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KNOWN AS THE FLORENCE on the Elbe, Dresden was an architectural wonderland, its treasures ranging from the Semperoper, a Neo-Renaissance opera house where Wagner’s The Flying Dutchman premiered, to the Zwinger, a magnificent Baroque structure with a fountain-filled courtyard that was surrounded by pavilions and galleries—built for Saxony’s great 18th century Elector and King of Poland, Augustus the Strong, as a place for royal festivals and tournaments.

In common with many central European cities, Dresden had sprung up in the Middle Ages and prospered from its favorable location on a major river. However, the provincial capital was no longer a transportation hub. Nor did it have strategic importance, with no significant armament plants or war-related industries. In fact, an ordinary yet notable feature of Dresden was the sight of families strolling along the embankments north and south of the Elbe under the shadows of exquisitely-built shophouses and apartments. Even the harshness of winter,  when visited upon Saxony’s pre-eminent city seemed, somehow, to lessen its frozen grip.

I parked the BMW off the Theaterplatz, near the opera house.  Dark, threatening clouds had passed and a pale sun hung low in the western sky. I gazed at the town center with its man-made forest of spires, towers and cupolas. Citizens moved about freely, entering and leaving the many cafés, shops and bookstores facing the river and, from across the square, came a sound that I had almost forgotten existed in wartime Germany...the voices of children at play, crying out excitedly as they chased balls and balloons over the cobblestones.

“We have time for a late lunch,” I told my travelling companion, and climbed from the car.

Ingrid Reinhardt took a brush from her purse and ran it through her long, black hair. While getting out of the Cabriolet her eyes scanned the square. “I don’t think we were followed.”

“No,” I agreed, “we are on our own now. At least, for a little while.”

“That restaurant on the corner looks inviting.”

Seated by the front windows, we ordered lentil soup with sausages. After the waitress had brought cups of hot black tea, I excused myself and went to the telephone. Using coins from Johanna’s purse, I made a long-distance call. While waiting for the connection to go through, my mind morbidly conjured up the image of  Joanna’s lifeless body in the morgue near Berlin’s Charité Hospital. I blamed myself for her death.

After the call went through I spoke for several minutes, then hung up and dialed a local number. Back at the table, the bowl of linsensuppe had cooled. But since I was hungry after the escape from the German capital and the drive south, even a lukewarm meal tasted good. 

Ingrid nibbled at a sausage. “Who did you call?”

I glanced around the empty dining room before replying to my partner on the run. Setting down my tea  cup, I said quietly, “My old professor at Berlin University. He had the phone number for a member of the faculty at Dresden University.” I pointed out the window at the Semperoper. “You’ve got to admit, this is an ideal place to instruct students in the art and science of erecting civic buildings. Undergraduates need only walk about the city and soak up the details.”

She smiled then, a tired smile. “Fascinating. Now, are you going to tell me why you’re so interested in brick and mortar?”

I paid the bill. “Time to find out. Let’s go for a stroll.”

At the door to the Zwinger’s Glockenspielpavillon, I turned up the collar of my brown overcoat and felt the warmth of the wool insulate me from the December chill. I stuffed my hands into the coat’s pockets. Then a Mercedes touring sedan coasted to a stop and the driver got out and opened a rear door. A middle-aged woman, bundled in a beige fabric coat, wool scarf and wool cap, appeared. She shifted her large leather purse from the  right hand to her left and waited by the vehicle.

I approached the car. “Frau Angela Raubal?”

“Stay where you are,” the driver said and smoothed down the lapels of his gray suit. “You and the girl, unbutton your coats.”

“Felix must check you,” the lady explained. “A necessary precaution considering my relation to—’’

“I understand,” I said. “Ingrid, do as he says.”

The driver frisked me first, a thorough search from ankles to armpits, then patted down Ingrid—even cupped her breasts and ran a hand over her crotch. When she stiffened at his touch, he said, “You’d be surprised where women hide weapons.” He looked into her purse and handed it back. “They’re clean, Frau Raubal.”

“Wait outside the pavilion with the girl,” she told her driver. “I want total privacy, no interruptions.”

The high-roofed building contained a carillon, meticulously crafted from Meissen porcelain. As the door closed a draft entered and the bells tinkled, as if set in motion by an invisible hand, a sound strangely hollow in the cold room. The woman of Dresden stood with her back to the door.

“Felix does more than drive,” I observed.

“He was a policeman in Vienna. My brother trusts him completely.” She pulled a gold watch from a coat pocket. “I am hosting a Christmas party this evening. I do not have much time.” She put the watch back. “On the telephone you implied that you might have information about my daughter, Geli. That is why I agreed to meet with you.”

I removed the fedora, held it in my hands. “I could’ve  made up a story about doing research for a book or a newspaper article. Instead, I told you the truth.”

“Your credentials?”

I produced my press card and identification papers and asked, “How is it that you are married to a Professor Hammitzsch, yet continue to carry the name of your first husband?”

“Herr Raubal was the father of my children.” She returned the documents. “Do you always ask such personal questions, Thomas Rost?”

I shrugged, lit a cigarette. Eventually Geli would’ve looked just like her mother, I thought, a solid, handsome woman. Frau Raubal was in her mid-fifties, a few years older than her famous half-brother. Their father, Alois, had been a minor Austrian official in the waning years of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Like her half-brother, she was strong-willed and outspoken.

Unlike Adolf Hitler, she had raised three children, supporting her young family through hard work after the death of her husband. Of note, she had worked as kitchen supervisor at Vienna’s Jewish University. Later, with Adolf’s rise in the German political world, she had accepted his offer of employment as cook and head housekeeper in Bavaria.

Frau Raubal’s features softened. “Ten years have passed since she left us. What have you learned about her last days?” 

“You have waited a long time, Frau Raubal.”

“Don’t be insolent! I have a right to know.”

“Straight to the point then?”

“I am waiting.”

“I don’t think your daughter took her own life.”

Her face registered disappointment. “That is an old story, Herr Rost. The Munich police investigated and concluded it was suicide.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Then?”

“Others had motive for a different conclusion.”

“Are you accusing my brother?”

I shook my head. “Some in his inner circle had everything to lose if his ambitions were thwarted in the national elections. There was a belief amongst some that the female vote would be lost if word got out about his alleged affair with a niece.”

She sighed. “And that is all it amounted to...rumors. Adolf cared deeply for Geli. I know he was attached to her. I also know my brother would never harm her.”

“Was your daughter unhappy?”

“Frustrated. Her uncle would not support her dream of studying voice in Vienna. He would not allow her to go, I don’t know why.”

I flicked ash onto the floor. “What about Emil Maurice, the Fuehrer’s chauffeur/bodyguard and, in the opinion of many at the time, his best friend?”

“What about him?”

“Wasn’t Geli in love with Emil Maurice?”

“She never mentioned him to me.”

“Some of their love letters still exist,” I pointed out gently. “Your brother fired Maurice, stripped him of his Party post as Inspector of the fledgling SS.”

Frau Raubal snugged the scarf around her neck, looked away. “Perhaps you ought to speak with Heinrich Himmler regarding SS business.”

I dropped the butt on the floor, ground it with my shoe. “The Reichsfuehrer was outside the Fuehrer’s and Geli’s apartment on Prinzregentenstrasse the day of her death. There was also a young assistant at Herr Himmler’s side, and that aide was murdered in Berlin last week. I saw his body, floating on the Spree.”

She staggered then, leaned on the door. “Himmler’s role in my daughter’s death was a matter of speculation. Like other theories, it was eventually dismissed. The man was cleared of complicity. And now, I think I should leave, Herr Rost.”
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I sprang forward, put a hand on the door. “A few more minutes? Please, I promise your time won’t be wasted.”

She hesitated. “Very well, five more minutes.”

“Frau Raubal, evidence can be made to disappear. In fact, the Munich public prosecutor’s office launched an investigation. The city’s suicide log contains a file number for her, but the report is missing. The Justice Minister for Bavaria was a prominent supporter of your brother and wouldn’t have permitted a potentially embarrassing incident to become publicly attached to the Party of Adolf Hitler.”

“Can you prove anything?” A hint of uncertainty had crept into her voice. She pulled off her gloves and nervously rubbed her hands. “The Reichsfuehrer has his faults. Still, my brother tolerates the shortcomings of those who are loyal to him.”

“By all appearances, Heinrich Himmler is the second most powerful man in the Third Reich.” I tapped out another Pall Mall and lit it. “That day in Munich, I was at the apartment with the police. I saw the wounds of your daughter. Besides the gunshot, her nose was broken. Personally, I think Herr Himmler stood to gain a great deal with Emil Maurice out of the way and your daughter dead.”

Angela Raubal recoiled. “Careful what you say about the Reichsfuehrer, young man. Do you have a death wish?”

“I am determined to learn the truth.” 

“Heinrich’s allegiance to the Fuehrer has been well-rewarded, that is true. But he needn’t have done as you suggest.” At odds with her statement, doubt appeared in her eyes.

“I should add that I also saw the Fuehrer’s private secretary, Martin Bormann, by the front door of the apartment building near Himmler.”

Her eyes flashed with anger. “Bormann was there, too?” 

“What I’m trying to say is that it may not be a coincidence that the immense power both men now hold in the Party and government increased steadily from that day onward. Consider the path of a mousy, paperwork-obsessed ex-chicken farmer who has managed to amass an armed force—the Waffen-SS—to equal that of the Wehrmacht, and who exercises control over the entire police apparatus in our country. The Reichsfuehrer is not only cunning, but ruthless. As for Bormann, he effectively controls the Nazi Party. Local and provincial party leaders answer to him. And he controls the Fuehrer’s schedule. Maybe you have instant access to the Fuehrer—’’

“No, not even I can contact my brother so easily. You are correct that everything runs through Herr Bormann.” She looked me in the eye. “But if you cannot prove such bold allegations, why dredge them up?”

I tossed the half-smoked cigarette into a dark corner. “Because my wife—my former wife—was killed early this morning in Berlin. As a doctor, she performed the autopsy on Sturmbannfuehrer Pohl, the very same SS officer who accompanied Heinrich Himmler to your daughter’s apartment on Prinzregentenstrasse that sad day in September, 1931.”

Frau Raubal’s shoulders drooped. “Well, I don’t know what to think.”

“Was an autopsy done on your daughter?”

“No.”

“Did Geli keep a diary?”

“Most schoolgirls do.”

Suddenly the realization came to him. “There was more than one diary?”

“Everyone knows a diary covers one calendar year.”

“I’m an idiot.”

“Pardon?”

“Have you kept any of her diaries?”

“The early ones from Linz and her first year in Munich, at medical school.”

“May I see them?”

“No.” She tugged on her gloves.

Sensing that time with Hitler’s half-sister was up, I said, “Do you keep any pets?”

“What has that got to do with my daughter’s death?”

“Have you a dog, a cat, maybe a bird?”

“I don’t see the point of this—”

“A canary?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“I interviewed one of your daughter’s neighbors after her death. Frau Hildy Brockel heard Geli and your brother arguing loudly the day before she died. She, and others, plainly heard your daughter’s anguished voice, pleading with her uncle to be allowed to return to Austria. She also heard the sound of glass breaking, and a noise similar to that of a body hitting the floor. Perhaps it was a piece of heavy furniture, she couldn’t say for sure.

“After Herr Hitler left for Hamburg, Frau Brockel knocked on the door to their apartment out of concern for Geli. She found the girl holding a dead canary. The whole time Frau Brockel was trying to comfort your daughter, Geli was pacing the front room with the bird in her hands. Your daughter told her neighbor that she intended, the next day, to travel to Berchtesgaden to visit you and bury her canary.”

“It is painful to speak of my dear little girl. Geli was the most wonderful young lady.” Angela Raubal paused to brush away tears. “I had her body sent to Vienna, the Central Cemetery. She is buried in a crypt across from Lueger Memorial Church. Her uncle Adolf did not attend the funeral.”

“I apologize for bringing up so many difficult memories. If I can substantiate anything, would you like to know about it?”

“Yes, I want to know.”

“I trust you will keep our talk confidential.”

“Relations with my brother are sometimes...strained. Although we are largely reconciled, he did not approve of my marriage to Professor Hammitzsch and the move from Berchtesgaden to Dresden.”

The door opened and Ingrid stepped inside. “The sun is setting, Thomas. It’s getting cold.”

Angela Raubal held her purse closely. “You are a Gypsy, aren’t you?”

Staring at the porcelain carillon, Ingrid moved lightly across the floor, turning slowly in a circle. “The bells are a thing of great beauty. What else is in here?”

Frau Raubal watched Ingrid closely. “In the building behind the Glockenspielpavillon is a gallery of old masters, most of the painting acquired by Augustus the Strong and his son. Examples of the Dutch school include works by van Eyck, Vermeer and Rembrandt. There are also paintings by Italian artists such as Titian and Canaletto. Raphael’s Sistine Madonna occupies a place of honor,” she said, with obvious pride at her knowledge of the art world. “Another building in the Zwinger houses a valuable historical collection of scientific instruments—globes, sextants, telescopes.”

Ingrid smiled beatifically. “I’d like to see them all. Wouldn’t you, Thomas?”

“I can think of a lot of things I’d rather do than the task before me. In any case, the museums are closing soon.”

“Young lady,” Hitler’s sister asked, “what is your name?”

“Ingrid Reinhardt.”

“A pretty German name. If you don’t mind my saying so, your complexion is light for a Gypsy. Many of your race that I’ve seen resemble the people of India.” 

Ingrid stopped moving. “My people left Bohemia for Germany generations ago.”

She took a step toward Ingrid. “Tell me, Fräulein Reinhardt, can the Roma make contact with the other side?”

“You mean, speak with the dead?”

“Death? It sounds so final. I am asking if you can talk with those who have gone on before us? You know, to the other side.”

“But Frau Raubal, that practice has been expressly forbidden by order of the Propaganda Minister.”

“Leave Dr. Goebbels to me.”

“Well, I happen to know someone who possesses the gift of communicating with departed spirits.”

“That’s exactly what I am talking about, young lady!” Frau Raubal opened the door. “Come back here on New Year’s Eve, and bring along that gifted member of your clan. Herr Rost has my telephone number.”

I followed Frau Angela Raubal to the Mercedes. “Who do you want to speak with?” As if I didn’t know.

She settled onto the back seat. While waiting for Felix to get behind the wheel, she rolled down the window. “If you really want to know what happened in Munich, you should join us. Ask your questions.”

“Thanks for the invitation, but I’ll pass on the séance. This is the only time a decree by Joseph Goebbels is in accord with Scripture.”

“Young man, I am an Austrian Catholic,” she sniffed. “I have no such qualms where family is concerned.”

“You’re not afraid of the possible consequences?”

“Not at all. But you should be if your assumptions about the Reichsfuehrer and Herr Bormann are correct. Fear the living, Thomas Rost, not the dead.” She signaled her driver to start the car. “Whatever you are writing, write quickly.”

“Yes, Frau Raubal.”

“In any case, who will publish your findings?”

“I’m used to rejection,” I conceded.

“Send it to me. I will make sure at least one person in Germany reads it, one with more authority than Heinrich Himmler.”

“That sounds like lobbying for my own death sentence,” I said under my breath. The car pulled away, brake lights glowing red for a turn, then it was around a corner and out of sight.

I took Ingrid’s cold hands and blew warm breath on them. “Let’s take a walk, find a small hotel.”

“Yes,  it’s been a very long day.”
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SEVERAL BLOCKS FROM the Zwinger I heard the voices of a boys’ choir from the Kreuzkirche, the songs a prelude to Vespers. Listening to the current members of a choir established seven hundred years ago took me back to a 1921 visit to Dresden with my parents. We had attended a performance of the Kreuzchor, felt the force of the organ at the rear wall of the Church of the Cross.

Over dinner that night, father had spoken respectfully of the many writers who had lived and created stories in the city on the Elbe—men like Goethe and Schiller, Germany’s most illustrious authors. Then there was the Norwegian playwright, Henrik Ibsen and, Peter Rost’s favorite 19th century writer, the Russian author Fyodor Dostoevsky. The Russian, who had long battled an addiction to gambling, had resided in Dresden in 1869-70, my father explained over heaping plates of goulash, and it was in this city that Dostoevsky had developed the idea for a story, tentatively titled The Life of a Great Sinner—a work that was eventually published as The Brothers Karamazov.

My father had gone on to describe how Dostoevsky had conceived and written one of his greatest novels, The Devils, in Dresden, all while suffering from ill health—primarily epileptic fits that leveled him at unpredictable times, in addition to his constant companion, extreme poverty. The great writer’s financial situation was so precarious that, at one point, he was reduced to pawning a pair of trousers in order to pay for sending a telegram to a friend in Russia. Also, his wife was pregnant, which had necessitated their recent move from Italy to Germany, where his wife gave birth. I recalled how animated my usually reserved father became while recounting this stressful period in the novelist’s life.

“Imagine,” Peter Rost had said, pushing aside an untouched glass of the local wine, “that we are treading in the steps of the writer of Crime and Punishment, The House of the Dead, The Double and The Gambler, the latter tale drawing upon his own experiences with games of chance, though he was ill-able to afford trips to Europe’s casinos. His was a life of suffering and yet, overcoming all obstacles, he persevered and produced some of the greatest works of literature!”

At the age of fourteen, I had never before heard such an impassioned speech from my father and it was at that moment, in the city of Dresden, that I resolved to take up the pen and make a living by the written word.

“It’s dark now,” Ingrid broke in. “Where is the hotel?”

“I stayed at the Gasthof many years ago. It’s located across the market square.”

A single room was available in the guesthouse. The intended occupant had been unable to secure a place on the train from Nuremberg. Told by the proprietor to return in an hour, I hung on to my documents and went outside. Ingrid waited under a lighted streetlamp.

“Dresdeners are free of blackout regulations?” she asked.

“There’s little here of military value. The entire city is about culture, the elevation of the human spirit.”

“Sounds like a target for a fleet of enemy bombers, planes flown by men full of fear and anger. They will try to break the spirit of ordinary Germans.”

“More likely, young men who are following orders and want to stay alive and go home.” I sighed deeply. “What has happened to our beloved Germany?”

“I don’t have an answer to that. All I know is, this spirit has a body and it is hungry and cold.”

“Let’s walk back to the car, fetch your bag of clothes. The walk’ll do us good.” I took her right hand and pulled her along the sidewalk. “Afterward, we’ll have dinner. The hotel has a restaurant on the ground floor, serves the best Hungarian goulash you’ve ever tasted.”

“How about a closer parking spot, too?”
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