It seems, in their infinite kindness, that the regime has taken the time to total this bill for you. Here. For the clinic and art studio damages.” 

Sybilla turned immediately and started the fire beneath the teapot. 

Carefully, lest someone be peeking in the windows, she slipped the paper into the flames. In a moment, it was consumed by orange. 

“I am sorry, Mr. Braun. I signed over my bank accounts to the Reich in order to secure my release from Dachau. And since I am no longer allowed to practice as a physician in Vienna...” 

“Pish tosh! Your secret savings then! Come now, you will pay up today, or else!” 

The teapot began to scream as Lukacs slid another paper across the table, this time with an infinitesimal wink. It was not the promised bill, however, but was a receipt that read the all-important words,  amount paid in full,  followed by his signature. 

Sybilla leaned over, placed a cup of tea in front of Lukacs Braun, and offered him an apologetic smile. 

“Good job, lass,” he whispered. “Show the receipt to anyone who asks.” 

“Yes, yes of course, the shoebox savings,” Johann said, only a bit louder than normal. “Please take it. It is all yours. And many thanks, for coming to me with this bill, as you always have known me as a man who pays his debts.” 

Maria hurried into the kitchen. “They are satisfied. Both of them have left. They circled the house, listened a bit, then left.” 

“How do you know?” Mel whispered. 

Maria smiled. “I was watching them the entire time.” 

“From where?” 

Maria grinned. “You know where.” 

Mel rolled his eyes. “The secret room?” 

Maria shrugged, a smile still tight across her lips. “You know it. But they are gone now. I saw them leave, myself.” 

Lukacs exhaled, long and loud. “Very well. They have been watching me a bit closer lately. So, I am forced to put on a good show when needed.” 

He nodded toward Johann. “Do you remember when you gave me a cane because I needed it, and ordering one would take too long to arrive?” 

Johann cocked his head. “I cannot say that I do.” 

Lukacs raised an eyebrow. “But I do. You did not ask for payment, then or ever. I know the kind of man you are.” 

Jakob appeared in the doorway. “Somebody woke up and was scared.” 

He looked down at sleepy-eyed Eva. “I figured it was safe to come out

now.” 

Lukacs sipped his tea. “Remember, show that receipt to anyone who asks. It absolves you of a perpetrated debt, which you accrued through no fault of your own. It states paid in full, along with my signature. As you saw.” 

Johann folded the receipt and tucked it into his pocket. “Is there anything I can do to repay your kindness?” 

Lukacs glanced at Maria. “Perhaps you could take your brother and sister to your secret room, and make sure nobody comes for an unexpected visit?” 

“Yes sir, Mr. Braun.” Maria stood in the doorway and plucked up sleepy-eyed Eva, who held her bunny close. “We will.” 

As soon as the children were gone from sight, Lukacs began to speak quietly. “I need help. As you know too well, this new regime requires sole access to Jewish bank accounts whilst countries to which the Jews can emigrate require incoming families have sufficient funds on which to live.” 

“So that the state is not forced to pick up their tab,” Johann muttered aloud. 

Lukacs nodded. “Passports are becoming harder to acquire, and once-friendly countries are becoming, how should I say, more and more  frosty to the Jewish cause.” He paused a moment. “There is a fellow, Adolph Eichmann, who heads up the Central Office for Jewish Emigration. He claims to want to help the Jews emigrate, however he has very close ties to those highest in authority. We have not yet decided if he can truly be trusted.” 

“We?” Jakob asked. 

Lukacs nodded. “Yes. We. That is all you need know.” 

“What is your plan?” Sybilla asked. “And what is it we can do to help you succeed in it?” 

He sipped his tea. “Many families are in transit to safety. We cannot house them all.” 

“Yes,” she interrupted, “send them here. We will help them.” 

Lukacs shook his head. “It is not that easy. You see, we are working diligently to get everyone out, safely. And there are houses here in Vienna

—” 

“Under the Swedish flag.” It was Jakob’s turn to interrupt. “I picked up on your message before.” 

“I see.” Lukacs smiled a wan smile. “I hoped it would be received, as nothing is certain in Vienna now.” 

Johann sat quietly, but Jakob leaned forward. “I have seen none of these Swedish-flag-marked safe houses nearby.” 

Lukacs produced a thin paper and spread it on the table. “I should like to show you the main safe house.” He pointed to the Swedish colors, a few blocks over. “Memorize this and destroy it. As soon as possible.” 

Sybilla gulped, something Mr. Braun seemed to pick up on. 

“They are beginning to enter people’s houses without warning or permission.” He thumped the paper. “And being caught with this would prove deadly not just to you. Not just to me. But to many.” 

Jakob cupped his hand beneath his chin. “Think me not insensitive to the plight of others, but, Dr. Goetz, if I may ask a question.” 

Johann wore a fractured look of bewilderment and exhaustion. “Of course. Please, you risked your life for my family. My home is your home, my friend.” 

He turned to Lukacs. “So, you are asking us to take in wayward Jews, and provide them safety before shuffling them to Swedish safehouses, who will hopefully proceed from there to friendly countries. Is that correct?” 

“Yes. That is it in a nutshell.” 

“Forgive my bluntness, Mr. Braun. But that is not a feasible long-term option, as this mission will grow more and more dangerous as the situations in the streets grow more dire. As you said, they now enter houses without warning.” 

He nodded. “Precisely why time is of the essence. We are working diligently to get everyone out that we can.” 

“Out where?” 

“Out of Austria. To countries like South America, Canada, The United States of America.” He paused. “Though America is becomingly notoriously hard to get into without a sponsor already there. Something many of our families are not privy to.” 

Johann cleared his throat. “Why not someplace closer? Like France? 

Spain? Even Norway?” 

Mr. Braun drew in a breath to answer, but Jakob beat him to it. “The Third Reich is spreading like wildfire. There is no telling how long any Jewish family will be safe in countries nearest Germany.” He flickered a

glance to Sybilla, who knew that he was speaking from experience about his wife and children being murdered along the Italian border. 

Her face softened in response. 

Mr. Braun picked up where he left off. “Exactly our thinking. I have written to a friend in the United States. I expect he will make a place for you and your family, so you do not have to be split up, as many families are.” He glanced at the faces that ringed the table. “Perhaps you have heard of the  Kindertransport? Some heartbroken mothers place their children there, for their own safety mind you. Some mothers will both retrieve and replace their hysterical children upwards of three or four times on a single transport. It is a horrific, heartbreaking sight.” 

 They place their babies there for their safety, knowing full well they may never see their children again, unless Hitler and his hate-espousing followers can be stopped.  Sybilla’s stomach began to churn afresh. 

“I see.” Jakob stood up. “Since time is of the essence, I would like to...” 

A series of thunking footsteps drew their attention to the doorway. 

Breathless, Melchior appeared. “People were milling about the house.” His eyes widened. “The Wolfs. They have gone off with the SA officers now.” 

“This will be hard with them watching.” Lukacs removed his spectacles and rubbed the bridge of his nose. Finally, he sighed. “We will use your back door since it backs up to a dark alley. You will listen for first one knock, followed by two soft knocks.” 

Johann nodded. 

He stood. “Thank you for your help. Someday, all of this will be a not-so-pleasant memory. But a memory it will be, none the less.” 

Jakob held up a finger and spoke in hushed tones. “I should like to make a practice run. To gauge the safety of the route.” 

“Smart man,” Lukacs praised. 

“Desperate man,” Jakob corrected. 

“I am good with maps.” Melchior stepped forward from the darkness of the stairwell. “I will go with you.” 

Sybilla and Johann shared a look. His father spoke. “You were eavesdropping.” 

“I was the man of the house while you were away, Father.” He shifted his weight nervously. “There is no better time to grow up than growing up in order to keep your family safe.” 

“I see.” Johann closed his eyes and a smile ghosted across his lips. “You did well in keeping our family safe, son.” He glanced at his wife. 

She nodded. 

“You may go,” Johann said. 

Lukacs leaned on his cane. “I will lead you, heading you by a block or so, to scout for trouble.” 

“And the signal should trouble show itself?” 

Lukacs looked thoughtful. “I shall stop, as though I have become disoriented, and commence to look about. If you see me behave in such a manner, you know to either turn around—or hide.” 

Melchior stole a glance at the map, which still sat on the table. “I have it in my mind, Father. You are free to destroy it now.” 

Sybilla’s heart, heavy with fear, glowed a bit with her only son’s take-charge words as she folded the map and eased it into the flames of her stove.  My boy is becoming a man. 

A rogue thought niggled in the back of her mind. 

 But will he live long enough to enjoy it? 


***

“There. The safe house.” Melchior gestured to a corner house, where a Swedish flag hung over the door, and kept his voice low. “Not too bad of a trek getting here, and not many Germans on the street.” 

Jakob nodded curtly. “Now, to get back to your home safely.” 

Lukacs, leaning on his cane, crossed the street and headed back toward them, careful not to make any semblance of eye contact. When he had passed them by about a block, he stopped. Melchior’s brow furrowed as he watched Lukacs glance down at the ground, then up at the sky. He commenced to tap his watch, then study the street signs. 

“That’s it. That’s the signal.” Jakob grasped Melchior’s arm and ushered him into the nearest alleyway, just as a pair of German officers strode around the corner. 

“That was good timing,” Melchior whispered. 

Something clicked, sounding like the cocking of a gun. 

A strange, sibyllic voice came from behind them. “I would say so.” 

Melchior and Jakob turned in tandem. Sure enough, two German soldiers stood there, smoking in the alleyway. 

The taller of the two Germans spoke first. “Why are you not wearing German insignia?” 

The other took a long drag from a cigarette as the silence that hung between them became almost tangible. 

Jakob cleared his throat. “We are not wearing your insignia because we are not permitted to do so, since we are Jews.” 

Something black clouded the eyes of the smoking German. He flicked his cigarette onto the ground and straightened his back. “You say you two are Jews?” 

Mel nodded. “We are.” 

“And what were you doing out of doors, especially looking so clean?” 

He spoke again, before Jakob could answer. “We were taking a walk.” 

The tall German’s hand reached out and struck Melchior, almost before he finished speaking. “And who said you could walk on our streets?” 

The black-eyed comrade spoke up. “Dirty yourselves.” 

Melchior and Jakob exchanged a look. 

One of the soldiers hit Jakob from behind. Caught off guard, he crashed into Melchior, and together they tumbled to the ground. A misbegotten metal manhole cover caught Melchior’s elbow, sending a charge of pain up his arm. 

“Dirty yourselves!” The German screamed. “Dirty Jews should be dirty!” 

Arm throbbing, Melchior grabbed a handful of dirt and rubbed it on his face. Jakob did the same, a trickle of blood trailing from his nose. He mussed his hair in the process. 

Mel tried to ignore the pain as the business end of a rifle pressed into his back. 

“Come on,” one of the German’s shrieked. “Faster!” 

Stumbling, Mel got to his feet and reached to help Jakob. The Nazi’s hurled insults at them as Melchior and Jakob struggled along before them. 

Between insults, they barked and shrieked, as if possessed. 

“Faster!” 

They jammed the rifles into their backs. 

Hearing the commotion, Viennese people hung out their windows and echoed the insults of the Germans. Some threw fruit and vegetables, some of which were rotten and soft—others of which were not. 

That way they were paraded, all through the day, through the streets of Vienna, until night began to fall. With stomachs growling and bladders bulging, Melchior and Jakob found themselves on the banks of the mighty Danube. 

One of the Germans, the voice sounded like that belonging to the black-eyed officer, spoke. “Stand here, with your hands on your head. Do not turn around.” 

“If you do,” the other German warned, “you will be shot.” 

Exhaustion made Melchior’s knees weak. “I fear I will fall over,” he whispered. 

“If you fall, fall into me. I will hold you up.” Jakob’s voice was low. “If you hear a shot, dive into the water. It will slow down the bullets.” 

“Okay.” 

“When you hit the water, take off your shoes first. Otherwise, they will drag you down and you will drown.” 

“Thank you, Jakob. For everything.” Careful not to show they were talking, Melchior faced straight ahead. “How long can this go on?” 

From behind them, the rifles cocked to the tune of the laughter coming from the Hitler Youth, schoolboys no older than ten. 

“Until they tire... or until they shoot us.” 

Mel steeled his jaw. “So, it is a test of wills then.” 

Jakob’s silence spoke volumes until the sudden pop of a gunshot silenced the children’s laughter. 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 December 1938

 Lancaster County, Pennsylvania

Joseph Jotter stepped out of the Lancaster County feed store into the Pennsylvania sunshine. Though it was the middle of winter, today was filled with sunshine and a cold wind. He smiled and prayed a quiet prayer of thanks. 

The feed store owner, Jim Johnson, had pre-paid for three dozen eggs, just as he did every month, so Joseph had taken it upon himself to deliver the eggs today on account of the fine weather. The coins from the sale jingled in his pocket as he walked back towards his buggy. 

Across the street at the post office, a familiar  Englischer car pulled up. 

Larry Swann stepped out and waved. 

“Good morning to you, Joseph.” 

“Danke, Mr. Swann.  Goedemorgen! I see you are in your car this morning and not the farm truck.” 

Larry, in his trademark faded overalls, nodded and closed the door. 

“You are right about that. What brings you into town this early, Joseph?” 

Joseph smiled at his friend and neighbor. “The weather was too  gut to stay inside today, so I delivered Mr. Johnson’s egg order myself. How about you?” 

“Got a bit of the stir-crazies myself today,” he laughed. “This bright weather is sure welcome, ain’t it?” He turned and stepped up the first wooden step leading into the only post office in town. “Had a little business to tend to here, figured I may as well before the snows set in. How are your Ma and Pa?” 

Joseph followed Larry up the stairs. “They are well, they will be pleased that you asked after them.” He pulled the door open for the older Englischman. “They were wondering if you heard any more news from Germany and Austria. We all are. We keep the good people there in our prayers.” 

He nodded his thanks and strode into the building. “Funny you should ask. That is precisely what brings me here today.” 

Joseph gave him a puzzled look. “To buy a fresh newspaper? I did not figure them being sold here.” 

Larry gave a little laugh. “No, Son. Here.” He held out a letter. “I received this from a fellow I met once. He and his wife were here visiting the United States from Vienna, Austria.” 

Joseph accepted the letter and studied the neat penmanship. “Oh no. I do hope the troubles there are missing him and his family.” 

Larry stuck his thumbs in the straps of his overalls, the way he did when he was giving his full attention to something. “They are missing the troubles thankfully because they are not Jewish. They are Catholic, you see, and came to America on what they called a pilgrimage. To pray for peace at holy places when that Hitler feller came to power.” 

Joseph turned the letter over in his hand. 

“Visited such places as Loretto Chapel in New Mexico and The Shrine of the True Cross down in Texas someplace, from what I recall.” He shrugged. “Anyway, they were good people. We have kept up with letters and such. You can imagine my shock when I received that letter there. Go on and read it if you like.” 

Joseph opened the sharply creased letter and began to read. 

 Dearest Friend, 

 Forgive my lack of pleasantries. I write to you today with a great request. I fear our world is collapsing around us by the day, and the rules governing by which we all may live change just as quickly. As you may have read in your newspapers, Jewish people of all European countries are in dire straits through no fault of their own. The current government has decided that it is he, the Jew who yesterday was his physician, his neighbor, and his friend, who is to blame for all of society’s ills, and I am downhearted to report that the good people of Vienna have begun to go along with this mindset. 

 Suffice it to say, the beautiful city of which I told you tales so fondly, has descended into what can only be described as a madman’s hell, with not much chance of it getting better before it gets worse. 

 As the rules stand now, Jewish families are permitted to apply for a passport by which to leave Austria if they have a sponsor

 willing to take up their cause in the United States. You see, part of their being allowed to leave the country consists of them signing over all their financial affairs to the government. In short, they will arrive with nothing. You may ask why I have not sought sanctuary for these families closer to home. The reason is that the hooks of the Reich are spreading quickly. Too quickly. I know not when all of Europe will be grasped within them, but I fear it will be soon. 

 Nowhere in Europe is safe for the Jewish man, woman, or child. 

 I am able to send some money to help with their expenses, should you be willing to take them on. I will be able to send such funds sporadically, until the fog of war lifts and common-sense returns. 

 The family of which I speak consists of a husband, his wife, their teenage children—a boy and a girl, and a beautiful young daughter of not yet ten. The man of the house is a medical doctor, and his wife is quite an accomplished artist. The children are bright, polite, educated, and cause no problems. 

 I eagerly await your reply, as time is of the utmost essence. 

 Your Friend in Christ, 

 Lukacs Braun

Joseph refolded the letter and returned it to Larry. Heavy stones fell in his gut, but he was not certain as to why. “When did this arrive?” 

“It arrived yesterday. The missus and I talked it over and we wrote him back quick as we could.” 

“And what will you do?” 

Larry turned and handed his letter to the postal worker, who took his payment and stuffed the letter into a bag. “I told him of course the family was welcome here. Since none of the children from Kindertransport were matched with us, we have plenty of room, and that we looked forward to their arrival, just as soon as he could arrange it. And of course, no payment was necessary.” 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 December 1938

 Vienna

“Mother, it is beginning to get dark,” Maria worried from the window. 

“They should have been back hours ago.” 

Inside, Sybilla was sick with grief. However, she could not show it. Eva had remained silent all day and Maria’s face, lined with worry, said what she could not. 

“I will go,” Johann said. “Everyone else, stay here.” 

“No.” The word flew off Sybilla’s tongue before she could stem it. “I lost you once when you went into that street. I will not lose you again.” 

Johann smiled a wan smile but said nothing. 

“We should all go,” Maria countered. “Perhaps to the corner, to buy bread and cheese.” She strode across the floor to the table where her father sat. “Then, if all is well, we can perhaps go a bit further. If not, we will come straight home.” 

Johann and Sybilla shared a look. 

From the doorway, Eva sniffled, her bunny clutched to her chest. “I think we should go.” 

Maria nodded. “It looks quiet in the street now.” 

Johann stood. “Then now we go.” He reached out one hand for Eva and the other for Sybilla. “For bread and cheese. To the corner market.” 

 At least we will all be together,  Sybilla thought darkly.  Come what may. 

Outside in the falling darkness, the air smelled sweeter than it had in recent memory. So much so, that Sybilla almost smiled. Maria, however, wore a severe look of consternation. 

“What is that?” Eva’s small voice spoke in uncharacteristically hushed tones. 

“What is what, baby?” Sybilla tried not to look at the clinic and art studio that once belonged to them. “I see nothing.” 

“There, on the corner.” 

Maria walked on ahead. “It is a billboard of some sort,” she said. 

“Perhaps, if they are rounding up people as they did with Father, it tells their whereabouts.” 

 I knew that was her fear. That her brother was rounded up and taken away, like her father. 

Eva broke free from her father’s grasp and ran ahead to join Maria. 

Sybilla and Johann quickened their step. 

“Oh,” Maria gasped as she took in the contents of the mobile billboard that had simply appeared on their streetcorner. “Oh no.” 

She struggled to cover Eva’s eyes, but Eva was quick. 

The first thing Sybilla saw upon arriving next to her daughters was a gorilla face emblazoned over the Star of David staring back at her. Horrific scruffy and hooked-nose caricatures peppered the blank spaces between anti-Semitic Nazi leaflets and newspapers. The entire surface was covered on both sides. 

“Therefore, those who come with flat feet, hooked noses, and frizzy hair and every German must know that this is the Jew, and the Jew must leave,” 

Eva read aloud in her innocent voice. “What Jews are they talking about, Mother? Me?” 

Sybilla rushed ahead and plucked up her daughter. “No baby, not at all. 

This is just... this is just...” 

She looked to her husband for help. Johann stepped over and took little Eva into his arms. She melted onto his shoulder with quiet sobs. “It is just a misunderstanding,” he finished. 

From the direction of the Danube, a cluster of shots rang out through the Viennese streets. 

“That could have been Mel, I know he is in trouble Mother, I just know it!” Maria’s voice teetered to the brink of hysteria. “I have to go see!” 

“No,” Sybilla barked. “We must go home. Now.” 

Deflated, the family of four turned and trudged back home. No sooner did they shut the front door than they heard it. 

 Knock. Soft knock. Soft knock. 

Wordlessly, Sybilla rushed to the back door and opened it. Sure enough, three people crouched in the lengthening shadows beside her door. 

“Come in, come in,” Sybilla whispered. “You are safe here.” She spoke the words but knew in her heart that none of them—the people crouching

outside her door, or the people who stood cozily on the other side of it—

were safe anywhere for much longer. “Are you from Vienna?” 

The man, with dark circles beneath his eyes, shook his head. “We are German Jews. It was thought we would be safe here.” 

The woman reached out and grasped Sybilla’s hand in both of hers. 

They were dirty, bruised, and bony. “Thank you. Thank you.” 

The man spoke. “My son, Zechariah.” The child, Eva’s age, wore a headscarf and did not speak. Instead, tears tracked silently down his cheeks, leaving white stripes with dark borders. “As for his appearance, I must explain. They shaved his head in the street and cut him up terribly.” 

The woman, following Sybilla’s look of wonderment, began to lick her thumb and swipe at her son’s dirty cheeks. “We were taking refuge in a coal cellar,” she clarified in a meek voice. 

Sybilla shook her head. “No, no need to explain. Welcome to our home. 

I will prepare you some food.” She turned and nodded to Maria, who gestured for the family to follow. 

“Thank you,” the woman whispered again as she passed. “Thank you for your kindness.” 

As they trudged up the stairs to Maria’s secret room, Sybilla spoke to Johann. “We shall draw them a bath. While it fills, I will prepare food. Cake and coffee should suffice. What do you think, Johann?” 

Silence. 

“Johann?” 

Slowly, Sybilla turned to find what had silenced her husband’s tongue. 

She gasped when she saw what had captivated his attention. 

There in the living room, bloody, disheveled, and emitting a horrific odor, stood her beloved son, Melchior. 

Never minding the smell, Sybilla rushed forward and took her only son in her arms. “Oh Melchior, you are home. Thank you, God, for bringing my baby home safe.” 

He winced in her grasp. 

“Son?” She held him at arm’s length. “Are you injured?” 

He forced a wan smile. “Nothing serious.” 

Sybilla chewed her bottom lip and glanced around. “Where is Jakob?” 

The ghost of a smile melted from his face and Mel’s shoulders trembled as his brave façade began to crumble.” 

“Melchior?” 

He could only shake his head and his eyes filled with water. “Mama, it was terrible. I thought sure they would kill us both.” 

As gently as when he was a boy just learning to toddle, she guided him to the table. “What happened?” 

He eased himself down into a chair. “We found it. The safe house. We were on the way back when we ran into two German patrols who, after parading us around and tormenting us all day, led us to the bank of the Danube.” 

Sybilla ran a rag under some cold sink water, then sank into a chair next to her son. Her heat beat faster as she dabbed at the dried blood around Melchior’s nose. “All day?” 

He nodded. “The sun started to go down at the Danube. They said if we turned around, we would be shot. Jakob whispered to me how to survive in the water if they followed through with the threat.” 

The recent memory of the shots echoed in the room. 

“Did they shoot Jakob, Mel?” Maria’s voice was as shaky as her brother’s. 

Her twin brother hung his head. “They shot him, and they laughed as they did it. And left him there, as though he were nothing.” 

Johann sniffled. “Is he dead?” 

“I knelt over him and felt for a pulse, like you taught me, Father. He was still alive.” Mel dragged his sleeve across his nose. A streak of blood trailed it. “He told me to take care of you all and get out of Vienna. Soon.” 

Quiet sobs hung around the table like a burial shroud. 

“That was when the Nazi who shot him came up and kicked him off the bank and into the river. Father, he did not have time to take off his shoes like instructed me.” Tears glistened on Mel’s cheeks, and he hung his head. 

“I thought sure they would shoot me, too, but they just left. Laughing.” 

“Maria, come help tidy your brother.” Sybilla rose from the table and pressed the rag into Maria’s hand. Slowly, she turned and began to collect ingredients to start her promised cake. “I will double the ingredients tonight,” she whispered to nobody in particular. 

“He was a wonderful man.” Johann dabbed at his eyes. “If there is anything positive to this, it is that he is now with his wife and children.” 

Maria, having finished washing Mel’s face, looped her arm around her brother’s shoulders and held him close. “We will never forget him, either.” 

Melchior dropped his voice low. “I felt so helpless.” He drew in a shuddering breath. “I wish I had known how to save his life.” 

“I am proud of you, Melchior. You did just right.” 

“He whispered a message to me, while we stood there. He figured out how to get to the safe house.” 

“Did he now?” Johann leaned forward. “What did he say?” 

“I followed his instructions. It was how I got home tonight.” 

The room, though full of loving family, was deathly silent. 

Finally, Maria spoke. “How?” 

Mel sniffled again. “Through the sewer system of Vienna.” 


***

Johann stood in the living room and looked wildly about. “We cannot draw it on paper, for anyone could come and see. But we need the map. Had something happened to you, Melchior, the map would have been lost forever.” His gaze fell upon the wooden end table nearest the door. He hurried to it and flipped it upside down. “Here. Draw the map on paper, and we will secret it here on to the underside of this table. Then, no matter who comes in, they will not find our secret, no matter where they look.” 

Melchior nodded. From Eva’s stack of drawing paper, he grabbed a piece, and began to sketch. His sketch, however, looked a bit different than Lukacs’s had. “We can even take it one step further, Father,” he said as he drew. “Perhaps we can even create a false bottom for this table, somehow, in case it gets flipped over.” 

“Yes, yes!” An almost hysterical excitement lit his father’s words and the room, moments before solemn, now buzzed with excitement. 

Sybilla, batter bowl in hand, spoke up from the kitchen. “I would have never dreamed such a conversation was possible, over so much less foreseeable topics.” 

“That was a genius idea Jakob had,” Johann continued, “to enter through the sewers and make our way to the safe house, beneath the very feet of those who mean to do us harm.” He paused and laid a hand briefly on his son’s shoulder. “And what a lad I have, thinking quick enough to map the route home after looking death in the face.” 

Melchior, however, remained pragmatic. “We enter here, in the sewer behind our house.” Melchior began tracing the route on his drawing. “We will exit here, nearest the Swedish safehouse. But we must take caution as

German soldiers are concealed within every dark corner, like the rats that they are.” 

Hastily, Mel sketched out the sewer route using some of Eva’s crayons while his father fashioned a false bottom for the all-important table. 

Sybilla listened as she stirred the batter for the cake.  Another important piece of this puzzle for survival will be hidden in plain sight. 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 December 1938

 Vienna

The smell of Sybilla’s fresh chocolate cake filled the Goetz’s house and brought a rumble to many empty stomachs. By the time the coffee finished brewing, the aromas of chocolate and coffee had drawn Johann, Maria, Mel, Eva, and the three new secret additions to the kitchen table. Maria had drawn a bath as Sybilla asked and the three coal-streaked people were clean and in fresh clothes from Sybilla and Johann’s wardrobes. The young boy, Zechariah, thankfully fit into some of Mel’s old clothes. Mel himself was clean, too. 

“Chocolate cake and coffee. Do I get coffee too, Mama?” Eva’s tiny voice, more chipper since the young boy appeared, sounded almost jocular. 

“Or will it make me be short forever?” 

She giggled. 

“You two will get the last of the milk.” Sybilla smiled at her daughter. 

“And save the coffee for the people who are already grown.” 

“We do not have to worry about not growing anymore,” Johann agreed. 

“We are already tall enough.” 

“Papa, if you drink too much coffee, will you get shorter?” Eva grinned at her father across the table. Zechariah smiled, too. 

Sybilla cut the first slice and handed it to Zechariah’s mother, who offered a small smile. “I am Naomi. My husband, Levi.” She glanced around the table. “Thank you all.” 

Her face cracked into almost unrecognizable planes as emotion brought a sob to her lips. Gently, she leaned against Levi’s shoulder and let the feelings she had long suppressed escape by way of tears, trembling, and howls. Everyone sat in still silence, everyone apart from Sybilla, who continued to pass out the cake and pour the coffee and milk. 

When Naomi’s display was over, she looked at Sybilla with wide, terrified eyes. “I am so sorry.” 

Sybilla, who had just served Zechariah his second slice of cake, walked around the table and draped her arm over Naomi’s shoulders. “You are welcome in my home. But you are not allowed to apologize any more, for you have done nothing wrong.” 

Her words brought the ghost of a smile to Naomi’s wan lips. “I cannot believe this is our life... if I could tell you what all we have endured, just over the past several days...” 

Tears shimmered in her eyes. Tears born of equal measure of fear and gratitude. 

Sybilla smiled. “Please, you do not have to speak of such things. You are here, your family is here. That is all that matters. And we will make sure

—” 

Before Sybilla could finish her sentence, someone banged on the front door. Hard. 

“Quick,” Johann commanded quietly from his seat, “you three, onto the floor. It is night, they can see silhouettes through the window.” 

At once, the family did as they were told. 

“Maria, take them to this secret room of yours. And Maria, laugh wildly. Eva, you too.” 

With that, Johann stood and placed the three extra, still-dirty plates into the cupboard. “My goodness, wife,” he boomed. “I believe this is the best chocolate cake I have ever had!” 

 Bang, bang, bang! 

Sybilla shared a look with Johann, knowing it may be the last time she looked into her husband’s eyes. He gave an infinitesimal nod, which she returned. Like an actress from the silver screens of America, she widened her lips into a carefree smile and strode to the front door. 

Without bothering to peek through the curtain, she began to giggle and opened the door wide. 

“Why, good evening. How may I help you, Officers?” If Sybilla was fazed by the three SA officers standing on her front stoop, she did not show it. “Oh, let me guess. Did you come for some cake?” 

“A neighbor reported a strange sound, like that of a wild animal, coming from this house. What is going on?” 

Sybilla covered her mouth with her hand to conceal a faux giggle. 

“Honestly, Officers, you would not believe me if I told you.” 

“Is that so?” the tallest of the Nazi’s growled. “Perhaps we should come in and see for ourselves.” With that, he shoved past her. The two others did not even look her way as they stomped into her living room. 

“The lights are on in the kitchen, I see,” the shorter one mused. “What could you be doing here that caused such a racket, disturbing the peace of decent—” 

Sybilla trailed after them, her heart pounding in her throat. As she turned the corner into the kitchen where she had left Eva, Maria, and Johann, her jaw went slack at the sight laid out before her. 

The entire kitchen, from the table to the walls to the faces of those she loved, was absolutely covered in chocolate. 

Sybilla thought fast. “You caught us in the middle of a food fight.” 

The tall Nazi looked astonished. “A what?” 

Eva grinned a chocolate grin. “A food fight, Sir. For my birthday.” 

Two of the soldiers turned to look at Sybilla, their faces creased with disgust. Finally, the tall one spoke again. “You people really are animals, aren’t you?” 

Sybilla shrugged; the fake smile still pasted on her quivering lips. 

“Check upstairs,” he ordered to nobody in particular as he stood, still staring at Sybilla. A moment later, the two other soldiers hurried up the stairs in their thick-soled boots. 

Sybilla shuffled past him to the tune of banging and clomping from upstairs. “May I get you something, a coffee perhaps?” 

“No, you may not.” The officer stared at her, aghast. “Lady, are you all insane?” 

Sybilla stifled a giggle. “I suppose you could call it that.” 

Several moments passed before the thick-soled boots of the prying soldiers clomped back down the stairs. “All clear, Sir,” the previously silent one reported. “Apart from the bathroom, which was filled with filthy clothes and a filthy tub.” 

The tall Nazi stared at Sybilla hotly. “Filthy clothes and tub, you say?” 

Sybilla tried to look as innocent as possible but said nothing. 

Finally, the Nazi spoke again. “I would expect nothing less from a woman who allows her family to behave this way in her kitchen. Not only can she not keep house, but she is a terrible mother, as well.” 

Sensing the need to duck her head at the Nazi’s words, she did so, sheepishly. 

“Come,” the taller man said. “We have more urgent matters to attend to tonight, than standing here in the midst of insanity itself. And you...” 

He waited until Sybilla met his eyes. They were pale gray and devoid of anything human. “You will quiet down. If I get one more report of a disturbance from this house. . .” Slowly, he dragged his finger across his throat and pointed to Eva. 

Sybilla felt the blood drain from her face, and for a moment, she felt she may faint dead away. 

“And you will be made to watch,” he continued. 

As quickly as they had come in, they disappeared into the darkness of the night. 

By the time Sybilla rushed to shut the door behind them, her hands were shaking with a tremendous quake.  How close to death did we come? 

She flicked off the lights, one by one, on the way back to the kitchen. 

“Thank goodness they did not find whatever secret room Maria constructed upstairs. Or the map.” She slid down into a chair as Johann pressed a cup into her hand. “But that was too close.” 

“Coffee darling. Please, drink.” 

After she took a few sips of hot coffee, she looked up at her husband, his face smeared with the life-saving chocolate. “How ever did you think of that?” 

He shrugged. “I figured if this was our time, we would make the most of it and go with a smile on our faces. Together. And if not, just maybe we could survive this.” 

Finally trusting her knees, Sybilla stood and began to climb the stairs. “I have to see this secret room for myself, because until recently, it was even a secret to me.” 

At the top of the stairs, there were three bedrooms. One as a nursery for Eva, one for Sybilla and Johann, and one that, until recently, Maria and Melchior had shared. 

Johann gave her hand a squeeze. She nodded. 

When Maria and Melchior suggested having their own rooms, she had

—in her motherly wisdom—suggested they find a way to split the room, so each could have their privacy. Should they be successful in dividing their room, they would each have their space. 

Being the twins that they were, neither Maria nor Melchior wanted to be too entirely far away from the other, so they worked together and managed

to fashion an entirely separate room out of seemingly nothing. 

“Out of nothing came something,” Sybilla whispered, repeating the phrase Maria and Mel had coined regarding their successful room venture. 

Sybilla crept across the floor and opened the nearly camouflaged door to Maria’s new room. 

 Empty. 

Having absolutely no idea where either her children or the family they were hiding had gone, Sybilla whispered quietly into the darkness. “It is safe now; you can come out.” 

Surprisingly, a  thunk from above drew her attention upward. To the ceiling. 

Ever slowly, a square of ceiling lifted and moved. From the darkness, fell a rope ladder. The first to descend Zechariah, followed by his parents, Melchior, then finally, a smiling Maria. 

Johann released the breath he had been holding. “Clever girl.” 

“Your secret room?” Sybilla asked her eldest daughter. 

“Yes.” Her face puzzled in the moonlight. “Mother, you are absolutely covered in chocolate cake.” 

Sybilla simply shook her head. “Never mind that. Tell me about this room.” 

Melchior ran a hand through his hair. “It was her idea, but I helped bring it to life. See, we cut the wall between my room and Eva’s room—” 

“Hey,” Eva said, scowling, as she clutched her bunny to her chest and stood beside her father. 

Maria was not able to contain her excitement, though she did well to keep her voice to almost a whisper. “We did not mess with the beams though, so no worries. But we built out my room into Mel’s room, and into Eva’s...” She smiled down at her little sister. “We gave her my old wardrobe. It serves as the wall on that side, so she got something new from this deal. But I wanted something a bit more, well, eclectic.” 

Mel continued her thought, without missing a beat. “So, since Maria was agreeable to getting a much smaller room, we thought she should get something a bit different. So, she got part of the attic space.” 

Johann stepped over and tugged on the ladder. “Well done, the both of you.” 

“Remember I said I had a secret window?” Maria looked as though she might burst. 

Sybilla tried to still her still thudding heart. “Yes, how could I forget?” 

“Attic vent! Repurposed!” 

Sybilla reached over and took her daughter’s hands. “Your creativity and ingenuity saved the day today. I am proud of you both.” She pulled Maria into a hug. 

Melchior, however, stood alongside his father, his face long. “Father, you are thinking it was too close, aren’t you?” 

Johann nodded. “That is precisely what I am thinking. For if we had been found out...” 

Mel nodded along with his father’s train of thought. “So, the sooner everyone arrives at the next safe house, the better.” 

“Exactly.” 

“Under the cover of night would be the best time to move, and it is nighttime now.” Mel ruffled his hair, much like Johann did when he became nervous. “Father, when do you suggest I leave to escort Zechariah and his family to safety?” 

Maria’s face looked panic stricken. “If you are going, Mel, I am going with you.” 

Eva tugged her father’s shirttail. 

“Yes, little one?” 

“I will miss Zechariah.” She sniffled. “When Mel leaves, can we just all go?” 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 Vienna, Austria

 The Sewers

Naomi hugged her son, Zechariah, to her side. “We are grateful to your family for your kindness,” she whispered. Beside her, her husband Levi was ever silent, but nodded his appreciation. 

Her heart thudded in her chest as the two families stood together in the darkness of her kitchen. Mel would lead them through the sewers to the safe house. “May we meet again,” Sybilla managed. Everyone in the kitchen knew she was not only talking to Levi’s family, but to her own son, as well. 

Maria’s voice came quietly from the direction of the stairs. “There are patrols on our street, but they have walked around the corner. The time to go is now.” 

Eva hugged her bunny tight to her chest. 

“I am going with you, Mel,” Maria whispered. “You cannot do this on your own.” 

Her unspoken words hung thick in the air.  And I cannot do this without you. 

Johann placed his hand on the door handle and turned it quietly. “We haven’t much time. Maria, we decided it was too risky for many people to go. Please, respect our decision.” Slowly, he eased the door open. 

A tear eked down Zechariah’s cheek. 

“Do not be afraid.” Eva looked down at her bunny, then held it out to the young boy. “Bunny will keep you safe,” she whispered. 

Zechariah swiped the tear from his face and accepted the bunny. 

Without so much as saying goodbye, Melchior and Johann slipped out the back door and into the inky darkness. Levi, Zechariah, and finally, Naomi, followed silently. In an instant, they had been enveloped by the darkness. 

Moments later, Johann returned. “They are safely in the sewer. I made certain to leave the cover loose so that if Mel returns—” 

He sucked in a breath, realizing his error. 

“When Melchior returns,” he finished. “When. He can push it open easily.” 

“What do we do now?” Maria asked. 

Sybilla shut the door quietly. “Now we wait.” 


***

With the map to the Swedish safehouse burned into his mind with stark clarity and armed with a tiny flashlight, Mel led the little family through the stench and muck with expert precision. Quicker than anticipated, they reached the sewer exit closest to the safehouse. Carefully, he flicked off his precious flashlight and lifted the lid to peek out into the street. 

A few streetlights flickered ominously, but the street itself seemed to be devoid of any soldiers. “Go to the backdoor of the house with the Swedish flag,” Mel instructed. “Knock the same way you knocked at my house. You will be safe.” 

Levi patted Mel on the back as he exited, spry as a boy. From the street, he reached for Zechariah. 

He looked down at the bunny, then gave it to Mel. “Tell Eva that her bunny kept me safe. Now Bunny needs to keep her safe.” 

Mel’s lips tilted into a sad smile. “I will.” 

With that, Levi reached in and plucked his son from the Viennese sewers. Naomi scurried up the grimy ladder with a soft  thank you again. 

Before Mel could respond, Levi sucked in a breath. “Hurry, Naomi, someone is coming!” 

Levi stooped to replace the sewer cover as voices grew louder, but in his sudden haste, he dropped it with a clang, leaving Mel at once cloaked in darkness, his heart pounding. 

 Did they make it? 

Human nature urged him to peek out the manhole cover, but common sense held him back. The scuffling of boots on the street above seconded common sense, and Mel tucked the bunny under his arm and climbed quickly down into the muck before starting toward home. 

The scraping of the manhole cover as somebody tried to lift it made Mel freeze. He clicked off his flashlight and pressed himself into a corner. 

Voices echoed off the sewer walls. 

“Did you find them?” 

“No, they disappeared into the darkness. But they came out of here, out of the sewers.” 

Mel’s heart rose into his throat as he realized he recognized the nasal voice. Once so kind, but now so evil.  That is Adolf Wolf’s voice. 

Mel leaned out from the wall to get a confirmatory look before he could help himself. 

 It is Adolf! 

“Hey, did you see that?” Adolf’s voice echoed eerily down the sewer. 

He shined his flashlight down to the spot where Mel hid. “I think something moved. Hey, is someone there?” 

Mel held his breath and pushed himself as far back into the gunk of the filthy wall as he could. 

“Probably just a rat. Come on, it stinks.” 

Adolf did not move. 

After what seemed like an eternity, Mel heard the manhole cover slide back into place. Icy drops of fear dripped down his backbone in the humid sewer. Rattled and suddenly very aware of his being alone, glanced behind him one last time before running through the muck, bound for home. 

Finally, Mel arrived back at the sewer grate behind his house. Ever careful, he lifted the manhole cover. 

 Nobody here. 

He slid out of the sewer and crept to the backdoor of his house. 

Something he couldn’t rightly place twisted in his gut. As he went to climb the stairs, his foot hit something. It sloshed. “A bucket of water to wash up and some fresh clothes,” Mel whispered to himself. “Thank you, Mother.” 

Fingers of gray reached skyward from the eastern sky and sleep threatened to turn Mel’s eyelids to stone. The thought of a quick bath before bed propelled him up the stairs and into the unlocked back door of his home. 

A wayward sound, so quiet that had he been making any noise he would have missed it, made him freeze in the middle of the kitchen. Carefully, he slid Eva’s bunny to the back of the counter in the darkest corner he could find—and listened. 

The house was deathly quiet.  Too quiet. 

 Where is my family? 

Johann was known for his penchant for snoring, but there were no sounds of sleep. No sounds of life. Only, perhaps, some faint breathing

from the vicinity of the front door. 

Finally, a footstep. 

Mel pressed himself against the kitchen wall and took care to slow his breathing, despite his thundering heart and pounding head. 

Almost silently, Adolf Wolf stepped past him and began to climb the stairs. Thankfully, he seemed to be alone. 

One, two, three... Mel counted the steps as Adolf ascended to the second floor. 

Mel watched as Adolf climbed quietly, his hand on his holstered luger. 

 Why is he here? To assassinate us all? 

Eight, nine, ten. 

 He is on the second floor. 

At once, Adolf disappeared into Eva’s bedroom. 

Thankful that he had slipped his shoes off outside the backdoor, Mel crept up the stairs behind him. 

 If he tries to hurt my little sister... He squelched the thought before it fully formed in his mind. Already, he was beginning to see red. Getting angry now may lead to a fatal mistake. 

He ducked into the bathroom as Adolf silently emerged from Eva’s room. 

A voice from downstairs came in a gruff whisper. “Find anyone amiss, Captain?” 

Mel’s eyes widened.  Adolf is not alone!  He stepped into the bathtub and lay down as flat as he could, as bootsteps clunked up the stairs where he had just stood. 

“Shush,” Adolf hissed. “There were two asleep there. “Now just to find the boy and the parents.” 

The second voice, which sounded different than the one at the mouth of the sewer, gave a little cough. 

Adolf sighed from the landing. “For God’s sake, can you not be silent? 

Go wait downstairs. Better yet, wait outside.” An infinitesimal creak of a tell-tale board told him that Adolf was stepping into his parents’ room. He listened helplessly as the luger slid from its holster. 

As the boots belonging to the admonished cougher descended the stairs, Mel emerged from the bathtub. Without thinking too far into the future, he ascended the steps to the second story.  If any killing is going to happen here tonight, it is not going to happen to my parents or sisters. 

Mel ducked into Eva’s room as Adolf emerged from his parents’ room. 

“Both of them are accounted for, too,” he muttered. “I know it was them in the sewer tonight. Now only if I can prove it...” 

Mel sucked in his bottom lip as Adolf stepped into his own room. His fingers brushed a large ceramic vase that Maria had helped Eva create in their mother’s art studio last summer. It was large, clunky, and monstrously heavy. They used it to prop the doors during the spring and summer months when the windows were open. Mel hefted it at once and slipped into his room behind Adolf. 

Adolf crept up to Mel’s bed, his luger drawn and held at ready as Melchior himself slipped behind his open bedroom door. The early morning light that streamed through the windows had transformed from gray to pink and outlined a silhouette in the bed, beneath the covers. 

Content to see Mel obviously asleep, Adolf retreated from the room without turning his back on the bed. “All accounted for,” he whispered as he started back down the stairs. 

Meanwhile, Mel was cloaked in an icy sweat behind the door, only a breath away from certain death, had he been discovered by the murderous Adolf Wolf. 

Carefully, he sat the vase onto the floor and tried to ignore the trembling in his hands. When he heard the front door click closed behind the unwelcome intruder, Mel dashed over to his bed and yanked back the blankets. 

 Pillows and wadded up blankets! 

From behind the wall, he heard the ladder drop. 

His lower lip trembled with thankfulness as the realization sank in. 

“You were all hiding,” he whispered. “Thankfully, you were all hiding.” 

Maria dashed out first and grabbed Mel in a tight hug. “Never leave without me again, and I mean it!” 

He smiled though he worried his knees might not hold him for much longer. “Did any of you get any sleep tonight?” 

“Not a wink. The Wolfs prowled around our house most of the night, then disappeared. Adolf showed up later with another soldier, studied the sewer grate, then disappeared again. Father was afraid they were following you... maybe that they sensed something or heard something.” 

Before Mel could explain or even hug his parents or Eva, who had all appeared in the doorway, a knock came at the backdoor. 

“It is the secret knock,” Maria said. In a flurry of movement, she turned and dashed down the stairs. 

“Be careful, Maria,” Sybilla warned as she passed her on the stairs. 

Maria must have heard, because instead of flinging open the door, she peeked through the curtain. “It is Mr. Braun.” 

She stepped back, suddenly unsure. 

Johann passed his daughter and opened the door. 

Without bothering with pleasantries, the old man hobbled inside and slapped something down on the kitchen table. “It is time for your family to leave and there is no time for questions. Sybilla, grab the things you need for you, your husband, and the children.” He pointed at the paper he had slapped down. It was yet another map. “Here is the information you need. 

Melchior, memorize this map and the name of the ship you are to board.” 

Mel bent to study the crude map. 

“And Johann this is for you. Your papers, your tickets for passage, and the name of the man you are to meet. Please,” the old man said, with an uncharacteristic, worried note to his tone, “keep them safe and do not lose them. They are your tickets to safety.” 

Johann took them and nodded, staring warily at Mr. Braun, who seemed on edge. “Sybilla, come on. We must go now.” 

As she came down the stairs with the suitcases in one hand and her entire collection of nylons in the other, a noise from the living room brought a deathlike silence over the lot of them. 

 Knock, knock. 

Mel’s thoughts came in frantic spurts as Johann stuffed the papers into his inside vest pocket and started toward the door. 

 No time to hide the map under the false bottom, no time to burn it. 

Thinking fast, he grabbed a wayward chunk of misbegotten chocolate cake that had been missed in the cleanup from the impromptu food fight the previous night and stuck the map to the underside of the table. 

“Hello, Mrs. Wolf,” Johann greeted loudly. “How can I help you?” 

 Please hold. Please do not fall off onto the floor.  Mel glanced over his shoulder to see what Mr. Braun was doing during this chaos, but to his surprise, Lukacs had disappeared. His gaze went to his mother on the stairs, where she pressed her back to the wall in an attempt to remain hidden. She lifted her finger to her lips when Mel’s eyes met hers. 

Sophie and Madeline shoved past Johann and stepped into the living room. “My husband, intelligent man that he is, thinks something is going on over here. And he is  never wrong.” 

Madeline gripped a small ball and scowled. “This place is dirty,” she mocked in a nasty tone that she had no doubt heard in her own home. 

“I told him to just come straight over and ask what you were doing, but he is much too busy to be bothered with the likes of you.” Her painted lips pulled back from over her teeth in a sneer. “So, I said I would come investigate for him.” 

“As you can see, there is nothing going on. Everyone but Mel and I are still asleep.” His father wiped his palms on the front of his pants. “And as your daughter said, this place is a mess. We are about to begin cleaning.” 

Sophie wrinkled her nose. “I see.” She started into the kitchen but stopped. “Then we will leave you to it.” She grabbed Madeline’s hand. 

“Come, Madeline.” 

The sudden jerk of her mother’s grasp sent Madeline’s ball rolling into the kitchen. “Hey, my ball!” 

She yanked her hand from Sophie’s grip and dashed after her ball as it came to rest under the table. 

Mel closed his eyes.  No. Please no. 

Dropping to all fours, she disappeared beneath the table. After an eternal silence, her voice sliced through the uneasy silence like nails on a chalkboard. “Hey Mama, look under here! There is a map stuck to the underside of this table! Didn’t you say to watch for things like maps?” 

“Is that so?” Sophie’s face lit up and her eyes widened with grotesque glee. She stepped quickly into the kitchen behind Madeline. 

Before Melchior or Johann could make a move, Sybilla flew down the stairs and crashed into Sophie from behind, knocking them both to the ground. “Maria, get Madeline!” 

Mel watched, stunned, as his demure mother, who never had a hair out of place, expertly gagged Sophie Wolf with one of her nylons. With another, she lashed her former friend’s hands behind her back. 

Before Maria could catch wiry little Madeline, she disappeared out the front door and into the street with a shriek. 

“If we are caught, we are dead,” Mel cried. “We must go now!” 

In the alleyway, a large black car screeched to a halt. Thankfully, it was Lukacs Braun who rolled down the window. “Get in, family!” 

Sybilla managed to situate Sophie in a kitchen chair, where she tied her with even more of her precious nylons. “You were my friend,” she muttered to Sophie. “I wish it wasn’t this way.” 

“Mother, hurry!” Mel chided. “She will be fine!” He tried not to look at his mother’s unfinished Viennese painting that was still propped against the wall. 

Once his mother, father, and both sisters were outside the door and safe in the car, Mel reached over and plucked Eva’s bunny from the corner of the counter. He shook it at Sophie. “This has always belonged to my sister, and always will.” 

With that, he stepped outside and tried fruitlessly to swallow the knot of emotion that had formed in his throat, knowing full well that not only would his mother never finish the painting of Eva in Vienna, but he would never see his childhood home again, either. Pushing the thoughts aside, he slammed the door behind him and promised himself not to look back. 

As Lukacs drove like a madman toward the docks, nobody spoke. The only sound came from Eva as she sobbed. 

“Here, Eva,” Mel said. “Zechariah said Bunny kept him safe. Now he will keep you safe, too.” 

Eva accepted the bunny but did not smile. 

From behind them, they could hear police whistles. 

“Should you stop?” Johann asked. “You will be killed for helping us, I fear.” 

“All men die,” Lukacs said. “But as you well know, not all men stand up to ignorant tyranny.” 

Silence filled the car as the docks came into sight. 

“Leave the luggage,” Lukacs instructed. “There will not be time.” 

Sybilla loosened her death grip on the suitcase that had at one time belonged to her mother. 

“When I stop the car, you get out and run. All of you. Do not look back.” 

“Lukacs,” Johann began. “I cannot begin to thank—” 

The car screeched to a halt, and everyone lurched forward. Lukacs’s voice rose to a shout. “Get out family, go now! Run!” 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 January 1939

 Lancaster County, PA

After what seemed like an eternity, the train’s passengers began to depart. “I hope the Goetz family made it onto the boat okay,” Joseph muttered. “Then made their transfer onto the train from Cape May, Delaware here to Lancaster County.” 

“I am sure all is fine,” Larry said. “Remember, we are looking for a man, wife, and twin adolescents, and a young girl.” 

“It was no doubt a hard trip,” Joseph mused to nobody in particular. 

Finally, a man matching the description Lukacs Braun had given him appeared on the station platform. 

Larry extended his hand and wore his brightest smile as the bedraggled traveler descended the platform and shuffled toward him. “Dr. Johann Goetz? I am Larry Swann. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 

Johann took his hand warily, but wore an absent look, so Larry continued. “This here is Joseph Jotter, our resident German speaker.” 

Joseph translated all that Larry had said, and then extended his own hand, which Johann took after shaking Larry’s. 

“Danke,” Johann began. “I speak English, as do my children.” 

Larry nodded. “These are your twins, I reckon. Maria and Melchior?” 

Sullen faced, both children nodded. Something in Joseph’s chest twisted as he looked at Maria’s dark, sad eyes. It appeared as though she had lived an entire lifetime—complete with every heartache contained within it—in her young life. Her brother, Melchior, wore the same expression. 

Known to be ever cheerful in a dark situation, Larry looked beyond the bedraggled family. “Two more of your people coming off? Perhaps got tangled up in the mess of those wishing to exit the train?” 

Johann shook his head and opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out. Instead, his eyes welled, and his lower lip began to tremble. 

Without warning, he collapsed into the old farmer’s arms. 

“Oh no, son,” Larry started. “Come on with me now, let’s get you folks settled at the homestead. I reckon it has been a hard trip for the lot of you.” 

He kept one arm around Johann’s shoulder and walked on ahead, talking softly. 

Joseph fell in step with Maria and Mel. “I am Maria, and this is my brother, Melchior,” she whispered to Joseph. “We are grateful for Mr. 

Swann’s hospitality. Please forgive my father’s behavior.” She gave a little cough and ducked her head. “Burns a bit,” she muttered quietly, before trying to swallow away the hurt in her throat. 

Before Joseph could stammer out a response to the pretty girl with the intriguing accent, she continued. “Our mother was caught and detained at port, along with my baby sister, Eva. We were already aboard, you see...” 

Her breath came in hitches. “There was nothing we could do but watch as the Nazi’s dragged them both away.” 


***

After a bit of walking, they arrived at his horse-drawn carriage. Beside it was parked Mr. Swann’s black streetcar. 

With her brow furrowed, Maria locked gazes with Joseph. 

“If I may ask,” Maria began, “do you dress this way for your religion?” 

Joseph nodded. “I do, though I never really thought about it like that.” 

Mel stepped over beside him. “It reminds me of how religious Jews dress, back home...” He let his voice trail off with his sudden misspoken words. “Home,” he whispered again. 

“I suppose that makes sense,” Joseph said. As he stared into Maria’s dark eyes, a strange sensation in his belly made him momentarily forget everything he had ever known in life up to this encounter. But only for a moment. 

Remembering himself, Joseph smiled. “This here is Fable. My horse.” 

A shy smile flickered across Maria’s lips. “A real horse-drawn carriage.” She reached out and stroked Fable’s muzzle. The old gray nickered and nuzzled Maria’s hand. 

“She likes you,” Joseph mused. “Here, hold your hand like this.” He pressed a sugar cube into Maria’s palm and flattened her fingers. Heat trailed where her skin brushed his and made him shiver. 

“She does?” Maria’s voice was subdued. “You can tell?” 

Joseph’s face broke into a dimpled grin, bringing a flush to Maria’s cheeks. “You must have grown up around horses, too,” he mused. 

“I have only experienced them in books,” she said. 

“No way,” Joseph gushed. “You are a natural horsewoman. Fable herself says so.” 

Maria ducked her head and concealed a giggle with her hand. 

“It is a known fact that horses are a good judge of character,” Joseph said. “And they always tell the truth.” 


***

Larry, who had opened the passenger side door of his car for Johann, cleared his throat. “Folks, tell me something.” 

The newly arrived family turned their attention to their host. 

“Do you know of the Wolf family?” 

Maria dropped her sticky hand from Fable’s muzzle as everyone stilled. 

She watched as the blood drained from her father’s face and was immediately grateful he was sitting in the car and not standing beside it. 

“Ja,” she said, finding her voice first. 

“Judging from your reactions there,” Larry continued, “I would venture a guess that these people are no friend to you.” 

Melchior cleared his throat then spoke. “They ambushed us as we were leaving. It was them that took my mother and sister.” 

Larry twisted the toe of his boot in the Pennsylvania dirt. “That explains the letter.” 

Maria, more curious now, spoke up. “What letter?” 

“My friend and yours, Mr. Lukacs Braun, sent word that some of his letters regarding your family’s safety here in America, were confiscated by a man by the name of Adolph Wolf, meaning he knows where you were coming. And the name of the family that agreed to take you in.” 

Maria closed her eyes. “We will never get away from them, will we?” 

“Not even a world away,” Mel finished. 


***

Joseph wanted to reach out and squeeze her sticky hand. To assure her everything would be alright. But he could not, for a plethora of reasons. The most tangible of which was because of Fable, his horse. His old gray had moved her large head protectively over Maria’s shoulder with the sudden shift in mood. 

 Probably for the best, he thought.  If I took her hand in mine, I might never want to let it go. 

“Because of this,” Larry continued, “there has been a change of plan that neither Lukacs nor the Wolfs are aware of.” He sucked in a breath and glanced at Joseph, who nodded. “Amish, which is the religion and way of life followed by many folks where we live in Lancaster County, keep separate from the English, which is what my wife and I are.” 

He paused a moment to let all of the news sink in for the haggard family. “The Amish do not have much to do with the modern way of life, like cars and such, which keeps them out of the towns and more importantly for this situation, out of the public eye. They do not have much to do with the English folks usually, and that is just as a general rule.” 

Johann, still deathly pale, lifted his head and locked eyes with Joseph, who cleared his throat and began to speak in perfect German. “Aus diesem grund möchten meine familie und ich, dass sie bei uns übernachten.” He took a breath and translated his words. “Which is the reason why my family and I would like for you to come stay with us.” 

Feeling her eyes on him, Joseph shifted his gaze to Maria. 

“You will be safe there,” he promised. “All of you.” 

She smiled a wan smile. 

Joseph steeled his jaw. The guarantee of her safety was suddenly all consuming for him. “You will be safe,” he said aloud again. “I will make certain of it.” 

Author’s Note

This  book  came  to  be  after  I  made  some  interesting  discoveries  on Ancestry.com  regarding  my  very  own  little  heritage.  After  having discovered  a  branch  of  the  family  tree  that  was  situated  in  and  around Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, the heartbeat of all things Amish, I began to  pen  Amish  fiction  (namely  the  Rebekah’s  Keepsakes  series).  Not  long after  this  discovery,  the  DNA  testing  option  became  available,  (yes,  I  am that old LOL) and I ordered a kit, eagerly anticipating cementing my Amish familial discovery in DNA fact. 

However, as it usually does, life proved to have a curveball or two to toss my  way.  The  DNA  results  were  in,  and  my  Lancaster  County  family  was not Amish. My paternal family has Jewish roots. Ever excited, I was able to trace this particular family unit from Vienna, Austria almost straight across Europe, where they boarded a boat to America, only to settle in Lancaster County, PA. I was even able to locate one of my Jewish relative’s enlistment papers, where his nickname was listed as “The Pennsylvania Dutchman.” 

Unfortunately this family unit’s stories, aside from those on Ancestry.com, are lost to time so I took creative liberty to bring them to life in this series. 

Rest assured the historic details follow the actual events of the day - so step into  the  pages  of  my  time  machine  and  travel  with  me  back  to  the  time when  life  was  perfect...  until,  seemingly  overnight,  the  world  went  stark raving mad. 

Dear Reader

If you enjoyed reading  The Secret Room, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy this book, too. Here are some of the ways you can help spread the word:

Lend it. This book is lending enabled so please share it with a friend. 

Recommend it.  Help  other  readers  find  this  book  by  recommending  it  to friends, readers’ groups, book clubs, and discussion forums. 

Share it.  Let other readers know you’ve read the book by positing a note to your social media account and/or your Goodreads account. 

Review it.   Please  tell  others  why  you  liked  this  book  by  reviewing  it  on your favorite ebook site. 

Everything  you  do  to  help  others  learn  about  my  book  is  greatly appreciated! 

 Sara Swann

Plan Your Next Escape! 

What’s Your Reading Pleasure? 

Whether it’s captivating historical romance, intriguing mysteries, young adult romance, illustrated children’s books, or uplifting love stories, Vinspire Publishing has the adventure for you! 

For a complete listing of books available, visit our website at  

www.vinspirepublishing.com. 

Like us on Facebook at 

www.facebook.com/VinspirePublishing

Follow us on Twitter at 

www.twitter.com/vinspire2004

and follow our blog for details of our upcoming releases, giveaways, author insights, and more! 

www.vinspirepublishingblog.com

 We are your travel guide to your next adventure! 



Document Outline


	Table of Contents

	The Secret Room

	The Secret Room

	Copyright

	Coming Soon

	Dedication

	CHAPTER ONE

	CHAPTER TWO

	CHAPTER THREE

	CHAPTER FOUR

	CHAPTER FIVE

	CHAPTER SIX

	CHAPTER SEVEN

	CHAPTER EIGHT

	CHAPTER NINE

	CHAPTER TEN

	CHAPTER ELEVEN

	CHAPTER TWELVE

	CHAPTER THIRTEEN

	CHAPTER FOURTEEN

	CHAPTER FIFTEEN

	CHAPTER SIXTEEN

	CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

	Author’s Note

	Dear Reader

	Plan Your Next Escape! What’s Your Reading Pleasure? 






cover.jpeg
-1 | s Thé SECRET KEEPER Series
B (00 e

& A2 AN N <P E
- B S 154

- 7

e ™ v

SARA SWANN: '\





index-1_1.jpg
SARA SWANN“





index-4_1.jpg
@
Vinspire Publishing, LLC
www.VinspirePublishing.com





