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      The street lay in ruins, and it filled my heart with joy.

      To my left was a line of damaged buildings, their windows blown out, their facades pocked and pitted by shrapnel. To my right hulked a hill of rubble twice my height, and next to it stood a building missing its roof and most of its front walls. It looked like a body that had been stripped of its flesh, offering a view of its innards. But this body was missing its internal organs as well. Most of the floors had collapsed, and those that remained had been emptied of all the furniture that had once given the now-exposed rooms character. Either to be used for its original purpose elsewhere or to be chopped into kindling. Because it was October, and winter had begun to bite.

      It was an imposing building, even in its current flayed state. Five stories tall and wide, with ornamental touches near the surviving window frames.

      Affluent people had lived here. People with connections. Guilty people.

      There was no sign of them now. The building was vacant of inhabitants. They had either moved away to more modest lodgings, or they were dead.

      I heard a voice at my back. “Awful, isn’t it?”

      Turning, I saw a middle-aged woman in a coat a couple of sizes too big for her. It was a fine coat, or it had been once. Now, there was a tear near the hem, and streaks of dirt were embedded in the black fabric. The woman shared the coat’s status. She had been fine too at one time. Her bearing hinted at a good upbringing and a comfortable life. Until recently, that is. Now, I wagered, her quality of life was much reduced.

      Whatever her station had been, she had fallen from it like most local people of her caste. Her features had not escaped this downfall. While they still held intimations of the beauty she had once possessed, they had been thinned out by a shortage of food, and worry, grief, and deprivation had gouged deep lines near her eyes and down her cheeks and across her forehead. But even if she had retained her former looks, she would have been too old to trade on them for the comforts only her new masters could provide. There were plenty of desperate women half her age who would take precedence over her.

      “Yes,” I said, though my meaning was the opposite of hers. She lamented the damage the building had suffered, while I wished the devastation had been even greater.

      “There’s nothing beautiful anymore in this city,” she said. Her voice was devoid of vitality, even that of grief. She wasn’t looking at me now. Her eyes were fixed on the mangled building; her mind, I guessed, riveted on memories from before the war. “Nothing beautiful.”

      I made no comment, though I was of a different opinion. I saw much that pleased my jaded eye and warmed my cold and shattered heart. But it wasn’t the sort of beauty that healed or brought solace. It only made me want to add to the destruction.

      “I used to live here,” she said, her gaze elevated.

      “Oh?”

      “On the fourth floor.”

      I looked, but where she saw happy memories of lavish dinner parties and pleasant evenings, all I saw was ruined walls and a partially collapsed floor.

      My eyes returned to her, this tarnished Frau with the graying blond hair, high cheekbones, and glazed blue eyes. She still held herself erect, despite everything. If she had been of a different country, a different people, I would have felt respect toward her. But all I felt was satisfaction with her humiliation and loss.

      “I lived here with my husband and two sons,” she said, oblivious of my thoughts, and I realized she was not really paying me much attention at all. I was just a random person, likely not the first, in whose ear she could boast of better and prouder days, a time that suited her image of herself more than her current circumstances.

      “What did your husband do for a living?” I asked, sensing a potential opportunity.

      “He was a high-ranking official in the local government.”

      I didn’t need to ask her if he had been a member of the Party. He must have been. And an esteemed one at that. A spark of excitement blossomed in my chest. Could I really be so lucky? Here on the trail of one quarry and another was going to fall into my lap?

      “My sons, Willie and Gerhard, were fine men,” she said. “Brave soldiers. You should have seen them in their uniforms. So handsome. They were both heroes. That’s what the authorities said when they informed me of what happened. Both heroes. Willie died on the Eastern Front, at Kursk. He was in the Panzer Corps. Gerhard in France, fighting the Americans.” She gave a shudder, her thin body quaking, and then she was still again. Her eyes remained riveted to where her home had once been.

      I didn’t care about her sons. I didn’t care about any dead Germans.

      “And your husband? You said he was a high-ranking official?”

      “Yes.”

      “Where is he now?”

      She blinked and slowly turned her gaze from the ruined building to my face. Her eyes contracted in wariness. She appeared to be seeing me truly for the first time. “Where are you from? You’re not from Munich. Not from Bavaria.”

      My accent had told her that. I had been working at softening it over the past few weeks, and had made some strides, but no one would mistake me for a local.

      “No, dear lady, I’m not. I come from the Sudetenland. Have you ever been there?”

      “No.”

      I let out an inner sigh of relief. “A beautiful land. Now lost, I’m afraid.”

      She made no comment. Perhaps my words hadn’t registered. Her attention had returned to the gaping hole in the street-facing side of her former building.

      “There’s nothing beautiful anymore,” she said, reverting to her earlier detached voice. “They ruined it all.” Without a farewell, she started walking away.

      I matched her step. She had yet to answer my most important question. “Your husband. Where can I find him?”

      Her voice was as lifeless as her answer. “He’s dead. My husband is dead.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, and ceased walking.

      “Thank you,” she answered, and carried on down the street.

      She shouldn’t have thanked me, because I wasn’t sorry her husband was dead. I was sorry I wouldn’t get to kill him myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      I walked in the opposite direction the middle-aged woman had gone.

      All around me was lovely devastation. Buildings with caved-in roofs and busted walls. Ragged stumps of streetlights and electricity posts. Craters in the road, some showing mangled piping in their depths. Rubble that spilled out of shells of buildings like the diseased tongues of giant creatures that had perished of thirst and exhaustion. On certain streets, there was so much rubble, it covered part of the road, leaving but a narrow meandering path barely wide enough for two people.

      The air smelled of damp, grime, woodsmoke, and the acrid scent of corpses slowly decaying under ruined buildings. Here and there, manure dotted the road, adding its own special stink to the overall dispiriting bouquet. The use of cargo animals had increased substantially since the end of the war due the resulting shortage of both motorized vehicles and fuel. But most of the carts I saw were pulled by people. Many animals had perished in the fighting along with their masters, and those that remained had mostly been requisitioned for public use, so people had to take their place.

      Each destroyed building was like a giant tombstone, marking the resting place of an unknown number of dead Germans, waiting to be disinterred and then interred again, only this time in proper graves.

      Which was more than my family and so many others would ever receive.

      Street dogs, scrawny with droopy tails, scrounged around the ruins. I doubted they found much food. Rats had better luck. I saw a few of them, and they looked engorged. They slipped into cracks in the wreckage, finding their way under the shattered masonry and into whatever lay beneath. There was food there, at least the kind they would eat, and no rattraps or house cats to stand in their way.

      On the street, people biked or walked past the destruction, their eyes averted from the damage. As though they did not wish to see it, to be reminded of their reality, and perhaps find themselves compelled to consider their culpability in creating it.

      Many of the ruined buildings appeared to have been forsaken, with no effort made to clear away the broken stone and bricks, but halfway up Färbergraben, I saw a burgeoning effort at cleanup. A line of women stretched from the top of a pile of busted bricks to a horse-drawn cart standing at the curb. The women passed a large bucket up and down the line. The bucket traveled to the cart laden with debris, was emptied onto the flatbed, and then reversed course back to the pile of rubble to be refilled.

      The women worked mechanically, without smiles or much chatter. Their task was a daunting one, it would take days of hard labor to clear away just this one building, and there were many more after that. But they did not appear to be disheartened either. It needed to be done, as simple as that, and they were doing it with as much dedication and efficiency as they could muster.

      Unbidden, an image rose in my head of this street a few years from now. All the debris had been cleared, all the buildings restored or replaced with new ones. Not a hint remained of the destruction now all around me. And along the street, on foot or bicycles or in shiny new cars, the residents of this city, fatter and jollier and better dressed than they were now, were enjoying a crystal-clear day.

      All their sins had been expunged, covered up by fresh brickwork and plaster and smooth asphalt, all their crimes erased by repaired sewage pipes and uprighted streetlights. Their city had regained its former splendor. No visitor to its wide boulevards and elegant streets would guess at the evil that had pulsed through it, at the atrocities that its residents had committed here and in lands both near and far.

      It made me want to charge at these women, to tear the bucket from their hands, to climb onto the flatbed and hurl the rubble back into the street. I wanted the destruction to last forever.

      But this I didn’t do. I was not here to frighten random women. I hadn’t come here to make a mess that would be tidied up as soon as I had left. I had a different goal in mind.

      So with a heavy heart and a sour taste in my mouth, I left the industrious women behind and continued northwest, trying vainly to ignore other efforts at revival.

      I crossed the cobbled pavement of Kaufingerstrasse, a wide road flanked by large buildings in various states of wreckage, continued on as the street curved northeast, and paused at the foot of the Frauenkirche, a fifteenth-century Gothic church that soared on my right. The church had a large main building, and at its northern tip rose twin towers about one hundred meters tall. The two towers, standing side by side, made me think of two projected fingers forming the sign of victory, but there was nothing triumphant in this pair of spires.

      For one thing, they were both straight, unlike the two lines comprising the letter V. For another, the towers bore the wounds and abrasions of war, and the onion-shaped domes at their peaks were missing most of their outer layer, with the supporting metalwork exposed like rib cages.

      The main red-brick church building had had a peaked roof once, but bombs had done away with it. Now the nave was exposed to the sky and the elements, to God’s wrath, and the devil’s too perhaps.

      Speaking of the devil, Klaus Biberfeld had told me that in the entry hall of the main building, stamped into the floor, was a strange mark roughly in the shape of a human footprint but clearly made by no man or woman.

      This mysterious mark—the Devil’s Footprint, as the locals called it—was said to have been made by the Prince of Darkness himself, in a fit of rage at the construction of the church.

      By now, this centuries-old myth was probably viewed by most to be nothing but silly superstition, but I would not have been surprised to see the devil’s footprints all over this city, in every street and alleyway, in every house and apartment. And not just in this one city, but all across the length and breadth of Germany. For if the devil truly existed, he had spent much of the past twelve years here: from 1933, when the Nazis came to power, to 1945, when Germany surrendered to the Allies. And never in the history of mankind had he found more souls ready and willing to be corrupted by his evil.

      I considered climbing over the rubble and into the ruined church, to see the infamous footprint for myself, but decided against it. Maybe I was worried I’d discover there was nothing to the story at all.

      With the two towers looming above me like twin symbols of humiliating defeat rather than the victory they’d first brought to mind, I continued onward.

      People were walking the streets—some with evident purpose, others aimlessly—all with the pinched expressions of those with the heavy weight of worry on their shoulders. Some looked healthy enough, but others showed signs of personal ruin to match that of their city.

      As I walked past them, I found myself wondering what had caused their personal injuries. Here was a woman with a livid scar slicing down one cheek. Shrapnel? Here was a man with an eye patch. Bullet? There was a man missing a leg, propelling himself forward on crutches. A land mine, an artillery shell, an aerial bombardment? There were so many ways war could leave its mark on a person or rob a piece of his body and soul.

      In normal times, I’d have felt pity for these injured and scarred people. But all my mind could produce were accusatory questions:

      Did you lose that eye invading Poland?

      Was your leg blown off while subjugating Greece or Norway or Yugoslavia?

      Did you get that scar in an aerial bombardment while living in an apartment expropriated from Jews?

      Did you not care when your Jewish neighbors were stripped of their citizenship, all their rights, and finally their humanity itself? Did you offer them shelter when they faced deportation east to their deaths? Did you protest? Or at the very least, did you feel it was wrong?

      A storm of questions, swirling with ever-increasing volume in my head, pounding against the inside of my skull, hammering on my tightly clenched lips, demanded to be let loose in a furious shout into the faces of these beaten Germans. Beaten but mostly alive. While my family, my people, were mostly dead.

      But I tightened my jaw, clamped my lips hard together, and kept my accusations barred inside me. For what good would it do to vocalize them? The only result would be exposing myself, and then my mission would fail.

      The middle-aged German woman who had lost a husband and two sons had known I was not a Bavarian. Luckily, I was far from the only outsider wandering these streets. The final stages of the war had brought with them a great movement of refugees from the east into what was now the American Zone of Occupation, which included Bavaria and its much-reduced capital, Munich.

      Many of the refugees were Germans who had fled the eastern parts of the country to avoid the fury of the Red Army. Others were ethnic Germans from Poland, Czechoslovakia, and other Eastern European countries who had escaped for the same reason and due to fear of retribution by their fellow citizens who were understandably not fond of Germans these days.

      But there were also others. Estonians and Latvians and Lithuanians who had collaborated with the Germans and could expect harsh treatment from the Soviets, who had annexed the three Baltic countries. Poles who saw no future in their devastated country, now under the heel of the Soviet Union and unlikely to regain its independence anytime soon. Gypsies trying to rebuild their lives after being hunted down and murdered in droves by the Nazis.

      And then there were Jews like me. Some from my former homeland of Hungary. Others from, well, from every country that Nazi Germany had invaded. Some could not go home. Some did not wish to. Others had no home to which to return.

      So the streets of Munich were filled with not just Bavarians, but all sorts of other people as well. A state of affairs I was sure the locals detested, not that anyone was asking them.

      So when I told the widowed woman who had fallen so low that I was an ethnic German, she had no reason to doubt me. But my luck might have been different if she had ever visited the Sudetenland and was acquainted with the local accent.

      Moving on, I came upon a crowd of people standing four rows deep before a rectangular wooden board several meters wide and nailed to a wall. The board was festooned with small paper notes tacked onto the board so thickly that they covered each other in several layers. There were murmurs among the assembled people, and somewhere in the throng, a woman was weeping softly, the sort of sobbing that stemmed not from a sudden, shocking loss but from longstanding sorrow.

      Curious, I elbowed my way through the crowd until I stood before the board and could read the notes. They were pleas for information. Information about people whose whereabouts were unknown.

      “I am searching for my wife, Helga Bormann, from Königsberg.”

      “Does anyone know what happened to my son, Reiner Spitz? He served in the Battle of Stalingrad.”

      “My husband, Lenz Busch, was an officer in the 8th Panzer Corps. Is there anyone from his unit who can tell me what happened to him?”

      And so it went on. Hundreds upon hundreds of small scribbled notes on torn pieces of paper, each a desperate plea for information about a missing son, brother, wife, sister, husband, daughter—all lost in the consuming fire of war. Most in the bloodlands of the east, where the Wehrmacht had shattered against the Red Army. In Rostov and Stalingrad, in Smolensk and Warsaw, at Kursk and a hundred other battlefields from the Don to the Spree, from the outskirts of Moscow to the heart of Berlin.

      There were murmurs all around me, and again the soft sobbing I had heard before, sounding louder than it should have, a tragic soundtrack of misery. I turned a full circle, searching for the crying woman, but she was hidden among the seeking multitude, and for some reason I could not determine the direction the sobbing came from.

      The collective loss, fear, grief, and desperation was suffocating. It enclosed me on all sides, thick and alive and wretched. It also enraged me. How dare they feel sadness? How dare they lament their dead loved ones? They should feel nothing but shame for all the misery they had caused. For the war they’d started. For the mass murder of the Jews, including my family and closest friend. For my suffering in Auschwitz.

      Suddenly, a powerful hand gripped my shoulder from behind and began pulling me around. A scratchy male voice sounded in my ear, “I did not expect to see you here,” and I thought, Oh God, it’s one of the officers from Auschwitz about to finish me off.
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      But the man who’d spoken wasn’t from Auschwitz. That reflexive belief was merely an irrational fear instilled by the harsh ordeal I had suffered there. In truth, the man and I had never laid eyes on each other before. A fact that he recognized a second after he had turned me around to face him.

      The smile that stretched across his thin, angular face fell away. His hand released its grip on my shoulder and dropped to his side. His brown eyes darkened as though a light that had been burning in their depths had been snuffed. All this I observed even as my heart was still hammering violently in my chest, as visions of my imminent death slowly faded from my shaken mind.

      “I’m sorry,” the man said. “I thought you were someone else.”

      He was around fifty-five, with thinning gray hair and deep furrows across his brow. A mustache separated a wide nose and a narrow mouth, as though to keep these two opposite features from doing battle with each other.

      Apparently, he felt further explanation was in order, for he said, “I thought you were Hans Noske, a friend of my son’s. They served together in the east, in the Ninth Army.” He took a breath and without much hope asked, “You didn’t serve in the Ninth Army, by any chance? Nineteenth Panzer Division?”

      I shook my head.

      He accepted this with a resigned nod. He had not expected a different answer. But when you’re wallowing in despair, you reach for whatever tendril of hope you can find.

      “My son, Kurt, served as a tank commander in the 19th Panzer Division. Last I heard of him was in early February, eight months ago. He wrote a letter just after New Year’s. It took over four weeks to reach us. He was all right. He said morale was high. I guess he was lying to spare his mother’s feelings. And mine too, I suppose.” He held up a small piece of paper. “For a moment I thought a miracle had happened, that I wouldn’t need to nail this to that board there, that you would tell me where Kurt is, whether he’s…” The sentence trailed off, and he began crying, pressing a hand to his eyes to hide his tears.

      I stood before him awkwardly. I wanted to go, to leave this weeping German to his grief. For what was it to me? He was German, a member of the race of demons who had herded the Jews of Europe into ghettos and death camps. Who had starved them, shot them, gassed them, murdered millions of them. Who had taken my family from me. Who had tormented me, marked my back with physical scars and my soul with emotional ones. What did I care about his loss?

      And yet, I found myself unable to move. A part of me—a strange, unexpected, unfathomable part—felt that it would be an abandonment. I could not simply walk away in the face of this man’s sorrow and tears. That wasn’t the way my parents had raised me. And though my time in Auschwitz and the loss of everyone I had held dear had changed me in ways I did not yet fully appreciate, that piece of my upbringing still held me in its sway.

      For though I knew he was German, an enemy, a man undeserving of pity or compassion, at that moment I saw him first and foremost as something else. A father mourning his child.

      Just like I was a father mourning my children.

      Unbidden, as though it belonged to a stranger, my right hand rose from my side, and I watched it descend onto the man’s shoulder, felt my fingers tighten as though to lend him some of my strength in his moment of anguish. Through his clothes, I could feel the fragile thinness of his bones. They shuddered with his crying, a quick, stuttering rhythm of misery.

      The sensation of him felt alien. The wordless sympathy I was expressing beyond reason. I had not come to Munich to console a German. Quite the opposite. But here I was, doing just that.

      After a minute or so, his crying subsided. He pulled out a handkerchief and dried his eyes, averting them until he had composed himself. I could tell he was embarrassed. As embarrassed as I was, though for a different reason. In all likelihood, this man had also been changed by the war. Before it, he wouldn’t have cried over anything. Perhaps he’d had no reason. Now he certainly had cause for weeping, but the act, especially before a man he had only just met, filled him with mortification.

      He cleared his throat, folded and stuffed his handkerchief in his pocket, and took a look at the mass of distressed humanity around us. He shook his head slowly, as though it weighed a hundred times its real weight.

      “Look at what’s become of us,” he said, his voice on the verge of shattering. “All of us. All the dead, all the wounded and widowed and orphaned. All the people of Germany.”

      I could have pointed out that the blame lay squarely on the shoulders of said people. That they had brought all this pain and destruction on themselves. It would have been the absolute truth, but I kept my peace. Again I was struck by the thought that this was a father in grief, that we shared a common loss, even though his was justified and mine was not.

      And looking at the badly dressed, badly nourished, badly beaten people around me, I realized the same was true for many of them.

      A sudden sense of shame came over me as I recalled the pleasure I’d derived from the ruin I’d witnessed on the streets of this city. Then I thought of my mission. It was just and right. But what did my willingness—no, my eagerness—to complete it say about me, the man I’d become?

      For the first time, I felt doubt about my purpose in Munich that day. The goal I’d set for myself in Auschwitz in the spring of 1944. The burning desire that had helped me stay alive in that hell. The scorching hate I had stoked in my heart for over a year. What would it do to me? Would it consume me as I consumed others? Had it already begun doing so? Would my father have approved of what I was planning to do?

      Should I stick to it? Or, like most other Jews, should I focus on rebuilding my life instead of ending that of others?

      The man had drawn his handkerchief again, was dabbing at his eyes again, was shaking his head again, though this time there was no burst of tears.

      I opened my mouth to express my condolences, to utter words I would not have imagined I would ever say to a German, but before I could speak, the grieving father turned his head to face me, and his expression was transformed.

      His jaw was tight, his lips compressed, his eyes hard and flashing with anger and something more sinister. And when he spoke, his tone carried a hate that had simmered and boiled and cooked for over a millennium and was passed down from generation to generation of Germans like a family heirloom.

      “It’s all because of the Jews,” he hissed, his upper lip curling. “They did this to us.”

      I stared at him in shock. It felt as though I’d been slapped across the face.

      “The Führer was right,” he went on, his words coming fast and fanatical. “The Jews are our mortal enemies. They created Bolshevism, and they control the United States. The two forces that crushed Germany—one from the east, the other from the west. If not for them, the United States would never have turned against us. They would have been our allies against the Russians. By their scheming and machinations and with their filthy money, the Jews manipulated the Americans to make war on Germany. Because we know what the Jews are really like, and we were the greatest threat to them and their desire for global domination.

      “The Führer said they wanted to destroy the German people, and he was right. We lost the Great War because of their treachery, because they stabbed us in the back, and we lost this war because of them too. The Führer understood that they wanted to control everything. To ruin the German race by infiltration. To mix their impure blood with ours. To rule us and the rest of the world from behind the scenes. They brought this calamity upon us. They destroyed our beautiful country. They… they… they killed my Kurt.”

      Out of breath, he paused, panting. His mouth hung open, his thin lips quivering and shining with spittle.

      At some point during his little speech, my hand had dropped from his shoulder and was back at my side. And now I could feel my fingers curling inward into a tight fist.

      The man was looking at me, clearly waiting for me to speak. Obviously, he expected me to reinforce his hateful views, to pour more molten fury on the heads of the Jews for all their imaginary sins.

      But my response was but two words long: “Thank you.”

      The man blinked. “Thank me? Thank me for what?”

      I did not answer. I was already moving past him, cutting my way through the rows of anxious Germans, leaving him and his ancient hatred behind.

      I could not explain myself to him, would not have dared to even if I were possessed by the desire, but my gratitude was sincere.

      For a moment there, my resolve had wavered under the influence of his grief. I had been on the verge of abandoning my mission. Of turning my back on justice. Of allowing evil to escape punishment.

      But then came his outburst against the Jews, and all my hesitation dissipated. My determination resurged stronger than ever for my transient doubtfulness.

      Like my hand, which had transitioned from a comforting press on the shoulder to a clamped fist, I had switched from commiseration back to longing for vengeance.

      It felt good to hate again.
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      I walked north on Theatinerstrasse. My steps were quicker now. My hands swung at my sides with an energetic tempo. Like a soldier marching to a battle he’s sure his side will win.

      On both sides of the street were more bombed-out buildings with missing roofs and gaping holes for windows, but I did not pause or slow to appreciate their demolished beauty. I had come to Munich with a goal in mind, and my encounter with the hateful grieving German father had doubled my desire to see it through.

      He might not even be there, Adam, I told myself. Biberfeld saw him only once.

      It was not the first time I’d had this thought, but now it filled me with distress. To end this day empty-handed would be unbearable. My teeth clenched to the brink of pain at the very notion.

      How I wished I had a cigarette then. The warm smoke would soothe me. But cigarettes were extremely hard to come by in Germany. They were one of the most sought-after black-market commodities. Only the American soldiers had an ample supply.

      I saw an example of this a minute later, when I came upon a parked US Army truck. Two American soldiers—a sergeant and a corporal—stood beside it with crooked grins on their well-fed faces. The cause of their grins was clear enough: two pretty German blondes were chatting with them in broken English. Both of the Americans had burning cigarettes between their fingers. The sergeant was offering one to the taller of the two girls, who must have been seventeen or eighteen. She slipped it into a pocket of her dress, which made the sergeant laugh. He gave her another, but only after he lit it for her. Then he placed his hand on her waist in a proprietary manner. She inched closer to him.

      The corporal was having similar success. He lounged against the side of the truck, a country squire talking to an impoverished peasant girl awed by his riches. He eyed the German girl before him with unconcealed lasciviousness, and if she minded, she gave no sign of it. On the contrary, she appeared to hang on his every word, and I doubted it mattered whether she understood all or even most of them.

      In normal times, I don’t suppose either of the girls would have given these soldiers a second glance. But these were not normal times, so they were trading the only things they had to offer: their youth, beauty, and companionship. I didn’t blame them. American soldiers were the best source of not just cigarettes but also other hard-to-get items such as chocolate, soap, and even toilet paper. But seeing the Americans being so chummy with these German women only augmented my anger.

      Just a few months ago, America had still been at war with Germany. I’d heard that more than one hundred thousand American soldiers had died in Europe. I imagined that hundreds of thousands more had been injured. But here were American soldiers fraternizing with German women as though the two nations had been allies instead of bitter foes, and I’d seen other examples of American troops being downright friendly to the locals.

      The Germans, brutal subjugators of much of Europe and butchers of millions, were now an occupied people. But in the American Zone at least, they were treated with the sort of respect they themselves had never exhibited toward those they had conquered. The Americans weren’t killing them or using them as slave labor or robbing them blind. Quite the opposite. The Americans were busy helping them restore order and basic services.

      Again I was struck by the prophetic vision of this city a few years from now, cleaned up and rebuilt, the horrors of war erased from its buildings and boulevards. The people of Germany better clothed, better fed, and better viewed by most of the world. Not only their cities burnished but also their image. Their murderous sins allowed to recede into the dark foggy depths of history—first minimized, then trivialized, and finally almost entirely forgotten.

      The Germans had suffered a harsh defeat, true, but they could rebuild, were being helped to do so. But what about all the Jewish communities they had eradicated? They could not rebuild. There was nothing left of them.

      Cursing under my breath, I hurried my steps, leaving the amorous soldiers and their companions behind.

      I did not have the power to stop the rejuvenation I predicted, but I could ensure fewer Germans would be here to enjoy it.

      Pausing near a pile of rubble, I fished out the map Biberfeld had drawn for me. The lines and street names were shakily scrawled, which was no surprise given Biberfeld’s condition, but the map was clear enough just the same. In truth, I didn’t need to consult it. I’d memorized it before I set out that morning. But I took this moment to tamp down the fire of my emotions. I needed to be steady for what came next. If it came at all.

      I took a left down a side street, then another left, and now my walk was slower. I did not wish to look like I had anywhere in particular to go. I did not wish to be remembered by any of the people I came across. I was just another poor German trying to get by in this devastated city, with no other purpose hastening his steps.

      Smoke was rising out of the ground at the foot of the bombarded residential building across the street from a cratered public garden, right where Biberfeld had said it would. Well, it was more accurate to say it was coming out of a small pipe that jutted out of the ground like a periscope peeking out of a sea of ruin.

      The doorway to the lobby of the building was missing its door, just like the windows in the five stories above were missing their panes. Not that it made any difference. With the roof blown in and the apartments above unfit for habitation, there were no residents. Aboveground at least.

      But like many buildings in Munich, this one had a cellar, and it had weathered the storms of war better than the rest of the building. It alone remained habitable, and someone had made it his home and installed a stove and fitted it with a pipe, which explained the smoke.

      The smoke suggested that someone was home, but it gave no hint as to how many people were inside or who they might be.

      Biberfeld had followed the man here, had seen him go inside. But the man had not been alone. A woman had accompanied him into the cellar. They went into the lobby, Biberfeld had told me, and went past the staircase to where there must have been a cellar door. A few minutes later, smoke started blowing from the ground. And a short time after that, the woman came out and walked away. Biberfeld waited for an hour for the man to come out too, but he didn’t.

      Biberfeld had been shaking when he told me this, and I could envision him shaking as he waited on the street, just about where I stood now. Shaking with memories and fury and impotence and fear.

      I did not wish to wait for an hour. I did not wish to wait for a minute. I wanted to go in right then and there, but what if the man had company? I could not risk that. I had to get him alone. But how?

      I turned the matter over in my mind, finding no solution. Again, I longed for a cigarette, picturing the answer floating into my head as the smoke filled my chest.

      The smoke!

      My eyes shot back to the small pipe puffing smoke from between the busted stones of the tiny forecourt.

      My lips stretched into a smile of triumph as the idea crystallized. I removed my gray cap and glanced at it. It was a workman’s cap, gray with a soft front brim. I’d received it in Landsberg from the Americans. It had probably belonged to some German, or maybe it had been donated by an American Jew. Either way, the new purpose I now had for it was fitting.

      I scoured the street around me, seeking curious eyes that might be trained on me. I saw no one.

      No time to waste. A dozen quick strides and I was staring down at the protruding pipe. I rolled my cap and stuffed it into the pipe’s smoking mouth. Now it wasn’t smoking anymore.

      Hurriedly, I retreated to a position behind a pile of rubble diagonally across the street from the blocked pipe. There was a small gap in the rubble about two feet above the ground. I knelt and peered through it, waiting soundlessly, hoping my plan would work.

      It took no more than five minutes, though it felt much longer. I heard him before he came into view. Harsh coughing and rapid, stomping steps. He burst out of the doorless lobby into the street, a thin man of average height with a handkerchief clamped to his mouth and nose. He stooped with hands on knees, alternately sucking great gulps of air into his lungs and coughing to expel smoke from them.

      It was a minute before he could stand straight. He wiped his mouth with the handkerchief and looked toward the pipe. His forehead crinkled in confusion as he approached the makeshift chimney. His confusion only deepened as he reached down and yanked out my cap. Smoke began to billow skyward once more.

      The man muttered something I didn’t catch. Probably an obscenity. He turned the cap around, examining it from all sides, but there was no answer to be found in the gray fabric. Then the man ran his eyes up and down the street, looking for whoever had smoked him out. His gaze swept over the pile of rubble behind which I hid without pausing. He hadn’t seen me.

      “Stinking kids!” he shouted, shaking a fist. Then, with my cap still held in his grip, he turned and marched back into the building. A couple of minutes later, the smoke ceased again, but this time not due to an obstruction but a more conventional reason: the man had killed whatever fire had burned in the cellar. He didn’t want a repeat of what had just happened. Better to let the mischievous kids who had clogged his chimney go somewhere else for their next amusement.

      It didn’t matter. My little trick had worked. I now knew that the man was alone in that cellar. If someone else had been there with him, they would have been smoked out too.

      Another glance around to assure myself as to the absence of witnesses, and then I was crossing the street. I stepped on tiny shattered stones and into the building, its pocked walls rising around me all the way to the missing roof, as though I were in a ravine.

      Slowing my steps so I wouldn’t be heard, I soft-toed around the wide staircase that rose to the abandoned upper floors and found the door to the cellar. It was propped open with a jagged piece of stone. Beyond it descended another staircase, this one narrower and steeper and dimmer than its useless sibling, though the darkness wasn’t complete. Afternoon sunlight splashed through the missing roof, illuminating the first few steps, and a weak, flickering light shone somewhere below.

      I paused for a moment, listening. I did not want the man to hear me. I wanted to catch him by surprise. From below came the sounds of footsteps, the man mumbling something, the tinkling of metal against glass. A spoon beating against the inside of a glass?

      My hand dipped into my pocket and emerged with the knife. It was a pathetic little thing, less than three inches long and the blade stained here and there. To protect my pocket, I’d wrapped the blade in an old sock that wouldn’t be much worse off if another hole was poked through it. I wished I had a folding knife, but this was the best I could lay my hands on. It would have to do.

      A sigh drifted up from below. More mumbling. Apparently, the man had a habit of talking to himself. Something heavy scraped across a stone floor. Then silence.

      I unwrapped the knife, stuck the perforated sock back in my pocket, let out a low breath, and went through the cellar door.

      With the knife gripped tightly in my hand, I began the descent.
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      My steps made hardly a sound as I slowly descended. I doubted the man could hear me over his mumbling and shifting about. The staircase lay flush against the wall to my right. With each step, a greater slice of the cellar opened to my left as the bottom of the left staircase wall rose in relation to my eyes.

      It was a dispiriting sight. A single chair next to a small square table. In the center of the table stood a burning candle in a small bowl. Near one edge lay a dirty metal plate with a fork across it. Beside the plate stood a glass with a spoon sticking out and a finger of brown liquid at its bottom. Gray walls without a hint of decoration apart from spots of damp of varying sizes and shapes. An old narrow closet with a chunk of stone taking the place of one missing leg. The closet was shut.

      The lower I went, the fouler the air became. The main contaminant was smoke, of course, but beneath it was a bunch of other bad odors that were unidentifiable but decidedly unpleasant.

      More of the room came into view. There was a cot with a rumpled blanket. A single pillow without a pillowcase was propped against the wall. Where was the man? He had gone quiet. He was no longer mumbling or moving around. I was four stairs from the bottom. The room was almost entirely open before me. All apart from a section toward the rear of the building that was hidden by the staircase.

      In the war, a few dozen people must have crowded in this cellar during aerial bombardments. At the first shriek of an air-raid siren, all the building’s residents would cower down here while the city shook and convulsed above them with bombs dropping like nightmares from the sky.

      In a corner was the stove, now quiet and dead but still radiating warmth. Its metal door hung open, and inside I could see glowing embers among pieces of charred wood and ashes. More wood was piled beside the stove, some of it chopped and ready to be burned. The wood looked to have come from furniture. The chimney pipe rose to a rough hole in the ceiling. The hole had been sealed around the pipe with pieces of cloth that were wedged in the gaps. An unprofessional job, but one learned to make do with whatever one had.
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