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        December 1942

        Camp Ritchie, Maryland

      

      

      Max Steiner wanted to kill Nazis. He had reasons. The Nazis had killed the people he loved. They’d forced him to flee Germany, then, a few years later, Holland as well. Hitler had stolen his life. He was not—and would never be—like other twenty-two-year-old men.

      It wasn’t always that way. He’d been a good-natured, bright, carefree boy. A boy who respected his parents, enjoyed his friends, and loved sports. Because of Hitler, however, he grew into a man who was plagued by uncertainty and fear. He anticipated the worst. He carried a rage he couldn’t tamp down.

      But now everything would change. He was about to take control—control he’d wanted for years. He stood outside the gates of Camp Ritchie, tucked away in rural Maryland near the Pennsylvania border. After months of running, marching, doing push-ups, and learning to shoot in basic, someone realized his fluency in German and pulled him out of the group. He wasn’t quite sure why he was here or what he would be doing, but he hoped to take revenge on the Nazis.

      If he looked toward the horizon, he had a view of Catoctin Mountain, part of the Blue Ridge and Appalachian chain. Snow dusted the evergreens and edged bare branches with thin ribbons of white. Max closed his eyes and breathed in deeply. He could almost imagine he was in the Black Forest. In the years since his family had fled Germany, Max had lived in urban settings: Amsterdam and Chicago. Now the chilled air was scented with a whiff of pine. It awakened a sense of longing for the greenery and thick forests of home. But that was not an option. He swallowed.

      An MP checked his transit papers, opened the gate, and directed him to the main headquarters building, which resembled a small stone castle with symmetrical towers and parapets on each side. Unusual for a military base or camp, he thought. Max turned around to get his bearings. Although it was winter, active construction sites dotted the campsite. He wondered what they were building. He turned back to the main door and pulled it open.

      He walked into a large room and gave his name to a clerk behind a counter, who picked up a phone and mumbled to someone. A moment later a uniformed man who looked older than Max came toward him from a row of offices at the back of the room.

      “Private Steiner, I’m Lieutenant Bob Townsend. Welcome to Camp Ritchie. How was your trip?” Townsend was tall and skinny and wore reading glasses. His dark hair was wiry, and although it was morning, a five-o’clock shadow on his cheeks was visible. He extended his hand.

      Max saluted. As a private first class, he did not expect to be greeted by an officer. “Good morning, sir.”

      Townsend held up his palm. “You can dispense with that. We’re pretty informal around here.”

      “Yes, sir.” Max lowered his hand.

      “In fact, I think you’ll find this place is not like other military institutions.”

      “Yes, sir,” Max replied without thinking. He stopped himself.

      Townsend laughed, as if he knew exactly what Max was thinking. “I know. It takes some getting used to.”

      Max felt his cheeks get hot. He wasn’t used someone reading his thoughts. Then the lieutenant did something that startled Max, once he realized what it was.

      “We may not have been here a long time, but we think it’s a special place, and we expect you will too. Today you’ll meet our commander, General Charles Banfield, and his top officers.”

      The general of the camp? What was this place? Officers didn’t associate with NCOs like Max. Was this some kind of test? But when Max heard Townsend switch to the American pronunciation of “Banfield” he realized something else, perhaps more important. The lieutenant had switched from English to German. With an accent Max hadn’t heard since he left Germany.

      Max couldn’t help it—he gaped. He spoke German with his Chicago cousins, but when he heard a stranger in an official US military setting use his native language, with a local dialect no less, the emotional door he thought he’d nailed shut started to crack open.

      Townsend smiled as if he knew the effect he was having on Max. “You’ll also meet Lieutenant Colonel Walter Benway, our second-in-command. And Colonel Davis, our director of training, maybe even Major Theodore Gresham, who created the program. Where in Germany did you grow up, Private?”

      “Regensburg,” Max said in German, still off-balance.

      Townsend nodded. “I know it well. I’m from Munich myself.”

      “Practically around the corner,” Max said.

      “You’ll find plenty of Germans here. Austrians too.” He paused. “You Jewish?”

      Max nodded.

      “Most of the Germans here are. It’s not home, but it’s⁠—”

      He was cut off by a shout in English from a nearby office with a closed door. “Get the fuck in here, Lieutenant.”

      Max raised his eyebrows. Townsend grinned, went to the office, and opened the door.

      “I’ve got Private Steiner here.” He ushered Max inside, then stepped out and closed the door.

      Max gazed at the man behind the desk. He had a solid frame, beady eyes, a ruddy complexion, and ears that were too big for his face. His manner made Max think he was used to talking long and loud, and anyone who disagreed with him could go to hell. An open folder lay on his desk, and as the door closed, he looked up from it and studied Max.

      “General Banfield, soldier. Good to meet you.”

      Max saluted. Banfield nodded.

      “Pull up that chair in the corner,” Banfield ordered.

      Max complied.

      Banfield opened a drawer behind his desk, withdrew a box of cigars, and took his time selecting, rolling, and lighting one. The pungent acrid smoke wafted over Max. “You smoke?”

      He pointed his cigar at Max.

      “No, sir.” He repressed the urge to clear his throat. His father had always told him to say he wasn’t “partial” to things he didn’t like. Cigar smoke was one of them.

      “Don’t know what you’re missing.” Banfield puffed. “Probably for the best. More for me.” He chuckled. “How much do you know about Camp Ritchie, Private?”

      “Practically nothing, General.”

      Banfield nodded as though he’d expected Max to say that. “Good.” He puffed again on his cigar. “You have been selected to join the first ever US Army Intelligence training program. You are inside the Military Intelligence Training Center. MITC. But that’s classified. You can never divulge the name or where we are. Never. Got that?” A stern look came into his eyes.

      Max nodded.

      Banfield’s expression relaxed. “Over the next couple of months you’ll undergo intense training in a number of areas that will prepare you to go back to Europe and help end this goddamned war.” He cleared his throat. “Ostensibly your job will be to interrogate German POWs, pry out German troop movements and as much intel as possible about their military strategy. Which you will then summarize in a report and send up the line of command.”

      Banfield exhaled, dispatching a cloud of smoke and the odor that went with it. “But that’s only part of your mission. You will also be trained in counterintelligence by our friends in the OSS. What you learn will equip you to be flexible, to improvise if need be, but to succeed in whatever you are tasked with. Wherever you are.” He paused again. “You get what I’m saying?”

      Max’s pulse quickened. Banfield was keeping the conversation intentionally vague, but Max guessed he would be sent on specific missions to prevent German advances. Or keep them from getting Allied intel. A mix of pride, excitement, and fear washed over Max. It was as if his life to date had pointed him to this place. This time. This was exactly what he was supposed to do.
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            TEN YEARS EARLIER: REGENSBURG, GERMANY
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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December 1932

        Regensburg, Germany

      

      

      Opa Steiner used to say that animals had a sixth sense that helped them predict the future. Opa would have known; he’d been a successful racehorse breeder. Now, as Max Steiner hurried out of his father’s shop into the frosty winter air, his pony, Klara, whinnied and tossed her head. Was she impatient because Max had kept her waiting in the cold? Or did she know some significant event or change was about to occur? Max checked his wristwatch and groaned. He’d have to ponder Klara’s foresight later. He was late for Shabbos. Max scrambled up to the carriage bench, lithe and agile as only a twelve-year-old boy could be.

      “Sorry, old girl.” He grabbed the reins. The horse was turning fifteen, but that wasn’t old for ponies, especially Morgans originally an America breed. Although she was older than Max, he liked to mimic his father, who called every mare “old girl,” even if she was a filly. “But there’s good news for you, Klara. My bicycle will be ready next week. Papa wasn’t there, but Jonas promised. Which means you can look forward to a good long rest.”

      Max clucked and tightened the reins. A birthday gift to Max two years earlier, Klara snorted, lowered her head, and began to trot. They made their way from the center of Regensburg past the brewery, the theater, and a church, toward the Old Stone Bridge. The Bavarian town, which sprawled on both sides of the Danube River, dated back to Roman times. During the Middle Ages, as part of the Holy Roman Empire, it was an important city, hosting religious assemblies and events. Once the bridge was built in the twelfth century, the city became even more important for trade. Its residents considered themselves worldly, sophisticated people.

      Halfway across the cobblestone bridge, Max heard church bells tolling the hour. Most people here would probably consider the Gothic cathedral with its twin spires the city’s most beautiful landmark, but Max loved the bridge. Not because it was a century older, but because the atmosphere pleased him. Klara’s clip-clops seemed to land precisely on the chimes of the bells, producing a rhythm that was unexpected but satisfying. Max gave Klara her head, and she seemed to enjoy the duet she was part of.

      Shadows lengthened and twilight settled. Without the sun, the river turned purple and the clouds pale gray. When they reached Stadtamhof, a smart neighborhood on the other side of the bridge, Klara picked up her pace. She was on familiar ground and home was just around the corner. That meant warmth, hay, and rest. For Max it meant washing up, clean clothes, and a hearty dinner.

      He stabled Klara behind their home, an attractive stone-tiled house with a mansard roof, then ran up to his room and changed into a fresh white shirt and his favorite green sweater. His mother always told him the sweater made his blue eyes appear green. With his light brown hair, rosy complexion, and nimble body, she would say he would fight off girls when he grew up. Max was still too young to appreciate her predictions; he’d rather be the star of the school’s track-and-field team.

      After Max’s mother lit candles and welcomed in the Sabbath, Max recited the hamotzi, the blessing over the bread. His father made the blessing over the wine. They skipped the ritual of washing their hands. They were Reform, more liberal than Orthodox Jews, although their synagogue still used traditional prayer books.

      Max’s mother, a graceful middle-aged woman with silver hair and bright blue eyes that Max had inherited, rang a small silver bell on the table. Their cook, Ivona, emerged from the kitchen with steaming bowls of vegetable soup. Originally from Poland, Ivona had been with them as long as Max could remember. He considered the plump, flaxen-haired cook part of the family, a source of maternal comfort when his mother wasn’t home, as well as sustenance.

      “Thank you, Ivona,” Max’s mother said. “It smells wonderful.”

      Ivona beamed. “I was able to get fresh beans and onions.”

      His mother ladled a portion into her bowl and picked up a soupspoon. She smiled after tasting it. “Delicious.”

      Ivona retired into the kitchen. For a moment, the only sound was the clink of spoons against delicately flowered porcelain. Then: “So, what did you do with your day, son?” Max’s father asked.

      Max laid his spoon on the saucer as he’d been taught. “I went to the store to look at the new Mercedes-Benz that came in, but you’d already gone.” In addition to a dozen racehorses Max’s father had inherited, he’d opened a bicycle shop that, as more and more Germans bought cars, expanded into an automobile repair shop. He had hired a mechanic and invested in the required equipment. Max loved the smell of diesel and gasoline fuel, brake fluid, even oil. He also loved to ask Hartman, the mechanic, questions about chassis, gasoline lines, brakes, carburetors, and how they all worked together.

      “We should call you Junior Mechanic.” Hartman would laugh. “Soon you’ll know more than me.”

      Today, though, Max had been talking to Jonas, who managed the bicycle repair side of the business.

      “Jonas promised to have my bicycle fixed by next week,” Max said.

      “Ach!” his father exclaimed. With his steel-gray hair, at least what was left of it—Papa was in his fifties—his military bearing, and his weathered face with a bristle mustache, Moritz Steiner inspired respect and not a little apprehension from Max. “I am not certain you should be riding it.”

      Max stiffened. “Why not? I can ride to school in half the time it takes to walk.”

      “There is something we need to discuss,” his father said. He glanced at Max’s mother and raised his eyebrows. “You told me the flat tire was due to a nail you must have picked up, is that right?”

      Max licked his lips. “I did.” He looked down at his bowl.

      “And the bent frame occurred when you fell, and the bicycle crashed on the concrete of the schoolyard.”

      Max nodded without looking at his father.

      His father cleared his throat. “Jonas came to me the day after you dropped it off. He said you weren’t telling the truth.”

      “How can you say that? How would he know?”

      “Because Jonas could not find the nail. But he did discover that the tire was slashed on the rim.”

      Max kept his mouth shut.

      “And as far as the bicycle frame is concerned, it seems that someone smashed it with a hammer.”

      Max ran his tongue around his lips.

      “So, here is what I think. I believe you are trying to hide the fact that you were picked on by some Hitler Youth bullies.”

      Max didn’t reply.

      “That’s how it starts,” Mutti said. “Today a bully, tomorrow a Nazi.”

      His father waved a hand to silence his mother. She bit her lip.

      “Maximillian . . .”

      “Yes, Papa?”

      “Isn’t that closer to the truth?”

      The tinkle of the silver bell interrupted his father, and Max had to wait while Ivona cleared the bowls and served roast chicken with stuffing, baby potatoes, and broccoli. While Ivona was serving, Max squirmed. His mother had temporarily rescued him from his father’s questions, but his cheeks were on fire. He couldn’t lie to his parents.

      After Ivona had returned to the kitchen, Max said, “I didn’t want you to worry. I had to stay after school for a few minutes. When I got to the bicycle, no one was there. Just the slashed tire and bent frame.” He decided not to mention the hushed jeers and chortles of several uniformed Hitler Youths huddled a short distance away. Boys who, in the past, had been his school friends. Who had come to his house, and he to theirs. He wasn’t as angry as he was confused. Why had they turned on him?

      His parents exchanged glances. Papa looped his thumbs behind his suspenders and ran his hands up and down the elastic. For the first time, his mother cut in.

      “Moritz, it wasn’t his fault.”

      “That is true. Still, he lied about the circumstances.” He glanced at Max. “Did you not?”

      Before Max could speak, his mother spoke again. “He was only trying to save us from worry, weren’t you, darling?”

      Max wasn’t sure what to say. He gazed first at his father then at his mother. His father might be stern, but he wasn’t cruel.

      Indeed, this time his father rescued him. “You are absolutely right, my dear Hannah.”

      Mutti’s expression said she might be on the verge of tears. To be honest, Max was as well. His throat closed up. He scolded himself. This was no way to act like a man.

      “Maximillian,” his father said, “you do not have to protect us. We are your parents. It’s our duty to worry about you.”

      “Darling, it is no one’s fault,” Mutti repeated. “Except that madman from Austria.”

      “Hannah, keep your voice down.” Papa gestured toward the kitchen and lowered his voice. “I’ve said it before. It is not so much Hitler and his thugs. It is the economy. The Weimar Republic suffered after the Great War. Then the crash on Wall Street. We are in the middle of a worldwide depression. With unremitting inflation. People from America to Europe and even Asia feel it. The German people are looking for a solution. They think they’ve found it with these National Socialists, but you can’t take them seriously. We are a republic. Once Germany recovers and jobs return, the Nazis and little Mustache Man will fade away.”

      “Yes, but what about their antisemitism?” Mama said. “Ever since the National Socialists became the largest party in the Reichstag, a noose has been flung around our necks. And every day someone, somewhere tugs it, and it grows a bit tighter.”

      Papa was seven years older than Mutti, and sometimes he lectured both Mutti and Max. “Hannah, don’t be melodramatic. Antisemitism has been with us for centuries. It will never disappear completely. We’ll do what we always do: deal with it one day at a time. You’ll see. This time next year, it will be different.”

      “So you believe we are safe here in Germany?” Max asked.

      His father hesitated. Then: “Yes. I believe we are. And we are fortunate to be in a position where the economy will not affect us.”

      If his father believed they were safe, Max thought, he would too.

      “What about Hitler?” Mutti asked.

      Papa looked from Max to Mutti. “We must pray that Hindenburg is sensible and Hitler does not become chancellor.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Winter–Spring 1933

        Regensburg

      

      

      But he did.

      A month later, at the end of January 1933, President Hindenburg appointed Adolf Hitler chancellor, head of the German parliament. For the first time the Nazis had majority control of the government. It seemed to Max they wasted no time. Every month brought a fresh assault on the rights of the German people.

      At the end of February, barely a month after Hitler became chancellor, a suspicious fire burned down the Reichstag, the parliament building. The next day, the Nazis blamed the Communist Party for the arson and banned them from government. Hitler went to President Hindenburg and persuaded him to suspend individual rights and due process of law.

      In March Hitler asked the Nazi-controlled Reichstag to pass the Enabling Act, which they did. From that day forward Hitler alone had the power to make laws. The government also opened its first prison camp to house political opponents, homosexuals, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others classified as “dangerous.” The camp was located in Dachau. Dachau was just an hour’s drive from Regensburg.

      In April a flood of educational edicts caused major upheavals not only in the German school curriculum but in the schools themselves. Max was in the second year of secondary school and was looking forward to gymnasium in a few years. After that he would pursue studies at university. He was a good student and enjoyed learning. However, the changes dictated by the Hitler government did not augur well for Jewish students.

      Classes in physical education were now required for all pupils. Max didn’t mind. He wasn’t tall, but he was fast and agile and was on the track-and-field team. However, as the spring season neared, the coach, with whom Max had a friendly relationship, failed to put him on the roster. When Max asked why, the coach replied that he had been forced to cut Max. Other students had been given preferential treatment.

      “What does that mean . . . preferential treatment?” Max asked.

      “It means that they are not as smart as you. The only thing they are good at is athletics. You are smart. You have other opportunities. They don’t.”

      Max stared at the coach. “But I’m good at track.”

      The coach let out a breath. “I’m sorry, Max.”

      Max glared at the coach. “Is it because I’m Jewish?”

      The coach turned and walked away without a word. They never spoke again.

      A new course was added to the curriculum: Racial Science. In the lower grades, students were to learn about “worthy” and “unworthy” races, with the not-so-subtle conclusion that Aryans were the “master race.” They were to check their eye color and texture of their hair against charts of Aryan or Nordic types, and create family trees to establish their biological ancestry. In math, stereotypes about Jews began to surface along with square roots and algebra. Students were urged to wear their Hitler Youth and German Girls League uniforms to school. Nazi propaganda posters and slogans began to cover school bulletin boards, and a few teachers began to read antisemitic articles out loud.

      April also brought other mandates for Jews. Jewish teachers were told they could no longer teach at German schools and universities. Overnight they were banned from the education system. At the same time, the government issued the Law Against Overcrowding in Schools, which limited the number of Jewish students in a school to no more than 5 percent of the school population.

      Regensburg’s Jewish population was 427 out of a city of 81,000, barely half of 1 percent, so the Steiners didn’t worry that Max would be barred, and he wasn’t. But some Jewish families in other parts of the country were forced to pull their children out of public school.

      The Nazi government also encouraged a boycott of Jewish shops and businesses. Despite the economy, Moritz Steiner’s businesses flourished. His bicycle and auto repair shops were the only shops of their kind in Regensburg, so his customers had nowhere else to go. But other businesses in Regensburg didn’t fare as well. At L. Josephsohn’s store downtown, an SA Brownshirt with a rifle stood guard at the door to keep shoppers from entering. Still more Jewish businesses in the marketplace of central Regensburg were shunned. Some were attacked, probably by Hitler Youths, Max thought, and their wares destroyed.

      In April the Nazis passed a decree that defined a non-Aryan. Any individual who was descended from a Jewish parent or grandparent was automatically a non-Aryan.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      On a dazzling spring day when sunshine kissed the ground, robins chirped, and violets bloomed, Max’s best friend, Günter, hurried out to Max in the schoolyard after lunch. Günter, one of the few Jewish boys left in school, was pale.

      “What’s wrong, Günter?” Max asked worriedly. “Are you ill?”

      Günter shook his head. “What was the name of the book about Jews that was exposed as a fraud?”

      “What are you talking about?” Max said

      Günter was tall and had a sturdy build, and he looked like he could throw a solid punch. Because of that most of the other boys left him alone. Now, though, Max thought he might start trembling any second. “The one with the word ‘Zion’ in it,” Günter added.

      Max raised his brows. “Do you mean The Protocols of the Elders of Zion?”

      Günter nodded. “That’s the one.”

      “What about it?”

      “Herr Schröder and Frau Brandt were at the lunch table reading through it and taking notes.” The history and social studies teachers.

      Max frowned. “But it’s full of lies. They know that.”

      “It didn’t sound like they did.”

      Max’s pulse sped up. He pushed back a thatch of hair that fell across his forehead. “What did it sound like?”

      “Like they were preparing a lesson.”

      Max stared at Günter, then spun around as if he was looking for the teachers. His stomach knotted. He didn’t understand. Everyone knew the book was a fraud; it had been exposed as such.

      Günter’s face filled with fear. “What are we going to do if they bring it up in class?”

      Max didn’t have an answer.
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        * * *

      

      Max was riding his bicycle home from school worrying about The Protocols of the Elders of Zion when he spotted one of the students whose parents had transferred her to the synagogue school. Renée Herskowitz was reading a book on the steps outside her house. A year or two younger than Max, Renée was a tall—taller than Max—slim girl with dark wavy hair, blue eyes, and pale skin. She just missed being beautiful; her nose was too big for her face. But Max liked that about her; she looked different from other girls. Like Max, she lived in Stadtamhof, just two streets away from the Steiners. Her family had come to Regensburg from Czechoslovakia after the Great War. Her father was a jeweler.

      Max slowed as he approached. “Guten Tag, Renée,” he said.

      She looked up from her book. “Guten Tag, Max. How are you?”

      Max braked, swung himself off the bicycle, and pushed down the kickstand. “Were you in school today?” When she nodded, he said, “How is it at the synagogue? Are there many students?”

      “Maybe a dozen. They are hiring teachers.”

      “What do you think?”

      “I miss our old school,” she said. “It’s not the same.”

      There was such a sad look in her eyes that Max searched for something to cheer her up. “Perhaps this will not last. Perhaps your parents will change their minds. You could come back to school, you know? There are⁠—”

      She cut him off. “My parents say this is just the beginning. They are already talking about leaving.”

      “No!” The word slipped out, louder and more forceful than he’d intended. “I mean, why? Where will you go? Back to Czechoslovakia?”

       “I don’t think so. Papa says it will be just as dangerous there.” She shrugged. “I suppose my parents are used to moving. But I’m not.” She closed her book with a thump and held it up. “I wish I could run away. Like Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn in this book.”

      Max tilted his head. “What is that?”

      “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer.” A smile crept across her face. “From America. My mutti bought it for me.”

      “What’s it about?”

      “It’s a wonderful story about two boys—they’re not children but not adults either. And their adventures are almost impossible to believe. They’re practically hoodlums. There are Indians, thieves, gold, grave robbers . . . and a young girl named Becky. I’m almost finished. It’s very exciting.”

      Max repeated the title. “I haven’t heard of it. Tell me more.”

      Renée started into an explanation of the story, but after a minute, she shook her head. “It is complicated. I can’t tell you everything.” Her eyes twinkled with pleasure. “But it’s a wonderful story. If you want, I will lend it to you when I finish.”

      “I would like that, Renée.” He returned her smile.

       

      By the last week of April, the Nazis had banned Jews from holding civil service, university, and state positions. They forbade Jewish lawyers admission to the bar. And they established the Gestapo, Hitler’s secret police. Another productive legislative season concluded.
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        Spring–Summer 1933

        Regensburg

      

      

      As the days lengthened and grew warmer, Max looked forward to summer. He would be working at the auto repair shop helping Hartman fix the Daimlers, Mercedes, and other cars that came in. Learning the complexity of an automobile, which he could study firsthand at his leisure, would be fascinating. When he wasn’t at the shop, he planned to spend as much time outdoors as he could.

      The Steiners usually made two summer trips: one to see his mother’s parents in Alsace near Strasbourg, the other to the Swiss Riviera and Lake Geneva. He was an only child, and visits to his grandparents were a treat. His mother had a brother and a sister-in-law who visited from Berlin at the same time, and he had three boisterous first cousins to play with. They made him long for his own brother or sister, but it wasn’t a subject he raised with his parents. He sensed it wasn’t something a son did. But he did learn a bit of French when he was with his grandparents. And Mutti liked to reinforce it by chatting in French back in Germany.

      Max loved the Switzerland trip as well for different reasons: It was the only time he had his father’s complete attention. They would explore Lausanne’s museums, then climb the steps of the Gothic cathedral to the bell tower for a vista of the lake. They would discuss architecture and history, a pet hobby of his father’s; go to the beach, his mother’s favorite activity; and eat far too many sweets. His father had discovered a small antiques shop tucked away on a street near the university. They would drop in every summer to see the new arrivals. Like his admiration for well-made automobiles, Max appreciated a carefully constructed piece of furniture, even an intricate clock.

      The Steiners were just finishing dinner one evening in early May, and Max was planning to take his bicycle out for a short ride before dark, when his father said, “Son, we have something to discuss with you.”

      Max looked over. “Yes, Papa?”

      “We won’t be going away this summer.”

      Max stopped eating, his fork in midair. “Why not?”

      His father glanced at his mother, then back at Max. “It’s for a good reason.”

      Max laid his fork down.

      “You will be turning thirteen in September. You must study for your Bar Mitzvah.”

      “I’m going to be a Bar Mitzvah?” He stole a glance at Mutti, whose expression seemed to indicate she wasn’t altogether happy with the decision. Max hadn’t given his Bar Mitzvah any thought. In Reform Judaism, it wasn’t compulsory. Some families celebrated the event, but others, increasingly, didn’t. “I thought you said it wasn’t important.”

      “We changed our minds. I spoke to the rabbi today. He is going to schedule it for the middle of September. Perhaps on your thirteenth birthday.”

      Max folded his arms like his father often did. “What made you change your mind? Hitler?”

      “Not really,” his father said.

      Max was bewildered. He attended Hebrew school one afternoon a week and on weekends, but nobody, even Bar Mitzvah boys, took their religious education too seriously. For most German Reform Jews, the goal was to assimilate as much as possible. To become “more German than the Germans.”

      “Moritz, tell him the truth,” his mother said. His parents exchanged a glance.

      His father hesitated. Then: “The hotel managers told us there were no rooms for us at either of the hotels we usually stay at in Lake Geneva. And the ones that do have rooms, we don’t want. Plus, your grandmother insists you be a Bar Mitzvah. Apparently your three male cousins are planning theirs.”

      Max blew out a breath. “But Lake Geneva and Lausanne are in Switzerland.”

      His father shrugged.

      “It is because of Hitler, isn’t it?”

      His father began, “The Germans and the Swiss have been⁠—”

      His mother cut in. “The truth is that Hitler and his hooligans have unleashed a poisonous brand of antisemitism that isn’t confined to Germany’s borders, son. Ces sont des monstres.”

      Max pushed his plate away. Angry tears stung his eyes. In his twelve-year-old mind, he felt entitled to a summer on the lake. The sun dancing on his skin. Spending time with his father. He hadn’t done anything wrong, but he was being punished all the same.

      His parents had drilled into him how fortunate he was to live in a large house, own his own pony, and have everything he needed. Hashem had blessed them. He shouldn’t complain. Max tried to remember that when he was with others who weren’t as comfortable and secure as his family. But this wasn’t fair. To spend the summer in a stifling, airless room memorizing his Torah and haftorah while his cousins in Alsace played ball, swam, and rode their bicycles was an insult. Why couldn’t the Nazis disappear? They were ruining his life.

      In the back of his mind, however, and what kept him from complaining to his parents about his Bar Mitzvah preparation, was a sense that was bigger and more consequential than childish tantrums. It wasn’t much more than a vague feeling at the time, but years later he would understand it fully. In the face of vicious antisemitism, his parents chose to use his Bar Mitzvah to defy the Nazis. To celebrate who they were—Hitler be damned.
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        * * *

      

      On the tenth of May, students in Berlin burned more than twenty-five thousand books considered “un-German” in a massive bonfire. The move was encouraged by Joseph Goebbels, the Reich’s head of propaganda, who declared, “The era of extreme Jewish intellectualism is now at an end.” That night students in other parts of Germany marched in torchlit parades against the same un-German “spirit.” Max thought back to The Protocols of the Elders of Zion. His mother had gone to his school the next day to register a complaint after he told her what Günter had seen. So far, the books had not come up in his classes.

      The Elders of Zion wouldn’t be on the list of books that were burned. But the book that Renée Herskowitz said she would lend him might well be. He bicycled to her house the next day after school. She wasn’t outside, so he rang the bell.

      She opened the door. A smile lit her face. “Hello, Max.”

      An unexpected rush of self-consciousness made Max’s nerves tingle and his body feel awkward. “Hello, Renée.”

      “Please come in,” she said. To Max’s relief, she either didn’t notice or pretended not to notice his unease. “Would you like some tea? Or something cool?”

      “Something cool, please.”

      She nodded, still smiling. “Mutti made lemonade this morning. I’ll get some.” She led him into their front hall. This was Max’s first time in the Herskowitz house. He glimpsed dark furniture, oriental carpets, and heavy drapes. He sat in an upholstered chair. He heard her in the kitchen opening and closing cabinet doors, pouring liquid into glasses. She was back a moment later carrying a tray with two large glasses of lemonade and a plate of biscuits. “Let’s go out on the stoop,” she said. “It’s cooler there.”

      Max, still slightly embarrassed, recovered just in time. “Let me carry something.”

      “Why don’t you take the biscuits?”

      He took the plate. The scent of cinnamon, vanilla, and fresh-baked dough drifted up. “They smell wonderful.”

      “I just made them.”

      He wasn’t sure what to say, and that bothered Max. He was rarely at a loss for words.

      Outside, late afternoon sun shimmered rosy against blue sky. A soft breeze rustled the leaves. They settled themselves, and she handed him a glass. Max tipped it up, gulped down a few swallows, then abruptly stopped. Where were his manners? She would think he was a heathen. But she seemed absorbed in watching a bird peck at the ground beside the stoop.

      Why did he feel so awkward? For the first time he was aware of how Renée moved, the expression on her face, even the way she waved her hands.

      He tore his gaze away and looked at the biscuits. “May I?”

      She giggled. “Of course.”

      He took one and bit into it. It was still slightly soft on top. As he chewed, cinnamon filled his mouth. But it was not too much. He sighed. “Perfection.”

      If a smile could become more dazzling, Max had never seen it until Renée’s. “Thank you,” she replied. “Have another. I can make more next week.”

      He picked up another biscuit. Vanilla this time. Equally good.

      “So, how is school?” Renée asked.

      “Only one more week.”

      “The same with us.”

      “Did they hire more teachers at the synagogue?”

      “They did. They’re not allowed to teach in public school, as you know. My father says they probably aren’t making as much money.”

      “That’s not right,” Max said.

      “At least they have a job.”

      “True.” He took a third biscuit. “Have you read any of the books that were burned the other day?”

      She shook her head. “But my parents did.” She paused. “They banned Freud, Einstein, even Jack London. Oh, and H.G. Wells. Most of the authors live or lived in America.”

      Max hadn’t known the authors were banned. “Do you think your book about the two American ruffians would be banned?”

      “The Adventures of Tom Sawyer?” She tipped her head to the side. She was thinking. Max noticed her tongue jut out for a scant second. “Two young boys who take matters into in their own hands? Who do not follow rules? Absolutely. It would be considered highly provocative. Even subversive.”

      He grinned. “If you still have it, I’m ready to read it.”

      She grinned too. “You might have to hide it from your family. Certainly from any visitors to your home.”

      “Don’t worry.” He took another biscuit. He was beginning to feel like himself again.

      “Which do you like more, the cinnamon or the vanilla?”

      “I couldn’t possibly decide. Can’t I say both?”

      She laughed.

      They talked for another hour about their families—Renée had a younger brother, Wolf, whom she described as a “little menace”; their plans for the summer; their fear of the future; even the latest movies from Hollywood. As the sun dipped toward the horizon and the temperature cooled, she went inside and came back with the book and a package wrapped in paper with a string tied around it.

      “These are for you, Max. Along with the book.”

      He took the biscuits, his cheeks once again flaming. Why? It was just Renée.
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        Summer 1933

        Regensburg

      

      

      In the middle of July the Nazis banned all political parties except themselves. On the same day, the Reichstag passed a law that permitted the forced sterilization of any German with a physical or mental handicap. A third law passed the same day stripped Jewish immigrants from Poland of their German citizenship. The Steiners had been in Germany for three generations; Max was the fourth. They weren’t from Poland, and their Polish maid, Ivona, wasn’t Jewish. Still, Max felt the anxiety, especially from his mother.

      He was supposed to be studying his Torah portion for his Bar Mitzvah one night after dark, but he couldn’t concentrate. He’d invited Renée on a carriage ride around Regensburg earlier that evening, and they’d followed the Danube as it curled around the city. Klara trotted briskly, but Max slowed as they approached Herzogs Park to watch the sun set. Purple clouds edged with gold glinted for a final burst of light before the sun slowly sank behind the trees.

      Neither of them spoke. The sunset, like a perfect symphony, Max thought, had been too splendid for words. When he finally looked over, Renée was staring at him. In the encroaching twilight the color of her eyes had deepened to dark blue, as rich and royal as his mother’s sapphire ring. He swallowed. An awkward sensation swept over him. He was supposed to do something, wasn’t he? But what?

      Renée broke the spell. “You know, Max, you have one of the final parashah of the year.”

      Max didn’t expect the sudden conversational shift. Renée had to be the most intelligent girl he knew. Perhaps the smartest person in the world. Besides his father.

       “That’s what the rabbi said.” He bent his head. “But how did you know?”

      “The last Torah portion of the year, V’Zot HaBerachah, is always read on Simchas Torah, and that falls on October twelfth this year. Your Bar Mitzvah is barely a month before. So your Torah portion is the one right before it.”

      “It’s the week before Rosh Hashanah. It’s odd. I always thought we restarted the Torah on the new year. But we don’t.”

      “There are theories about that. The one I like”—she smiled—“says that we hold off to ‘trick Satan’ about the exact day Rosh Hashanah falls on. And once we delay, we delay more, until the first Shabbos after the High Holidays so that we won’t interrupt the Torah cycle with holiday readings.”

      He shot her an admiring smile. “Renée, how do you know all these things?”

      She reddened as if a bit embarrassed. “I don’t have much to read these days except the books at the synagogue.”

      Had she specifically looked for information about his parshah? “What about your American runaways?”

      “I’m waiting for the next book. “It’s called The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. I hear it’s quite popular, so it might take time to arrive. If it’s not banned.”

      “Do you think it might be?”

      She bit her lip. “It should be. But perhaps the Nazis don’t know about Mark Twain.”

      Now in his bedroom, Max was thinking how special Renée was to take an interest in his studies. None of his other Jewish friends did. When they got back to Stadtamhof, furthermore, she’d fished out another small package tied with string and dropped it in his lap.

      “How did you know?” he said. “These are now my favorite sweets.”

      “I’m so glad.” She squeezed his forearm. “Sweet dreams, Max.”
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        * * *

      

      Sweet dreams indeed, he thought now. He’d already wolfed down three biscuits. He turned his attention back to the Bar Mitzvah passage. He was determined to memorize a few verses but stopped when he overheard his parents talking quietly in their bedroom. It was almost ten. Usually their door was closed by now. He crept out of his room. The door was ajar.

      “You know that Ivona is an immigrant, correct?” Mutti’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “But she’s not Jewish, and she’s been here for years. How many? Ten? Fifteen?” His father.

      “Yes, but⁠—”

      “But what, my dear?”

      “What if she decides it’s too risky to work for a Jewish family?”

      “Then we’ll find someone else.”

      His mother’s voice rose. “Who will work for us?”

      “Hush, Hannah,” his father said. “Maybe the synagogue can find us a Jewish cook.”

      There was silence. Then: “My brother Willie is making plans to emigrate to America. His wife’s father, Leo Bendheim, lives in New York and is sponsoring them. I will ask Willie if Rosa’s father will sponsor us as well.”

      “But we are not leaving, my dear. We do not need to move. What else can they do to us?”

      Max heard his mother sigh. “You know the rumors.”

      “Don’t pay them any attention.”

      She persisted. “They say they plan to kill Jews who don’t leave the Reich.”

      “Hannah—”

      “And you said the other day that business has fallen off.”

      “There is a vast difference between losing money and losing your life.”

      “What if we lose all our money? Or it is taken from us?”

      There was silence. Then Moritz whispered. Max could only make out a phrase or two. “. . . taking precautions . . . cash every week . . . under the mattress.” He cleared his throat.

      “Are you sure that’s enough?” His mother’s voice was fearful.

      His father stopped whispering. “I believe so. And I will sell a few horses if I must. That should give us enough for Max’s Bar Mitzvah. And more.”

      “But what if the secret police—the Gestapo—raid us? There is a camp an hour away in Dachau. What if they put us in prison in one of those—camps?”

      “For what crimes?”

      “Being Jewish.”

      “Hannah, my grandfather settled here three generations ago. I am a veteran of the Great War. We have ties. Allies. I am confident the mayor, for one, will vouch for us.”

      “I’m not. Hitler has destroyed the covenant between Jews and the world. I am afraid every time someone comes to the door.”

      Max heard swishing, as if his father had moved to embrace his mother. “Oh, Hannah, my dear. Do not be afraid. We will be fine.”

      “That may be. But I will still write my brother.”
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      Max dutifully practiced for his Bar Mitzvah that summer. His mother, who came from a more observant family than Papa, had studied Hebrew as a child. She helped him with pronunciation. But his favorite person to practice with was Renée. She’d read a translation of his Torah parshah at the synagogue and was able to add to the rabbi’s interpretation of the passages.

      They studied at the synagogue in the library so they could pull information from other sources. It was well stocked and had been expanded once secular subjects were added to the curriculum. Max pulled out an old copy of the Talmud. The yellowing pages gave off the dusty smell of paper. Max found the smell comforting.

      “So, you already know your parshah is from Deuteronomy,” Renée said.

      “Chapter twenty-six, verses one through twenty-nine,” Max said. “My part begins with the words ‘Ki tavo,’ which means ‘When you come.’ It’s part of Moses’s last speech to the people he led through the desert. He dies soon after that.”

      “Right,” Renée said. “From what I gather, he’s instructing them on what blessings to say, what rules to follow, and what will happen if they don’t.”

      “You looked it up?” Max asked.

      She shrugged as if to make light of it, but Max was grateful. She was a special girl. She made him feel important. As if he mattered. He scanned his assigned pages from the Talmud. “Moses warns them they’ll be cursed if they don’t follow the rules. More than once, actually.”

      “Yes, he does. And then he⁠—”

      “Renée,” Max interrupted her. “Do you believe Hashem is that rigid?”

      “Rigid? In what way?”

      “He doesn’t seem to be very forgiving. At least Moses makes it sound that way. One tiny slip, and people are cursed. I’d like to believe Hashem gives us a second chance. Maybe even a third.”

      Renée folded her hands on the table. “I’ve never thought of it that way.”

      Max sat up straighter. Renée was curious about his thoughts and ideas. His parents weren’t. At least not in the same way.

      “You could bring it up in your talk after you read,” she said.

      “But what if the audience doesn’t agree?”

      “Why wouldn’t they?”

      “Because of all the ‘punishing’ laws and restrictions. If Hashem is so benevolent, why isn’t He doing more to protect us?”

      “Perhaps He is testing our faith,” she said.

      Max wasn’t sure he believed that. “Why would a forgiving God do that?”

      “That I don’t know, Max,” she said after a pause. “Perhaps you should ask the rabbi.”

      Max doubted the rabbi would provide a satisfying answer. He let it go. “The rabbi is teaching me trope so I can chant the parshah and my haftorah.”

      “That’s impressive,” she said. “Do you want to practice it now?”

      Max considered it. He was reluctant to practice in front of Renée, not because he didn’t know the proper inflections and intonation. But his voice had started to change earlier that summer, and he worried that a high-pitched squeak might burst out between his deepening, more resonant tones. “Um, perhaps later?”

      “Of course.” She smiled and changed the subject. “Have you started Tom Sawyer?”

      “I did. I love it, so I’m reading slowly. I make it my reward for studying. I don’t want it to end.”

      “I felt the same way.”

      “The freedom they felt when they were rafting down the river is . . . well, I was envious.”

      “Yes!”

      Silence again. Max wondered if she was asking herself why they couldn’t run away from rules and restrictions like Tom and Huck. He was. But he kept the conversation light. “Could you see yourself rafting down the Danube?”

      She giggled. “It’s not wide enough. At least in Regensburg. People would spot us.”

      “What would you take with you if you had the chance?”

      “Hmm.” She started to list items, using her fingers to count. “A change of clothes. My hairbrush. Sweet biscuits⁠—”

      “Agreed.” He chimed in. “I would take a fishing pole. A hat. And some money.”

      “If we still have any.” She hesitated. “And books. I would take a few books.”

      Were they talking about things they would take on a raft? Or things they would take someplace else? “Tom Sawyer?”

      “And Huckleberry Finn. If it arrives in time.” An uncertain look came across her face.

      Now Max knew they were talking about someplace else. He spoke his next words carefully. “Suppose we were rafting down the Mississippi River . . .”

      “Oh my. In that case we would have to learn English.”

      “That would be a problem. At least for me. I only know a few words. ‘Hello.’ ‘Goodbye.’ ‘Hot dog.’”

      She burst out laughing. It lifted his spirits. He laughed too. There wasn’t much laughter at his house. If they could both laugh, how bad could things be? He wanted to hear that laugh more often.
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        * * *

      

      On a perfect sun-dappled September day, it seemed as if the entire Jewish population of Regensburg had turned out for Max’s Bar Mitzvah. The sanctuary was so crowded they had to bring more chairs. Max, wearing a new navy blue suit, sat in the first row with his parents during shacharit morning prayers. He and his father moved to the bima during the Torah service. In their synagogue, the bima looked more like a stage than a simple raised platform, but the rabbi claimed that was becoming more common.

      It wasn’t until they were seated behind the rabbi on the bima that Max grew nervous. A scan of the audience filled him with dismay. His mother was in the first row. Two rows back was Renée and her family. His uncle Willie, Mutti’s brother, and Aunt Rosa had come down from Berlin with their family, his cousins. He spotted Günter and his father, as well as most of the Jewish boys and girls he knew from synagogue. And there was Jonas, his father’s shop manager, and Hartman, the mechanic, in the back of the sanctuary.

      The rest of the crowd were his parents’ friends, and Max didn’t know them. Or at least not well. He swallowed. His throat felt thick. He would give anything for a glass of water. He saw few non-Jews in the pews. Two years ago, he’d gone to one of his friend’s Bar Mitzvahs and saw at least a dozen Gentile boys and girls from school. Boys who had been friends. Those same boys now shunned him.

      He’d thought it wouldn’t happen to him. Wilhelm, perhaps his best Gentile friend, had told him at the beginning of the school year that Max was different from those “other” Jews. “You’re my friend, Max, and you’ll always be my friend. I promise.”

      Although Max wondered who those “other” Jews were, he was happy to have at least one non-Jewish friend. But over the school year their friendship cooled. Wilhelm always had an excuse when Max invited him over, and Max noticed there were no invitations from Wilhelm.

      It had something to do with race, he knew. The Nazis kept talking about Aryans: the purest, superior race. And this master race, as his teachers called it, with their blue eyes and blond hair, was largely German. Jews were not Aryans. They were an inferior race.

      The rabbi cut short Max’s thoughts and gestured him up to the podium.
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        * * *

      

      Aside from the squeak in his inflection when he began the prayers over the Torah, his voice behaved, and Max got through the parshah smoothly. He chanted his haftorah as well; it was a passage from Prophets, the book of Isaiah. The passage focused on images of light “to remind us that though we may be in dark times,” Max summarized from his reading, “God’s light will eventually return.”

      He added what he and Renée had discussed earlier about the nature of Hashem. “Many Jews, much wiser than I, talk about the curses we will suffer if we do not follow Hashem’s rules. But I do not believe in a punishing God. That said, I cannot explain why we face so many challenges today. Still, I cling to the notion of a benevolent presence, a loving God, whose will for us is to find joy and purpose. I will search for Him, and I pray that you find Him as well.”

      As Max sat down he heard rustling and whispers from the crowd. A wave of fear buzzed his nerves. Had he made a mistake? Should he not have been so optimistic? He jerked his head up and made eye contact with Renée. Her eyes were shining, and there was a huge smile on her lips. He felt better.

      After the service the crowd moved to a large room where a kiddush buffet lunch waited for them. Although many families no longer kept kosher, the synagogue did. The dairy spread included several kinds of fish, salads, bread, and kugel. Max, too excited to eat, fielded compliments on his readings. Many said they loved his description of Hashem as a forgiving, benevolent force for good. Max had given them hope, they said.

      Nevertheless, the rabbi tempered Max’s words at the conclusion of the kiddush. He mentioned several Jewish families who had already left Germany during the past six months and predicted more would follow. And while he praised Max for his “youthful idealism,” he warned congregants that they were facing a long, dark night before the morning light dawned. As the Steiners posed for what would be their last family photographs, Max desperately hoped the rabbi was wrong.
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