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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      The volume of literature about World War II has both fascinated and intimidated me. I suspect the war’s popularity as subject matter comes from the fact that it was the last time there was clarity between good and evil. The quantity and breadth of material are overwhelming—I continually wondered what I could possibly add.  Still, the era has tugged at me. The first short story I wrote is set during the prewar years. In it I explored what happens to ordinary Americans in wartime. Do they become heroes or cowards? I experimented again in several other short stories. Finally, a friend suggested I try something more complex. With her encouragement, I took the plunge. The results follow: two novellas both set during the war at home. I have stitched them together with that first story, under the name War, Spies, and Bobby Sox. I hope you enjoy them.
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CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, December 1941

      Lena was sure they were going to kill her when she climbed into the car. There were two of them this afternoon; usually it was only Hans. The second man sat in the back. He wasn’t holding a knife or gun or even piano wire, but there was something chilling about him. He was a beefy, muscled bull of a man, and his presence made her colder than the December day. He refused to smile, and he wouldn’t acknowledge her, as if there was a limited allocation of words and gestures, and any extra would tip the scales into chaos. And Hans, who usually liked to chat, stared straight ahead, pretending to ignore her. She felt like a ghost who’d somehow slipped into the passenger seat.

      Her thoughts turned to escape. She could pull the car door handle and throw herself out onto the road. She checked the speedometer. They were cruising south on Lake Shore Drive at about thirty miles per hour. She would surely perish if she did. She might be able to slide over to Hans and stomp her foot on the brake before he could stop her. But the road was icy, and the car would skid. What if it plowed into another car? She squeezed her eyes shut. She thought about smashing the window and screaming for help, but the glass of the Ford was thick, and even if she could shatter it, what would she say? Who would believe her?

      She bit her lip and tried to think. Maybe she was imagining it. Maybe it was just the stress of the past six months. Or perhaps it was her time of the month. Hadn’t Karl always teased her about that? Karl. She blinked rapidly, trying to hold back the tears that still threatened at the thought of him.

      It had been a routine day of typing and filing, much like all the others. She’d had lunch with Sonia, who’d poured her heart out about her husband, who’d been drafted and had fought in the Battle of Midway last summer. Walking back from the cafeteria, Lena spotted the signal, a small American flag stuck in the snow-covered urn beside the Fifty-Seventh Street florist’s shop. That meant she was to meet Hans as soon as possible.

      She considered ignoring it. Just not showing up. But Max was at home with Mrs. McNulty, their upstairs neighbor and babysitter. She would give him supper and make sure he went to sleep if Lena had to “work late,” as she explained whenever there was a meet. She couldn’t risk not meeting him. What if they retaliated against Max?

      She leaned back against the seat of the Ford and swallowed. She should have run the moment she spotted the flag, scooped up Max, and boarded the first train out of Chicago. Now it was too late. She was a fool.

      The Ford slowed and turned into one of the beaches off South Lake Shore Drive. Then it slowed even more. The man in the seat behind her leaned forward. She knew what was coming. She braced herself and whispered the Sh’ma.
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      Berlin, May 1935

      Lena headed south on Ebertstrasse toward the Tiergarten and ducked into the park. It was the middle of May, but the hot sun made it feel more like July. Once inside the greenery, though, the temperature cooled. A breeze swished through the trees, and birds chirped, a bit frantically, Lena thought, as though they were as disturbed as she. She rounded the corner, narrowly missing a couple of girls on bicycles, braids swinging in their wake, and caught sight of several children splashing water at one another behind the rhododendrons. Josef should be waiting for her at the statue of the famous woman with her hand on her breast. Lena could never remember the woman’s name.

      There he was! With his wavy blond hair, sharp edge to his chin, and gorgeous green eyes, he looked Aryan, not Jewish. She, on the other hand, with her thick chestnut hair, brown eyes, and nose she thought was too big, but which Josef said he loved anyway, couldn’t even try to pass. Josef claimed his looks had saved him from more than a few schoolyard brawls. His family had moved from Alsace years earlier, so he’d been French, German, and everything in between, he joked. But always in love with her, he would quickly add.

      When he spotted her, he smiled broadly and opened his arms. She ran into them. He was the one for her; she’d known since they were five and she lent him a few coins at synagogue every week for tzedukah. But he hadn’t realized it until a year ago, when they both turned sixteen. Now they were inseparable.

      Lena pulled back and studied his face. She knew she wasn’t smiling, and his smile, so bright a moment ago, faded. She felt her face crumple; she couldn’t keep it in anymore. Tears brimmed and trickled down her cheeks.

      Josef clasped her to him. “My Lena, what is wrong? Stop. All is good. We are together.”

      That made her cry harder.

      His expression turned grim. “What? What is it?”

      “Oh, Josef . . .” A strangled sob escaped.

      He led her to a wrought-iron bench and made her sit. He sat beside her and grabbed her hand. Usually, the aroma of damp earth and blooming lilacs in the park made her smile, but the tears continued to stream. She tried to wipe them away with the back of her hand.

      Josef brushed his fingers across her cheek. “What is wrong?  You look like you’ve lost your best friend.”

      “I have,” she cried.

      “What are you talking about?”

      She took a breath and tried to compose herself. “My parents are sending me to America. In three weeks.”

      Disbelief flickered across his face. “But—but your parents will be going to Budapest. With mine.”

      Lena felt her lips quiver. “They are. But they claim Hungary is not safe enough for me. They want me far away.”

      Josef fell silent.

      “I tried to convince them to change their minds, but we have a second cousin, sort of an aunt, in Chicago who has agreed to sponsor me. It has been arranged.”

      “No.” Josef squeezed her hand. It was just one word, but it said everything.

      “I—I don’t know what to do, Josef. I can’t leave you.”

      He nodded. “Oh, Liebchen, I feel the same way.”

      She brightened for a moment. “Perhaps you could come with me.”

      He turned to her. “How? You know it’s not possible. I would need a sponsor, and it’s not so easy for us to⁠—”

      “I can ask my aunt.”

      “My parents would never permit it.”

      She cast her eyes down and whispered, “I know. But we can’t stay here. We can no longer go to school. My father lost his job at the newspaper. Your father lost his government post. It will only get worse.”

      Josef didn’t say anything for a moment. “Let me think. I will come up with something.” He pulled her close and tipped up her chin with his hand. “I love you, Lena Bentheim. I always will.”

      “And I love you, Josef Meyer. Forever.”

      “Until death do us part.” He leaned in and kissed her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, 1935

      But Josef didn’t come up with a plan, and three weeks later, Lena boarded a ship for New York. It was a rough voyage, and she spent most of it belowdecks, green and seasick. She vowed never to travel by sea again. Once in New York she passed through immigration, then followed the instructions in her aunt’s letter and took a train bound for Chicago.

      Her “aunt” Ursula met her at the station. A thin, wiry brunette with pale blue eyes, Ursula had married Erich Steiner, a math professor originally from Regensburg. They’d come to the Midwest five years earlier, when Erich was offered a position at the University of Chicago. Now, as they drove by taxi to a spacious, leafy neighborhood called Hyde Park, Lena found Ursula brisk and all business, but not unkind. Clearly, she had been making plans.

      “. . . English lessons . . . ,” she was saying. “Typing, too, so you can get a job. We will lend you the money, of course, and you can pay us back bit by bit when you are employed. And Erich has connections at the university, so we might be able to place you there after you’re qualified. The weakness in the economy still lingers, so you will be lucky to get any job at all.”

      Lena thanked her and gazed out the window. True, she was seventeen, an age at which many German girls left school to work or marry, but she had somehow expected—no, hoped—she would have a year or so left to study for her baccalaureate. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to join the adult world. It was just too soon. Three weeks earlier she and Josef were in the Tiergarten stealing kisses. Now her childhood was over. She blinked back tears.
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        * * *

      

      The next six months were filled with English tutors, secretarial school, and letters from home. Josef wrote regularly, telling her about his days—he was studying at home, learning how to cook, taking long walks. He missed her terribly, he declared, and would never stop loving her. Her parents wrote cheerful letters too, never mentioning how they were coping with Hitler’s restrictions. Lena knew her mother was trying to make life sound normal so Lena wouldn’t worry. But the more cheerful the letter, the worse Lena knew things were. She read the newspapers. She wrote back, begging them to leave Berlin for Budapest, Paris, or New York right away. But leaving Germany was never mentioned, at least in the letters that came back.

      Starting around the High Holidays, letters from Germany became less frequent. Then, in December, a letter came from Josef.

      
        
        You are lucky you got out when you did. Things here are very bad. My parents left  for Budapest. I don’t know how much you know in America, but in September Hitler passed the Nuremberg Race Laws. These laws strip all German Jews of their citizenship. We are now “subjects” in Hitler’s Reich. The laws also forbid Jews to marry or have relations with Aryans or to hire Aryan women as household help. They also presume to define how much Jewish blood makes one fully Jewish.

      

        

      
        So, now everyone is arguing whether someone is a full Jew or part Jew. What does it matter? My father says if we stay we will be killed—they are considering even harsher laws. We will be nothing more than criminals. It is hard to believe.

      

        

      
        Friends of my parents in Budapest have arranged for an apartment for us, but apparently it is quite small. We will leave in a few days. I miss you desperately. I have not seen your parents. Perhaps they have already left?

      

      

      The next day a letter came from her mother. Unlike Josef’s, it was strangely devoid of news. Just the same trivia her mother always wrote.  Lena immediately replied asking why her parents hadn’t left for Budapest. Had they talked to Josef? Again she begged them to leave Berlin. And then she cried.

      She never got a response.
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      Chicago, May 1936

      It was exactly a year later when Ursula declared Lena fit to be hired.  “I was a secretary myself before we came to America, you know. That’s how I met Erich. So I know all the tricks a lazy girl does to pass herself off as competent.”

      Lena didn’t know whether that comment was directed at her, but when her aunt smiled, relief washed over her.  She had learned English easily; within four months she was practically speaking like a native.

      “Erich has already talked to people at the university. The Physics Department is looking for a secretary. And”—Ursula’s smile broadened—“there are two German students in the department whose English is not so good. They are thrilled at having a secretary who is bilingual. Especially in today’s world,” she added.

      Lena swallowed. “But I know nothing about physics, Aunt Ursula. In Gymnasium I got most of the fundamental concepts wrong. Acceleration, rate, gravity . . . I’m hopeless.”

      Ursula waved a dismissive hand. “You don’t need to know physics. I could barely add two and two and look where I ended up.”

      But Lena didn’t want to meet and marry a German academician, like her aunt. Josef was waiting for her in Budapest, and as soon as she could, she would bring him to the States. In the meantime, though, she took the position.
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        * * *

      

      Ryerson Physical Laboratory, a pleasant, ivy-covered building on Fifty-Eighth Street, edged one side of the university quad. Lena liked to walk through it on her way to work, imagining she was a student at the university. She wondered if she would ever reclaim those carefree days.

      Although the department was small, it prided itself on two Nobel Prizes won by its scientists, one of whom, Arthur Compton, was the department chair. She quickly learned that Ursula was right about one thing. She didn’t need to know anything about physics.

      The one imperative was to make sure her typing was accurate. Most of the documents contained columns of symbols and fractions and percentages that, while a mystery to her, were known to the scientists, so it was critical to get them right. When she asked why, Professor Compton explained that the department’s mission was to instill the habit of careful, intelligent observation of the external world.

      “In order to do that,” he said, fingering the small mustache that looked a little too much like Hitler’s, Lena thought, “we expect our graduate students to replicate classical experiments by eminent investigators. And that includes the data they observe and analyze.”

      Lena nodded. She was intimidated by Compton but more relaxed around the students. They chatted and laughed and traded jokes that were surprisingly funny for scientists. There were the two German graduate students who had come to America a year earlier and soon depended on her to help write their papers. A young Brit and three Americans also hung around.

      “There are actually three of us Germans,” Franz told her one day. “But Karl is at Columbia University in New York for the semester.”

      “Why?” Lena asked.

      The second German, Heinrich, smiled. “That’s where the action is. They’re doing lots of exciting atomic experiments. I can’t wait for him to come back and tell us everything.”

      Thankfully, Lena knew what an atom was. “But why are they experimenting with the atom?”

      “Splitting it,” Franz said. “Even Einstein thinks it might be possible.”

      “To what end?”

      “The experts claim if they succeed, a great deal of energy will be released.”

      “Energy?”

      “Heat. Light. Radiation. An explosion more fiery than man has ever known.”

      “A bomb?”

      “Perhaps. But they say Hitler is doing the same thing. So, of course, the Americans must hurry . . .” His voice trailed off.  “At any rate, Karl will be back in September.”
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      Chicago, September 1936

      By fall Josef’s letters were less frequent. He was fine, he said in the one letter she received. His mother was sick. When she coughed, her handkerchief was tinged with blood, and they feared it was tuberculosis. But he was working with a carpenter in Budapest and learning a trade. “Think how useful that will be when we build our house.”

      She wanted to share his optimism, but she hadn’t heard from her parents in months, and Josef said he hadn’t seen them in Budapest. The émigré German Jewish community there was small; everyone knew one another.  She had heard the rumors about the SS rounding up Jews and sending them to forced labor camps. She prayed that wasn’t the case and that she would soon receive a joyful letter from Paris or London or Amsterdam.

      One afternoon she was in the filing room, a cramped closet, when a male voice called out from the front.

      “Halloo. Is anyone there?” It was a tentative voice, speaking heavily accented English that sounded like that of a German national.  Bavarian, actually. Lena had learned how to figure out what part of Germany someone was from by the way they spoke English.

      She hurried out. A young man with dark curly hair and glasses that magnified his brown eyes leaned against a wall. He was about six feet—she was using feet and inches in her calculations now—and solidly built.

      “How can I help you?” she said, knowing her own accent marked her as a foreigner.

      His face lit. “You are German!” Something about his expression, so innocent and yet full of delight, instantly put her at ease.

      She nodded. “And you are from Bavaria.”

      He switched to German. “How did you know?”

      She tapped her lips. “I hear it.”

      He smiled back. “You have a good ear.” He raised his palm. “Munich.”

      “Berlin.” She did the same.

      “Do you work here?”

      “I am the department secretary. Since last May.” She tilted her head. “Are you new?”

      He laughed. “No. But I have been away.”

      “Oh. You are Karl.”

      He brightened even more. “Yes.”

      “You have been at Columbia in New York.”

      He nodded. “And you?”

      She held up her hand. “As I said, I am not a student.”

      “Your name.” There was a softness in his voice as he said it.

      She felt a flush creep across her face.  “Of course. Lena Bentheim.”

      He offered his hand. “Karl Stern.”

      She took it. Stern could be a Jewish name. They stood with their hands clasped a beat too long. Neither appeared to mind.
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        * * *

      

      Karl came to the physics office for a different reason every day. He needed a book from the library—she often checked them out for the students. He needed to find a paper someone else had written. He lost his schedule of classes for the fall. Lena looked forward to his visits.

      Two weeks later he mustered up the courage to ask her to tea.

      “Tea? How—lovely.” She giggled. “But we are not in London.”

      “Yes, of course.” He flushed from the neck up. “Coffee, then.”

      She cocked her head. “Not in Vienna either, although it is true that Americans are in love with their coffee.”

      Karl’s face turned crimson. He stammered. “Well—well, then, I apologize for—for . . .” His voice faded and he seemed to shrink into himself.

      “But beer.” Lena smiled. “Now, that’s another matter. Do you think we might find a nearby tavern?”

      Karl’s face glowed.

      “Come back at five, yah?” she said.

      He nodded enthusiastically.

      Lena took him to a restaurant just off campus. The menu boasted the Budweiser logo and the words “Makes Good Food Taste Better” at the top. The tavern offered thick soups, meat loaf, and even hamburgers at prices students could afford. All washed down with beer. The pleasant smell of grease drifted through the air; Lena’s mouth watered. They both ordered the meat loaf.

      They talked about everything but focused on what was happening in Germany. The Berlin Olympic Games had just ended, and Hitler had taken a keen interest, hoping his Aryan athletes would dominate the competitions. It was the irony of ironies that Jesse Owens, a Negro from America, won all four of his events. Because of the games, moreover, the German government had temporarily refrained from actions against Jews.

      “But more restrictions are on the way,” Karl said.

      Lena sat back. “Are you Jewish?”

      “Of course. I thought you knew.”

      She leaned against the back of her chair. A deep wave of relief passed through her.  Karl understood. The other German graduate students were sympathetic, but they weren’t Jewish. It wasn’t the same. For the first time since she’d come to America she realized how guarded she’d been.

      “Where are your parents?” she asked. “And the rest of your family?”

      “In Austria.  I am trying to get them here. I think it will happen, but I don’t know when. The US has become quite restrictive about who can get in.” He paused. “What about yours?”

      She hesitated, then shook her head. “I don’t know.”

      He reached across the table and squeezed her hand.
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      By the end of the year Lena and Karl were a couple. She spent more time at his apartment, a shabby room in the southern part of Hyde Park, than at Ursula and Erich’s, but Ursula didn’t seem to mind. It was as if her aunt knew what was happening and tacitly approved. Karl was invited to Shabbos dinner every Friday; it became the only big meal they ate, except when they went out.

      The night she and Karl made love for the first time, she had the feeling she was his first. Afterward she knew she had to write Josef. At first she had been wracked with guilt and had tried to keep Karl at a distance. But he was so unassuming, gentle, and smart, she soon developed feelings for him. There had been no letter from Josef in months. Memories of him were fading like dried flowers inside a book, a book that had been written centuries earlier.

      Meanwhile the Physics Department was suffused with an enthusiasm that hadn’t been present before. Compton, the head of the department, was known for studying cosmic rays, but the experiments that intrigued the students were those Enrico Fermi started in 1934 in Europe.

      One night, after they made love, Karl tried to explain Fermi’s work in a way Lena could understand. “It has to do with bombarding elements with neutrons. One of the elements Fermi uses is uranium, which is one of the heaviest of the known elements.”

      “Why is that important?” Lena asked.

      “Because the result turned out to be lighter than the elements he’d started with.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “Fermi himself didn’t really understand why, but others were quick to link it to Einstein’s theory of E = mc2.”

      “Why?”

      Karl grinned. “Because a great deal of energy was released during the bombardment.” He paused. “When we figure out exactly how it happened and what exactly was released, a new world of possibilities will emerge.”

      Lena loved to listen to Karl.  She barely understood what he was talking about, but his eagerness and love of learning kindled a desire in her to go back to school. To finish what they called, in the States, high school. Maybe, afterward, she would even enroll at the university.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 7


          

        

      

    

    
      Chicago, 1937-1938

      The day Lena and Karl married was a warm, breezy day in June 1937.  The tiny wedding at KAM Isaiah Israel synagogue in Hyde Park included fewer than a dozen guests: Ursula and Erich, the graduate students in the Physics Department, a secretary, Bonnie, from the Math Department with whom Lena was friends, and Professor Compton and his wife. Lena had bought a white dress on sale at Marshall Field’s, and Bonnie had helped her make a veil. But what she loved most were her white sandals with rhinestone bows, which sparkled in the light, making her feel as though she were floating above the ground.

      After the ceremony, Ursula and Erich invited everyone to their house for wedding cake and champagne. Ursula surprised Lena with a marzipan cake from Lutz’s, the German bakery; her aunt had gone all the way to the North Side to pick it up. Later that evening, Karl’s friends took them to a special performance of the Benny Goodman Trio at the Congress Hotel, and they kicked up their heels until the wee hours. Lena couldn’t have asked for a more perfect day. If only her parents had been there to see it.
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        * * *

      

      A few months later, as they walked to the quad from their apartment near Fifty-Seventh and Dorchester, Lena—now Mrs. Stern—held up her hand, watching her wedding ring flash this way and that in the morning sun. She did that a lot now. To most people, it was just a modest gold band, but to her it was as valuable as the whole of the recently built Fort Knox.
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