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About the Book


Gretchen Muller has, as best she can, dealt with the horrors of her family’s past. Her father, a senior Nazi officer, died to save the life of their leader, Adolf Hitler. And now Germany has the chance to be great once more. Swept up in the excitement and passion of life in Munich in 1931, seventeen-year-old Gretchen has embraced the life laid out for her by that leader, her ‘Uncle Dolf’.


But the secrets of the past cannot be silenced forever. When Gretchen receives a letter from an anonymous sender claiming to have more information about her father’s death, she becomes swept up in a desperate and dangerous search for the truth. With the full might of the ever-powerful Nazi party on her tail, it is a race that will risk everything she has and change her life forever …
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PART ONE

A GIRL OF WAX

Nothing is more enjoyable than educating a young thing—a girl of eighteen or twenty, as pliable as wax.

—Adolf Hitler
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Gretchen Müller peered through the car’s rain-spotted windshield. Up ahead, a man was crossing the street, so far away he was little more than a child’s cutout stick figure of spindly legs and arms and head. She could tell from his broad-brimmed hat and long coat that he was a member of the Hasidic sect.

“Look at the Jew,” her brother, Reinhard, said. He and his comrade Kurt started snickering. Gretchen ignored them and glanced at her best friend sitting beside her in the back. Lights from passing buildings flashed over Eva’s powdered face and the lipstick tube she was opening.

“You needn’t fuss with your appearance for Uncle Dolf.” Gretchen smiled. “You know he always says he’s a man of the common people.”

Eva reddened her lips with a quick, practiced sweep of her hand. “Yes, but he’s so fascinating. I want to look my best for him.”

Gretchen understood. Adolf Hitler might be an old family friend to her, but to Eva, he seemed glamorous and mysterious, the most famous man in Munich. Although Uncle Dolf had never held an elected office—for serving as a mere Reichstag deputy would be beneath him, and he had no interest in local politics—he had set his sights on Berlin, and was campaigning for the presidency. Lately, politics had kept him so busy that his invitation to share dessert and coffee with him was a rare treat.

The car jerked to the left.

“What are you doing?” Gretchen cried.

The engine growled, a sure sign that Kurt had punched the accelerator. The tires skidded across the rain-drenched cobblestones, and Gretchen gripped the front seat so she wouldn’t slide into Eva.

Yellow beams from the car’s headlamps cut through the darkness, illuminating the Jew for an instant, making his face ghostly as he stood still, staring in shock as the car shot toward him. His mouth opened in a scream, and, dimly, Gretchen heard herself screaming, too, begging Kurt to stop.

The Daimler-Benz careened in the other direction, its back end fishtailing. The abrupt movement shoved Gretchen against Eva so hard she lost her breath. They were going too fast—in seconds they would fly over the curb and plow into a group of ladies in front of a clothing shop—and then there was a harsh grinding of gears and the brakes slammed so hard, she and Eva were thrown back in their seats. The car stopped.

For an instant, no one moved. The engine ticked as it cooled down, a tiny sound in the silence. Gretchen took a deep breath, trying to slow her frantic heartbeat. Then the boys slithered out and started to run, their jackboots thumping on the ground. A small piece of her wanted to cheer them on—after all, Uncle Dolf had explained to her many times how Jews were subhumans, determined to destroy her and other pure-blooded Germans—but part of her hesitated. The man’s face had been so frightened.

“I wish they wouldn’t bother with him.” Eva pouted. “Now we’ll be late.”

Being late was the least of their problems if Reinhard and Kurt started a brawl. Through the windshield, Gretchen watched the boys launch themselves at the Jew. He barely had time to cry out before they seized his arms and began dragging him toward the alley.

Gretchen scrambled out of the automobile. She knew her brother too well to doubt what would happen next. Just as she knew how furious Hitler would be if Reinhard started a street fight. Uncle Dolf was always complaining that Party members had been branded as a group of brawlers. Dozens of times he had said that if the National Socialists wished to make any electoral progress, they must appear law-abiding. She had to stop her brother.

The wet cobblestones, slick from the recent rainfalls, slipped beneath her feet, but the breeze was dry and it carried the sounds of the boys’ shouts. “Filthy Jew!”

From the backseat, Eva sobbed. “Don’t leave me alone!”

“I need to stop them.”

Gretchen slammed the car door shut. Dusk had fallen early, painting the jumble of brick and stone buildings along the avenue with stripes of blue and black. Electric streetlamps broke apart the descending darkness, throwing small white circles on the Müncheners walking along the sidewalk—burghers in fine suits strolling to restaurants for a fancy meal, day laborers in stained jackets and patched trousers trudging to beer halls, office girls in flounced frocks striding to their rented rooms, all with their heads down, faces turned away, so they didn’t have to watch the two boys pushing the Jew toward the yawning gap between the stone buildings.

Exhaustion slumped their shoulders, and hunger hollowed their cheeks. Rampant unemployment and inflation and starvation had weakened them—that’s what Uncle Dolf would say. Germans had become so wrapped up in their lives, in trying to survive by any means they could, that they didn’t see the danger creeping closer. This was how the Jew triumphed, a sewer rat slipping into a barrel of apples and spoiling them all, without anyone noticing until the first rancid bite.

Gretchen exhaled a shaky breath. The Jew is my eternal enemy. Those words had guided her heart for twelve years, thanks to her honorary “uncle” Dolf. She owed him so much. He had taught her about art and music, all the things that her father hadn’t understood and her mother found dull. In gratitude to him, she had to prevent Reinhard from damaging the Party’s reputation with another street fight.

The Jew’s heels slapped on the cobblestones as Reinhard and Kurt pulled him closer to the alley. Nobody looked toward the struggling boys. Across the Briennerstrasse, a group of men opened the Carleton Tea Room’s door, letting out a stream of soft lamplight. They wore the plain brown uniform of the SA—the Sturmabteilung, or storm troopers—the same division within the National Socialist Party to which Reinhard and his friends belonged.

There would be no help from that quarter. If she called out, they would run across the avenue, their fists raised and ready.

“Please!” the Jew screamed. The long, harsh sound pushed against her ears, so hard that she wanted to clap her hands over them and block the cries out. What could she do? SA men across the street, and inside the café, Uncle Dolf probably sat with his chauffeur, eating strawberry tarts and waiting for her and the others with growing impatience because he wanted to leave for a musical at the Kammerspiele. She couldn’t go to him, not when asking for his assistance would expose Reinhard’s part in a street beating, and Mama wanted the Müller family to remain above reproach.

She had to stop the boys.

Her feet smacked into the pavement as she ran into the alley. It was lined with stone, and so dark she had to blink several times for her eyes to adjust. Rubbish bins leaned against a wall, and they were probably stuffed with kitchen waste, judging from the rank stink assailing her nose. And there, at the far end, her brother and Kurt leaned over the man.

He lay on the ground. Between the boys’ legs, she caught sight of him: a sliver of his face, pale and smooth; an eye, dark and wide; and the corner of a mouth, red and moving as he shouted, “Stop!”

A cry hurled itself from Gretchen’s throat before she could snatch it back. “Don’t hurt him!”

She froze. What had she done? She had meant to tell the boys to stop their foolish behavior, that Uncle Dolf would be angry—not defend a Jew. But the pain in the man’s voice had been more than she could bear.

Reinhard paused. In the shadows, he was a column of darkness, like Kurt, but she recognized the hard line of his shoulders and his massive six-foot-tall frame as it slowly unfolded from its crouching position. Only eighteen, just a year older than her, and he was already a solid wall of muscle. He moved toward her, into the rectangle of light thrown from a window two stories above.

Gretchen’s mouth went dry as sand. When she looked at him, she might have been looking at a male reflection of herself, as they had been when they were young children: white-blond hair, cornflower-blue eyes, fair skin, all of the features their uncle Dolf praised as Aryan. While her hair had darkened to honey and her eyes had deepened to navy, however, Reinhard’s appearance had stayed the same. He hadn’t changed. He had only gotten bigger.

“Go back to the car,” Reinhard said. “And make Eva shut her mouth.”

Gretchen glanced back. The automobile sat across the avenue, parked cockeyed from its sliding stop. In the backseat, Eva rocked back and forth. Probably crying, but so quietly they couldn’t hear. One small blessing, at least. Reinhard detested tears. A few passersby glanced at the car, then shrugged and went on.

“She’ll be fine,” Gretchen said. She had to speak now, before she lost her nerve. “Reinhard, you shouldn’t do this. You know how angry Uncle Dolf would be if he knew—”

His laughter cut into her words. “Kurt! Gretchen thinks the Führer will be angry if he finds out what we’re doing.”

Kurt laughed, too. “We’re defending ourselves, Gretchen. Didn’t you see this subhuman walking across the street, right in front of us? Why, I did all I could to avoid hitting the fellow!” He leaned down and grabbed a fistful of the Jew’s hair, yanking hard so that the man had to look up. Resignation had stamped itself onto his pale oval face. The slumped set of his mouth told Gretchen that he knew he had no chance of getting away.

“You ought to let him alone,” Gretchen said. Inside, she was shaking, but her voice sounded calm to her ears. “This behavior is exactly the sort that Uncle Dolf says makes the SA look like a bunch of brutes.”

Reinhard glanced at her, his eyes blank and emotionless. Sometime during the fight, he had taken off his suit jacket. Suspenders formed dark slashes against his white shirt. He had rolled up the sleeves, and she could see the muscular ridges of his forearms.

Familiar knots tied in her stomach. Reinhard wouldn’t hit her, she knew; he never did. What he did was far worse. And she was disobeying him, in front of his friend.

She should go back to the car. But the man’s eyes fastened on hers with such intensity that she couldn’t rip her gaze away. He was younger than she had thought, about twenty-five to her seventeen, and his face looked soft, the chin roughened by a few patches of stubble, as though he couldn’t grow a proper beard. He wore the black clothes of the traditional Hasidic Jew: thick trousers, long flapping coat, yarmulke pinned to his brown hair.

His lips moved silently. Please.

How could she refuse him, when he lay on the ground, so broken and quiet? How could she walk back to the automobile, knowing the boys’ fists were quickly cracking him into pieces? How could she think he was incapable of true feelings, when she had heard him cry out in pain? But he could be pretending. Uncle Dolf always said the Jew assumed whatever disguise suited his purposes best. Especially a victim, if it permitted him to escape.

And yet, the slowness with which the Jew hung his head, clearly giving up on her help, made her decision for her. “Let him alone. Uncle Dolf is waiting for us, and he’ll be annoyed if we’re late.”

“Waiting for us fellows, you mean,” Reinhard said. “I think you and Eva have shown you’re quite incapable of handling an evening out on the town.”

With one hand, he grabbed the Jew by the coat and jerked him into a sitting position. Then he plowed his other fist into the man’s face.

“Stop!” Gretchen screamed, sickened at the ease with which Reinhard hit him.

With one swift motion, Reinhard wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her against him. Through the layers of their clothes, she felt heat rolling off him, pushing into her skin. His familiar scent of cheap cologne and cigarettes clogged her nostrils. Each breath she inhaled, she breathed in more of him. Her stomach roiled.

“I told you,” he whispered into her ear, “to go back to the car.”

“What’s the matter here?” A stern male voice boomed down the alley.

Reinhard released her. Gretchen staggered sideways before she slapped a hand against the stone wall for balance. Peering into the alley was a man in a dark green uniform. Lamplight glinted off the metal insignia on his helmet. She sagged with relief. A state policeman.

A small crowd had gathered behind the officer. Some of the men stood on tiptoe, trying to look over the policeman’s shoulders.

“Nothing is wrong,” Reinhard said. “A misunderstanding, that’s all.”

“Get along, then,” said the policeman. He shrugged. “And look smart about it.”

Reinhard and Kurt ambled out of the alley. Gretchen watched them head across the street, toward the café. She could guess what would happen next: The boys would strut to Hitler’s table, Reinhard dropping into a chair and smiling away Uncle Dolf’s annoyance at their lateness, then casually saying Gretchen and Eva couldn’t come. Uncle Dolf would sigh with irritation until Reinhard asked him about one of his favorite topics, music or painting or used cars, and Uncle Dolf would start talking, a shower of words, until he had completely forgotten about the two girls who were supposed to complete their table tonight.

It was safer that way. The fewer people who knew what had happened in the alley, the better. What had she been thinking, defending a Jew? She must be going mad.

But she hadn’t been able to stop herself. There must be no more death in the streets. Not after what had happened to her father.

A picture rose in her mind: Papa, facedown on the ground, blood reddening the cobblestones. He had died only a few miles from here, his body pierced by policemen’s bullets.

Faintly, she heard someone wheezing for air, and realized it was herself. She stared at the wall, memorizing the pattern of the stones and lines of mortar, until Papa’s image slipped away.

The Jewish man limped toward her. He had cupped his hand around his nose. Through his fingers, she saw blood trickling over his lips, onto his chin.

“Is it broken?” she asked.

“No, I don’t think so.” His voice sounded light and cool, like softly falling snow. “Thank you. A thousand thank-yous, Fräulein.”

She didn’t know what to say. Gratitude from a Jew was a poisoned gift, Uncle Dolf had told her. They smiled in your face and slid a knife between your ribs. And yet this man looked at her with such clear, thankful eyes. “You’d better get home,” she said at last.

On the Briennerstrasse, he limped away in the direction opposite the one her brother and Kurt had taken. By now, the crowd had scattered. All except a lone man, watching her. He stood beyond the streetlamp’s illumination, so he remained in shadow.

“You’re not at all like the others,” he said. The voice was young and quick, with the sharp accent of a Berliner. Not a man, but a boy, perhaps her age or a little older. She wished she could see him. “Are you, Fräulein Müller?”

She started. How did this stranger know her name? And what did he mean, comparing her to Reinhard and Kurt? “Who are you?”

He took a step closer. He wore the plain navy suit and white shirt of an office worker. His eyes seemed so dark, they might have been black. Beneath the slash of his brows, they watched her carefully. Through the shadows, she could barely trace the long sweep of his jawline and the lean shape of his face—a beautiful fine-boned face, but so fierce she instinctively took a step back.

His teeth shone white when he opened his mouth. “You’ve surprised me, Fräulein Müller. Not an easy feat, I promise you.”

“Who the devil—”

Heels clicking on cobblestones interrupted them. Eva hurried toward her, holding her hat on with one hand and clutching her pocketbook in the other. “Gretchen! What in merciful heavens has been going on? Why did you leave me in the car all alone for so long?”

Gretchen hesitated. “Wait a moment.” She turned back to the stranger. But the shadows where he had stood only seconds ago were empty.
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“What a wretched evening.” Eva tucked Gretchen’s arm under hers, propelling them toward the Carleton Tea Room. “For a moment, I truly thought Kurt was going to hit that man. Thank goodness he managed to swerve away in time.”

Swerve away. Gretchen cast her mind back. The automobile had jerked to the left, then to the right, before lurching to a sudden halt. Kurt had aimed the car toward the Jew, then lost his nerve and yanked the wheel in the opposite direction. That was the true reason the car had fishtailed and stopped. Not because of the wet cobblestones. A sudden chill sank into her bones, even though the August evening was warm.

Gretchen said nothing as Eva chattered on. There was no reason to frighten her friend about something they couldn’t change. “I do think those boys were frightfully rude,” Eva said, “going on without us! And after all the trouble I went to, curling my hair and pressing my best blouse! I know Reinhard’s your brother, but he can be so beastly sometimes.”

Gretchen shuddered. Eva had no idea how right she was.

With an effort, she pulled herself back into the conversation. “Eva, I’m sorry, but Reinhard said we can’t go to the café with them. He’s upset with me.”

Eva stopped walking. “Well, I like that! Who the devil does he think he is?”

That was what Gretchen had wondered so many times about Reinhard. What did he see, when he looked in the glass? Or did he not look at all?

“And I was so anticipating spending time with Herr Hitler.” Eva sighed.

Gretchen understood: Uncle Dolf was a rising star in a political party that had limped along on the fringes for years and was finally starting to surge in popularity. Sharing his table meant curious gazes from other diners, and Eva adored attention. After all, missing Hitler himself wasn’t that much of a disappointment—Eva worked as a camera apprentice for Heinrich Hoffmann, his favorite photographer, so she often saw Hitler when he dropped by the shop.

“I’m sorry,” Gretchen said.

Eva’s silvery laugh rang out as clearly as a bell. In the thirteen years they had been friends, Gretchen had never known Eva to be angry for long. “Foolish boys. Well, our absence is their loss. Why don’t you come back to my apartment? I’ve a new stack of film magazines, and a Karl May book I want you to borrow. The bits with the cowboys and Indians are simply thrilling! Only …”

The pause pulled between them. Eva bit her lip. “Only you must promise not to mention Herr Hitler to my father,” she said in a rush. “I didn’t tell Papa we were supposed to see him tonight.”

Gretchen nodded. She knew too well how deeply Herr Braun disapproved of Uncle Dolf, and how he tolerated her and Eva’s friendship only because they were girls, and therefore they weren’t expected to think about politics. These days, when she went by Eva’s apartment, she tried to avoid Herr Braun, knowing if he saw her, he would start grousing about the Austrian upstart politician and saying a young lady like her had no business gallivanting about with a fellow old enough to be her father. As though Uncle Dolf saw her as anything except an honorary niece of sorts, the adored child of the man who had died for him.

But acknowledging Herr Braun’s feelings would create a wedge between her and Eva. So she forced herself to smile as they strolled to the streetcar stop, listening to her friend chatter about how wonderful it would be if she could get away from her strict papa and become a famous actress, like Marlene Dietrich, or perhaps a world-renowned photographer, flying off to exotic locations while poor Gretchen toiled at university, studying to become a doctor. Gretchen smiled and said all the right things, and tried not to think about the mysterious stranger, or the Jew in the alley, or her voice screaming at the boys to stop.

But when she glimpsed their reflections in a shop window—both slim and dressed in their best blouses and knee-length pleated skirts, Eva’s heart-shaped face surrounded by a cloud of dark-blond hair, her cheeks powdered and rouged so skillfully you only saw the cracks in the cosmetics if you stood close, and her own oval face, tanned and unpainted, her hair pulled back in a shining braid, like a proper National Socialist girl—she wondered at their forced happy tones. As though they were both hiding secrets. How odd. Eva had nothing to conceal from her. And she, Gretchen, had such strange fears about her brother, she wouldn’t even admit them to herself.

 

In the morning, Gretchen lay among her twisted sheets, listening before she dared to move, thinking again about the mysterious stranger from outside the alley. Who was he? From the street, bottles clinked as the milkman set his wares on the front steps. Horses clip-clopped over the cobblestones, dragging carts full of vegetables and fruits, fish and bread to the Viktualienmarkt. A distant streetcar’s bell clanged, and an automobile’s motor hummed, carrying an early driver on his journey. A typical Sunday morning, outside, at least.

Still she didn’t sit up. With every ounce of her body, she listened to the boardinghouse settling around her. Down the hall, a toilet flushed. No surprise there, since three elderly ladies with small bladders shared her floor. Someone coughed. Frau Bruckner in the next room, no doubt, who sneaked cigarettes and then splashed herself with violet scent to cover up the unladylike odor of tobacco.

Safe, everyday sounds. Gretchen rolled onto her side. Dawn had painted her tiny box of a room pale gray. Everything looked the same: the battered old armoire in the corner, the writing table with its tidy stacks of library books and school texts, the whitewashed walls covered with cheap postcards of foreign places that she longed to visit, and the desk chair hooked under the doorknob.

Last night, as she always did, she had barricaded herself in her room. Reinhard might have been able to force open the door, but he couldn’t have stopped the chair from crashing to the floor and waking her. Since the chair was still upright and she had slept through the night, Reinhard may have already set a booby trap for her elsewhere in the house, as punishment for questioning him in front of Kurt.

She sighed and sat up. Sometimes, she wasn’t certain which was worse—falling for one of Reinhard’s sadistic tricks, or waiting for him to spring one. Days, perhaps weeks, might pass before he punished her for opposing him in the alley. No one possessed as much patience as her brother.

At her feet, a small cat lay curled like a soft gray pincushion, and despite her unease, she smiled. Darling little Striped Peterl, her father’s final gift, given hours before his death. Eight years old and still petite as a kitten.

She nuzzled his fur before getting up. Nerves prickled her skin as she washed in the basin’s cold water. Stupid. Hadn’t she already checked the room? No one was standing behind her. And she would move carefully once she reached the corridor. She would be fine.

She dressed quickly, pulled the bedclothes back into place, and twisted the lock. Closed doors lined the empty corridor. No dead mouse on the floor, no glue on the knob. But Reinhard wouldn’t pull the same old tricks he had pulled before. He preferred surprises.

The windowless stairwell was dark, since Mama didn’t permit the wall sconces to be switched on until night, to save on the electric bill. Gripping the banister, Gretchen moved slowly, sliding a foot along each step until she was certain it was secure. She was three-quarters of the way down before her shoe hit something besides the stair.

A string stretched above the step, its ends fastened to the walls with thumb tacks. Only a few stairs from the bottom, so she wouldn’t have had a long fall. Not enough to get badly hurt, but enough for a twisted ankle.

Gritting her teeth, she pried the tacks loose and stuffed the string into a skirt pocket. What if one of the older boarders had decided to come down early? A tumble down four steps could break elderly bones. It was a risk Reinhard would have taken, knowing the chances of someone other than Gretchen coming downstairs first were extremely small. She shook her head as she strode into the front parlor, dumped the tacks into a tin inside the desk—waste not, want not, her mother always said—and tossed the string into the basket where the old ladies kept their knitting.

In the kitchen, she opened the stove hatch and raked the coals before lighting them. Once they started burning, she set the coffeepot on the range to percolate and peered into the icebox. No meat, which was hardly a surprise; she couldn’t remember the last time she had eaten sausages for breakfast. Maybe at her grandparents’ farm in Dachau, but that had to be at least two summers ago.

These days, her stomach was so empty from hunger that only Hitler’s words could fill it again: Work and bread for all. Someday our great Fatherland shall rise again. Carried on the shoulders of her young people. He had smiled and tugged on her braid. Because of young people like me, Uncle Dolf? she had asked, and he had nodded, saying the words she had always wished her own parents would say to her. You are special.

And she was recognizable. Perhaps that was why the stranger outside the alley had known her name. Within National Socialist circles she was called “the martyr’s daughter,” the title granted after her father had jumped in front of Hitler during a long-ago street fight, his body taking the bullets meant for their leader. But what had the stranger meant, she had surprised him? The comment made no sense.

Heels clacked on the floorboards. Mama pushed the swinging door open. “You’re up early. Have you started the coffee yet?”

“Yes, Mama. There isn’t much in the icebox, and the bread has mold on it.”

Mama shrugged as she tied her apron strings. “Cut off the green part. And set the table. The nice cutlery, mind, since it’s Sunday.”

As Gretchen assembled silverware and napkins on a tray, she watched Mama from the corner of her eye. Although her mother wore a plain striped housedress and hadn’t painted any color on her face, she was still pretty, with the delicate features of a ballerina and the swelling bust of a cabaret dancer. Long ago, Gretchen had accepted that while she had inherited her mother’s fair coloring, she had gotten her father’s figure—tall and arrow straight.

Today, Mama’s forehead looked smooth, without any worries to wrinkle the soft skin. Maybe she would listen. Words bubbled up Gretchen’s throat. Mama, I saved a Jew last night. And I don’t know if it was the right or wrong thing to do.

Mama shot her a sharp look. “Daydreaming again, Gretl? Cut the bread, and quickly, too! The boarders ought to be down any minute.”

Without replying, Gretchen scraped mold off the stale loaf. She should have known better than to want to talk to her mother. Mama never listened anymore. She was too busy running the boardinghouse: fixing meals, shopping at the market, washing linens, scrubbing toilets, smoothing away petty annoyances among the old ladies. Mama believed only creeping subservience prevented the Müllers from living on the street. In the eight years since Papa had died, she had worked so hard for the family who owned the boardinghouse that she had whittled herself down into someone Gretchen no longer recognized.

They moved about the kitchen in a routine practiced so many times, they didn’t need to speak. Coffee was poured into a carafe; cups and cutlery and napkins were carried into the dining room and set on the ancient tablecloth; a poor man’s breakfast of rice pudding with sugar and cinnamon was ladled into bowls and brought out to the waiting ladies.

Back in the kitchen, Reinhard lounged at the round table. His pale eyes flicked over Gretchen’s legs; he was probably hoping to see her limping. “How are you feeling today?”

“Fine,” she said quickly, hoping he would drop the subject.

Muscles tightened along his jaw, only for an instant, before he forced a smile. “Mama, did Gretchen tell you about last night? Your daughter is quite fond of Yids, it seems.”

She should have expected this reaction. Fail to punish her one way, make her pay in another. Might as well get it over with. The longer she tried to outwit him, the longer he would toy with her. She sank into a chair. The rice pudding already looked cold, but she wasn’t hungry now anyway.

“No, Gretl hasn’t told me a thing.” Mama nudged Gretchen’s plate closer. “Eat up. We haven’t much time before Mass.”

“Quite a Jew lover, this one.” Smiling, Reinhard jerked his chin toward Gretchen. “Wouldn’t let me teach a subhuman a lesson he needed to learn.”

Gretchen stared at the floor, memorizing the grain in the wooden boards. Something had lodged itself in her chest like a stone, hard and heavy, pressing down. Sometimes, she thought she could stand anything but her mother’s quiet disapproval. Which was all she seemed to get.

“What happened?” Mama’s voice sounded as clear as a mountain stream. And as cold.

Curse Reinhard and his smug smile! “Mama, you know how Uncle Dolf says the Party needs to be a respectable organization, if he’s to be taken seriously as a politician. Street beatings hurt his reputation. I—I was trying to help,” she faltered under her mother’s quiet, measuring gaze.

For a moment, Mama turned her gold wedding band round and round on her finger, studying it. At last she said, “You must do as Herr Hitler wishes, Reinhard.” She gathered the breakfast dishes with shaking hands. “He knows what is best. No more fights, if that is what he says. After what happened to your papa, I’m sure Herr Hitler wishes to be very careful with his supporters.”

Gretchen swallowed her disappointment. How like Mama, saying something without any meaning. Both she and Reinhard had memorized the story of Papa’s great sacrifice, they had heard it so many times. How the National Socialists had attempted to seize control of Munich back in 1923. How they had marched directly into a waiting cordon of state police troopers, and Papa had flung himself in front of Hitler when the bullets started. How Uncle Dolf had been imprisoned for high treason. How the Party had nearly ripped itself apart, and only Uncle Dolf’s leadership had pulled it back together.

As she got up, Reinhard brushed past her. “Are you certain that was the only reason, little sister?”

She said nothing. But she heard the laugh in his whisper—he guessed the truth. Her original intention had been to prevent an illegal street beating that might reflect poorly on the Party. Once she had seen the Jew lying on the ground, helpless … She had seen a person. Not a monster.

She gathered the dirty dishes in the dining room and went to the back steps, where she scraped the leftovers into the slop bucket. Summer sunlight sprinkled across the courtyard. Somewhere, someone had opened a window, letting classical music from the wireless spill across the warm breeze.

In the backs of the buildings opposite, flags hung from a handful of windows: the yellow hammer and sickle against the red background of the Communists, the dark green of the Social Democrats, the black eagle against the blazing yellow of the Bavarian People’s Party, the bloodred rectangle and white circle surrounding the black swastika of the National Socialists. Politics was everywhere these days, it seemed. Automatically, she touched the gold charm on her necklace; the Hakenkreuz, the hooked cross, had been last year’s birthday present from Uncle Dolf.

Would he think she had betrayed him, and everything the Party represented, when she had protected the Jew? How could she go on, if the one adult whom she trusted without reservation, the man who had grown into her second father, no longer thought her worthy?

Flies buzzed around the bucket, attracted by the nasty mix of day-old horse meat and rice pudding going bad in the heat. She felt sick.

She knew the answer. Without Hitler’s friendship, she could go on. But she might not want to.
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Gretchen stepped into the kitchen’s welcome coolness. After church, she had spent the afternoon hanging wet sheets on laundry lines strung across the courtyard and beating carpets on the back steps. As she poured herself a glass of water, she caught a low murmur that she instantly recognized. Uncle Dolf. No one else had such a lovely voice, dark and warm and rich, like melted chocolate. The sound pulled her into the front hall.

“I don’t want children,” he was saying, “and I think it would be irresponsible to marry when I can’t devote enough time to a wife.”

“The right woman would understand. Your dedication to the Party must supersede all else.” Mama sounded giggly and girlish.

Gretchen put a hand to her overheated face. She must look a fright.

“Is that little Gretl’s footsteps I hear?” Hitler asked. “Come in, my sunshine!”

He had called her by that pet name since she was a child. Just hearing the phrase lifted her heart.

Hitler rose and kissed the backs of her hands. Beaming, he stepped back and surveyed her. Somehow, he always remained reassuringly the same.

In the twelve years she had known him, his appearance hadn’t altered: his lank brown hair still flopped over his forehead, even though he faithfully combed it flat every morning; his pale blue eyes were still clear and direct above his sharp cheekbones, his mustache still a dark smudge above his thin lips, and his face still angular and half-starved, as though he were continually hungry but didn’t care enough for his personal comfort to eat. Today he wore a brown pinstripe suit. The bulges beneath his jacket came from the items he always carried—a pistol and a cartridge belt. His whip lay on the table.

“Helping your mother like a good girl, I see,” he said.

Flushing, she slipped the kerchief off her head. “I was cleaning the carpets. Dust gets in my hair if I don’t cover it.”

“Never be ashamed of an industrious look,” Uncle Dolf said. “The true German woman works hard in her home.”

The elderly ladies perched on the flowered sofa nodded. All of them were knitting, more scarves for Hitler, probably; Gretchen saw the beginnings of a swastika motif in one of them.

“Won’t you stay for tea, Herr Hitler?” Mama asked.

“No, no. An unexpected guest is an unwelcome addition at table.” As Hitler glanced at Gretchen, she realized they were face-to-face. Without even noticing, she had grown to match his five feet seven inches. Although she saw him at least once a week, they were usually sitting, chatting at his regular table in a restaurant or lounging in his parlor. How odd it felt, to see eye to eye with this man who always seemed so large that his presence filled a room as soon as he opened his mouth.

“It’s no trouble,” Mama said. “Feeding a man who appreciates his food is a true pleasure for me. What you need, Herr Hitler, is a wife to look after you. I declare, you are wasting away!”

“I can’t have a wife when Germany is my greatest love.” Hitler bowed. “As charming as you ladies are, I must excuse myself. I came to invite Gretl to join me at the Alte Pinakothek.” He extended his arm for her to take, and Gretchen smiled. He always used such courtly gestures.

“I should love to go to the museum, Uncle Dolf.” She didn’t even need to look at her mother for permission. No matter how many chores remained, Mama always allowed her to go with him, wherever and whenever he wished.

In the front hall, he waited patiently while she fetched her pocketbook and hat. As they stepped out into the slanting sunshine, he smiled and said, “Few things are as pleasant as a young lady’s company.”

He had often said those words to her when he talked about music and painting, explaining how a girl’s mind was made of wax and needed to be molded into its proper shape. How soft and malleable she felt, sometimes, when his electric-blue eyes pinned her in place and his thundering voice stormed out endless words.

Just as a father would, he had told her. His mind touching hers, forming it into the right sort of brain for her, the National Socialist girl he always said would someday become a golden, shining example of womanhood for the other German ladies to emulate. She was so proud that he had chosen her to mold into that perfect girl.

As they headed down the front steps, Uncle Dolf tugged on her long braid. “Now, what is this nonsense I heard about you coming to a Jew’s aid?” he asked.

Shame heated her face. Who had told him? What could he possibly think of her?

He stood on the bottom step, a half smile pulling at his lips. At the curb, his chauffeur leaned against the red Mercedes, waiting, and farther up the avenue, a trio of middle-aged ladies, strolling in their Sunday best, nudged one another and nodded at Hitler, no doubt recognizing Munich’s most famous resident. To passersby, she and Uncle Dolf might have been a father and daughter, out for a pleasant afternoon together. Her dry eyes burned. Not a girl and her dearest idol about to part ways.

“Please don’t be upset.” Her voice split on the last word. “You said we must be a respectable Party.”

“I suspected it must be something like this.” Hitler patted her hand. “Yes, the National Socialist Party must appear very respectable; that is true. And I am shocked, simply shocked, when my followers misunderstand my meaning and resort to illegal behavior. You did the right thing, Gretl.”

Relief flooded her veins like blood. He still loved her. Her pity for the Jew was an aberration, or a typical reaction from a future medical student who hated seeing anyone in pain. That was all.

“Thank you,” she said.

Hitler kissed her hand. His lips felt dry and cool. “Not at all, my sunshine.” He smiled. “You are still my favorite child.” She smiled back. She had never been anyone else’s favorite, and each beat of her heart seemed to say she belonged, she belonged, she belonged.


4

[image: missing-image]

When the school dismissal bell rang on Monday afternoon, Gretchen, reluctant to leave, slowly slid her books into her leather satchel. The other girls hurried out, giggling and whispering. Home to their mothers, who would drink tea with them and ask about their day at school. Her heart twisted. To their mothers, who would listen to their answers.

The science classroom’s familiar smells of chalk dust and formaldehyde assailed her nose. If only she could stay here, where everything made sense, with the predictable sequence of mathematics and the beautiful logic of science. Without the muddy mess of politics and religion and the questions that tormented her.

As she walked down the narrow hallway, she wished life could be simple and straightforward. She wanted to be so many different puzzle pieces—Uncle Dolf’s sunshine, the martyr’s daughter, the serious student, the future physician. The last was almost within her grasp. The new school term had started at Easter, so she was already halfway through her final year of Gymnasium, the university preparatory school. The university entrance exam was scheduled in a few months’ time. If she did well, soon she would begin studying medicine. Outside, the narrow Tengstrasse thronged with students spilling out of school: classmates from the Gymnasium, laughing and chattering to one another as they milled about on the pavement, and small boys from the primary school, roughhousing and teasing as they streamed down the avenue.

Gretchen joined her circle of friends. The girls were groaning about Frau Huber’s announcement—a Latin exam this week, simply cruel after the weekend’s assignment on the Aeneid, with all those horrible declensions—and Gretchen’s gaze moved to the next group of girls, meeting the eyes of Erika Goldberg.

Erika smiled and Gretchen started to smile back, then shame pushed heat into her cheeks and she looked away. She was supposed to despise Erika Goldberg. Erika with the wild corkscrew curls and even wilder laugh. Erika who told funny jokes and could recite the first five stanzas of the Aeneid from memory. She was the enemy, Gretchen had to remind herself when they passed each other in the hallway.

But she couldn’t. She laughed at Erika’s jokes, even though she shouldn’t. She admired Erika’s grasp of Latin, even though she should sneer. And sometimes, when her classmates gathered at the front steps after school, she wished she could stand with Erika, talking about Frau Huber’s ridiculous clothes, or the impossible English exam, or the handsome boys from the Gymnasium the next street over, but she didn’t. Whenever she turned in Erika’s direction, an invisible string jerked her back.

She looked away from Erika’s tentative smile, muttering an excuse about getting back to the boardinghouse to help her mother.

As she walked on alone, hot, dirty air pressed against her face. Up ahead, a low-slung black automobile belched exhaust, and a street vendor scooped scorched-smelling roasted chestnuts into paper bags for schoolboys. Mothers pushed babies in prams, and a woman with a mop tossed a bucket of water onto a flight of front steps. A trio of young men, wearing the SA’s plain brown uniform with the swastika brassard on the arm, ambled along, laughing and smoking. The street looked the same as it did every afternoon when she walked home from school. Everything seemed endlessly the same.

The future unrolled before her like a ribbon: sleeping with a chair hooked under the doorknob every night, beating carpets on the back steps, cooking the boarders’ breakfast, scrubbing the toilets, changing the linens, pouring fresh water in the basins, haggling with vendors at the Viktualienmarkt, fighting the nightmares about Papa, imagining his bloody body in the street and herself unable to help as his chest stilled and his eyes grew blank.

Tears locked her throat. She hadn’t been able to save her father, but she could save other people, someday. She walked faster. Nobody understood her ambitions except Uncle Dolf. He battled his life, as she did, searching for something bigger, something meaningful.

A small boy darted in front of her. “Wait,” he said. “I’ve got something for you.”

The child couldn’t have been older than seven or eight. She recognized his cheerful, dirty face; he had been one of the schoolboys clustered around the chestnut cart.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know, do I?” He sounded indignant. “I don’t go reading other folks’ love letters. Here.” He pulled a white envelope from his leather bag.

“Love letter.” She had to laugh. “You must have the wrong girl.”

“Nope.” He thrust the envelope into her hand. “The gentleman said a pretty girl with a blond braid and a white blouse and a Hakenkreuz necklace. You’re the only one, so it must be you.”

“Wait a minute.” She grabbed his spindly arm. “What gentleman?”

“I don’t know.” He tried to pull his arm back. “Some tall fellow in a dark suit. Must have been rich, though, because he gave me two marks.”

Marks, when the boy would have completed the errand for groschen. Not rich, perhaps, but determined.

Unease whispered up her spine. She whipped around. Boys playing jacks, girls walking home, housewives carrying string shopping bags. Nobody suspicious.

The boy scampered off. At the corner, a streetcar trundled to a stop, blue sparks flying from its electric cable, and she climbed up its steps.

No one looked at her as she threaded her way to the back. Leaning against a pole for balance, she ripped open the envelope.

Monday, 17 August 1931

Dear Fräulein Müller,

Although you hide it well, it is clear you are nothing like the others, which is why I presume to send you this letter. Last week, I was approached by one of the Nazi Party’s original members. He is old now, and his health frail, but his memory is clear. He told me a troubling story that I believe you, as Klaus Müller’s daughter, deserve to hear. Your father did not die a martyr to the Nazi cause, and your family’s precarious position within Hitler’s party is predicated on a lie.

I beg you give me a chance to explain, and I shall meet you directly outside your home this evening at half past six o’clock.

A Friend

The paper rustled in her shaking hand. How dare anyone make up such lies? She knew Papa had been shot to death trying to protect Uncle Dolf, just as she knew the ocean’s waves would endlessly roll on the shore, each slap of water eroding the sand a little more. It was one of life’s truths.

And no one—certainly not an anonymous stranger who signed his despicable lies with the appellation A Friend—could be allowed to question her father’s sacrifice. He had died so Hitler might live. No one must be permitted to forget his final, heroic act. Or question it.

She glanced out the window at the long city streets winding past. The summer sun hung like a bright coin in the sky. Hours left before this mysterious friend showed up at the boardinghouse. She would meet with him, of course—Uncle Dolf always said the only way to deal with a perceived threat was to attack first—but she must have a means of protecting herself, in case the stranger was dangerous.

The streetcar jerked around a corner. She grabbed a canvas ceiling strap to steady herself. And she thought of the knives in the kitchen drawer—long and shining and sharp.
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The hard blue light of early evening spread across the Königinstrasse. Gretchen waited in a narrow passage between the stone houses. Nerves tightened her grip on the knife’s hilt. Motionless, she let the alley’s shadows wrap around her like a cloak. Only the glint of her eyes and the knife in her hand, she knew, might betray her.

But he wouldn’t be looking for her. He would be scanning the houses, searching for hers.

Across the avenue, the massive Englischer Garten stretched its manicured lawns in both directions. Along the pavement, working-class men in rough jackets trudged to their rented rooms, grumbling about low wages, and she was reminded of Uncle Dolf’s laugh when he said the crippling depression was the best thing that could have happened to him or the Party. People were desperate for saviors, for change that put food in their bellies and coins in their pockets. For any kind of stability. And that was precisely what Hitler promised to provide.

A few feet away, a group of girls played, their jump rope smacking into the sidewalk, and a rangy dog shot out of a front garden, its owner shouting about a mess on the carpet while the animal darted into traffic, dodging the private automobiles, buses, bicycles, and pushcarts that choked the Königinstrasse at half past six.

Ordinary.

But nothing was ordinary for her now, all the familiar sights rendered strange by the letter. She felt it burning through her skirt pocket.

And then she saw him.

There was no mistaking the man, although they hadn’t met. He was what she had expected—a solitary figure walking through the descending dusk, stopping occasionally to check the building numbers. Tall and lean, with a quick, long stride, as though he were in a hurry. She clutched the knife handle more tightly.

As the man grew closer, recognition arrowed through her. A fedora was pulled low over his face, leaving only an impression of olive-tinted skin and a sharp jaw. But she knew the shape of that wide mouth, and the curve of those broad shoulders.

It was the stranger from outside the alley.

He wasn’t a man, then, but a boy hovering on the brink of adulthood, perhaps eighteen or nineteen to her seventeen.

She darted from the shadows. On the sidewalk, the boy paused, glancing at the number on the skinny stone boardinghouse. She moved so close only an inch of space remained between their bodies, and his scent of oranges and soap washed over her. Before she could lose her nerve, she pressed the knife’s tip into the small of his back, just hard enough that he could feel the prick of metal through his clothes.

“You wrote Gretchen Müller a letter,” she said. Her voice sounded strong and low, almost as if it were a stranger’s.

“Yes.”

He started to turn around, but she said, “Across the street. Into the Englischer Garten. We can speak there.”

“I had hoped we could speak like civilized people in the beer hall down the street.” The boy sounded half-amused, as though he wasn’t taking her seriously. His sharp Berlin accent laced each word.

She could only imagine what the other diners might say if they recognized Uncle Dolf’s favorite pet sitting with someone who was an enemy of the Party. “No. Into the park.”

The boy heaved a sigh, as though he found all this tiresome, but he didn’t argue. They ran as the neighbor’s dog had, zigzagging between the automobiles and buses and horse-drawn carts. By the time Gretchen reached the sidewalk, she had lost track of the boy. Panic seized her heart. He had gotten away.

But then she saw him, waiting at the park entrance. He had pushed the fedora back, so she could see his face clearly for the first time. A handsome face, but she had been right—there was something dangerous about it. His eyes weren’t black, as she had thought, but dark brown, the irises encircled by gold.

“We mustn’t speak here, out in the open,” she said.

His hard expression didn’t change. “Very well.”

They walked quickly, stepping onto one of the flower-scented paths that wound through the Englischer Garten. She hid her hand among her skirt’s folds, concealing the knife. Its sharp hilt dug into her palm, but she was too nervous to put it away.

At this hour, the paths were crowded with workers returning home, their faces exhausted, their pockets jingling with the stingy groschen they had been lucky enough to earn today. When Gretchen and the boy reached a cluster of pine trees, by silent accord, they moved off the path. Needles sighed underfoot as they walked deeper into the dark woods. The trees’ tops bent closely together, partially blocking out the sun’s fading rays, enclosing Gretchen and the boy in a pocket of green-tinted shadow.

His face was all angles and planes: a strong jaw, high cheekbones, a razor-sharp nose. There was nothing soft about him, but his eyes, when they met hers, seemed kind and earnest.

“How about an exchange of information?” he proposed. “I’ll tell you what I know about your father’s death, and you tell me why you found it necessary to greet me with a knife.”

An unfair trade. His side would contain lies, and hers, memories no outsider could understand. Papa’s death protected her family. If he had died during the Great War, or from influenza, his widow and children would have been quickly forgotten. Bundled off to Mama’s parents’ farm in Dachau, perhaps, to live in creeping poverty.
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