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The right of personal freedom recedes before the duty to preserve the race. There must be no half-measures.


—Adolf Hitler


In the higher ranges of Secret Service work, the actual facts in many cases were in every respect equal to the most fantastic inventions of romance and melodrama. Tangle within tangle, plot and counter-plot, ruse and treachery, cross and doublecross, true agent, false agent, double agent, gold and steel, the bomb, the dagger and the firing party, were interwoven in many a texture so intricate as to be incredible and yet true. The Chief and the High Officers of the Secret Service revelled in these subterranean labyrinths, and pursued their task with cold and silent passion.


—Winston Churchill




HIS MAJESTY’S HOPE





Prologue


Wannsee-Berlin, April 1941


The urn the ashes came in was beautiful—shiny and black, with an enamel swastika on one side. It was small, so very small, Jens Hartmann thought. How could it possibly hold the remains of his son?


Jens launched their small boat, the Lorelei, from the dock of their summer home on the lake. It was still spring; most of the villas ringing the lake were empty, their doors locked and curtains drawn, ballrooms and great halls quiet, boats dry-docked for the winter in carriage houses. A breeze rustled the branches of the linden trees near the shore as the rising sun burned off the morning mist.


Neither Jens nor his wife, Mena, had asked the housekeeper to take the sheets off the furniture. It had seemed appropriate last night, when they’d arrived from Berlin-Charlottenburg, that everything was shrouded in white, like apparitions in the dark.


Their seven-year-old son, Gregor, had loved their summer house. He’d spent hours playing tag near the shore with his friends, sailing across the sparkling water, or climbing the tall oak trees in the garden. On rainy days, he curled up in a window seat with a book—Hoffmann’s Struwwelpeter or the Grimm brothers’ fairy tales. The fact that he was different seemed to matter much less in the summer, away from school and the heart of Berlin. He even seemed to have fewer seizures.


The family doctor had treated Gregor’s epilepsy by prescribing phenobarbital and phenytoin, and putting him on a ketogenic diet. For a while, the program had seemed to work. But then the seizures came back, worse than ever, and the doctor told them to take Gregor to Charité Hospital, Mitte-Berlin, and see Dr. Karl Brandt, the Führer’s personal physician.


Events proceeded quickly, too quickly, after that.


Gregor had been admitted, then scheduled for tests. From there, he’d been taken to the Hadamar Institute, for yet more tests. Jens and Mena had received a letter not long after, informing them that Gregor had died of pneumonia. Everything possible had been done, of course. And that the urn, with their son’s ashes, would be arriving the next day.


“Mein liebling!” Mena had wailed, tearing at the letter. “My baby!”


“Shhh,” Jens had said, patting her arm, taking the heavy, cream-colored piece of paper with the embossed swastika out of her hand. “They probably had to cremate”—it was hard for him to form the words—“his body immediately. To make sure the pneumonia didn’t spread.”


Which was why they were on the Lorelei on the Großer Wannsee, the glossy black urn in Mena’s arms as Jens steered, then anchored in the middle of the lake. The planks of the boat creaked, waves lapped softly against the shore, and across the lake, a black heron gave a deep, ragged cry that echoed through the mist.


“He’ll be happy here.” Mena shivered in her black shawl. “He always loved the lake.”


“He did,” Jens said, stepping to her and reaching for the urn. He took off the cap. “Let nothing disturb thee,” he intoned, reciting the prayer of St. Teresa: “Let nothing dismay thee. All things pass. God never changes.” His fingers pressed against the urn’s sides. “Patience attains all that it strives for. He who has God finds he lacks nothing. God alone suffices.”


He tipped the urn and poured the gray ashes onto the water, then put the urn down on the wooden seat. The boat rocked, nearly tipped over, with his movements. “Heil Hitler!” he cried, raising his right arm in the sharp Caesar-style Hitlerguss salute.


“Heil Hitler,” his wife whispered, her hands grabbing at the boat’s sides, knuckles white.


Jens sat and they both bent their heads in prayer.


When they were finished, Mena picked up the urn. “Jens,” she said, peering inside, “there’s something still in here.”


“What?”


She tipped it over. Some gritty gray ash fell into her gloved palm, along with a charred piece of black metal, the white pearl tip scorched black.


“Mein Gott,” she said, brows creasing. “Why, in heaven’s name, would there be a girl’s hairpin in Gregor’s ashes?”





Chapter One


Maggie Hope was feeling her way through thick darkness. She was panting after shimmying up a rickety drainpipe, knocking out a screen in an upper-story window, avoiding several trip wires, and then sliding silently onto the floor of a dark hallway. She took a deep breath and rose to her feet, every nerve alert.


Beneath her foot, a parquet floorboard creaked. Oh, come now, she thought. She waited for a moment, slowing her breathing, feeling her heart thunder in her chest. All around her was impenetrable black. The only sounds were the creaks of an ancient manor house.


Nothing.


All clear.


Maggie could feel dampness under her arms and hot drops of sweat trickling down the small of her back. Aware of each and every sound, she continued down the hall until she reached the home’s library. The door was locked. Well, of course it is, Maggie thought. She picked the lock in seconds with one of her hairpins.


Once she’d ascertained no one was there, she turned on her tiny flashlight and made her way to the desk. The safe was supposed to be under it. And it was, just as her handler had described.


Good, she thought, sitting down on the carpet next to it. All right, let’s talk. That was how she pictured safecracking: a nice little chat with the safe. It was how the Glaswegian safecracker Johnny Ramensky—released from prison to do his part for the war effort—had taught her. She spun the dial and listened. When she could hear the tumblers dropping into place—not hear, but feel the vibrations with her fingertips—she knew she had the first number correct. Now, for the second.


Biting her lower lip in concentration, immersed in safecracking, Maggie didn’t hear the room’s closet door open.


Out from the shadows emerged a man. He was tall and lean, and wearing an SS uniform. “You’re never going to get away with this, you know,” he lisped, like Paul Lukas in Confessions of a Nazi Spy.


Maggie didn’t bother to answer, saving her energy for the last twist of the dial, the safe’s thick metal door clicking open.


In a single move, she gathered the files from the safe under her arm and sprang to her feet. She turned the flashlight on the intruder. He squinted at the light in his eyes.


Maggie ran at him, kneeing him in the groin, hard. While he was doubled over, she elbowed him in the back of the head. Satisfied he was unconscious, she ran to the door, folders still in hand.


Except that he wasn’t unconscious. An arm shot out and a hand grabbed Maggie’s ankle. She fell, files sliding across the floor. She kicked his hand off and scrambled for the door.


He struggled to his feet and ran after her, catching and holding her easily with his left arm while he wrapped his right hand around her throat. She gasped for breath, trying to throw him off, but she couldn’t get the proper leverage. He threw her up against the wall, pinning her—


“Stop! Stop!”


Then, again—the voice amplified by a megaphone, louder this time: “OH, FOR HEAVEN’S SAKE, STOP!”


The man’s arms around Maggie relaxed and released her.


“What on earth . . . ?” she muttered in exasperation.


The hall’s lights blinked on, bare bulbs in elaborate molded ceilings. It wasn’t actually the home of a high-ranking Nazi in Berlin but the Beaulieu Estate in Hampshire, England. Beaulieu was considered the “finishing school” of SOE—Special Operations Executive—Winston Churchill’s black ops division. Some of the recruits joked that SOE didn’t stand for Special Operations Executive as much as “Stately ’omes of England,” where all the training seemed to take place.


“What now?” Maggie grumbled and started to pace the hallway.


A severe-looking man in his late forties with a full head of gray hair walked out into the hall with a clipboard. “All right, Miss Hope—would you like to tell us what you did wrong?”


Maggie stopped, hands on hips. “Lieutenant Colonel Ronald Thornley.” Maggie had to remember not to call him Thorny, which was his unfortunate nickname among the trainees. “I picked the lock, cracked the safe, took the folders, disarmed the enemy—”


“Disarmed. Didn’t kill.”


Maggie stopped herself from rolling her eyes. “I was just about to do the honors, sir.”


“You were about to be killed yourself, young lady,” Thornley barked.


The tall man in the SS uniform walked up behind Maggie, rubbing the back of his head. “Not bad technique there, Maggie. But they told me that if you only knocked me out and didn’t fake-kill me I’d have to come after you again.”


She gave him her most winning smile. “Sorry about the knee, Phil.”


“Not at all.”


Thornley was not amused. “Not killing the enemy is the worst mistake because . . .”


Maggie and Phil looked at each other.


From behind Thornley came a loud, high-pitched nasal voice: “Because the only safe enemy is a dead enemy.”


“Oh, Colonel Gubbins—we didn’t know you were there,” Thornley said, as Gubbins stepped out of the shadows.


“There is nothing more deadly than an angry Nazi—remember that—you’re not killing a person, you’re killing a Nazi. A Kraut. A Jerry.”


Colonel Colin McVean Gubbins was Head of Training and Operations at Beaulieu—a haunted-looking man with dark, recessed eyes, thick eyebrows, and wispy mustache. “Only sixty percent of agents dropped behind enemy lines survive, Miss Hope. You’re the first woman to be dropped into Germany—the first woman to be dropped behind enemy lines in this war, period. Lord only knows what your odds are. We’re taking an ungodly risk. And we want you to be prepared.”


Maggie’s frustration cooled. This wasn’t about her—it was about the mission succeeding. “Yes, sir.”


“You’re going in to deliver a radio part to a resistance group in Berlin, and also to plant a bug at a high-ranking Abwehr officer’s home. For whatever reason, the Prime Minister has asked for you for this mission specifically. And if you take out a Nazi or two in the process, so be it. This is no time to be squeamish or sentimental. Do you understand?”


The P.M. asked for me specifically for this mission! Maggie glowed with pride but tried to damp it down so Gubbins wouldn’t notice. “I do, sir.”


“With your fluency in German, and the skills you’ve been working on, you just might pull it off,” he said. “But it’s dangerous work and that’s why you can leave nothing—and no one—to chance.”


“Yes, sir.” Maggie had dreamed about becoming a spy sent on a foreign mission. She’d dreamed of it working as a typist to Prime Minister Winston Churchill and she dreamed about it while she was acting as a maths tutor to the Princess Elizabeth. Now, finally, was her chance.


“Let’s try it again,” Gubbins said. “And this time, Miss Hope, I want you to finish the Nazi off. Kill the damned Kraut.”


It was ungodly hot and humid, even though it was still early morning. The skies were dark and swollen with bloated clouds. Above the buildings soared the baroque verdigris roof of the Berliner Dom, its golden cross pointing heavenward like an accusing finger.


Elise Hess navigated the narrow cobblestone side streets of Berlin-Mitte in order to avoid the parade on Unter den Linden, fast approaching the Brandenburg Gate.


The Nazis had reason to celebrate. Not only had they already seized Holland, Belgium, and France, but now German troops had invaded Russia, destroying Russia’s 16th and 20th Armies in the “Smolensk pocket” and triumphing at Roslavl, near Smolensk. The German military seemed invincible. Despite the Atlantic Charter with the United States, Britain’s defeat was clearly only a matter of time.


Elise could hear the steady beating drums of the Hitler Youth and the coarse clamor of the crowd in the distance, singing the Horst Wessel Song. She could see the scarlet banners with their white circles and black hakenkreuz—broken crosses—which the Volk had hung from their windows. Papering the limestone walls were tattered posters of Adolf Hitler in medieval armor, on horseback like a Teutonic knight, captioned Dem Führer die Treue: Be True to the Führer. Trash, cigarette butts, and broken glass from the rally the night before lined the gutters, and the air stank of stale beer and urine.


The ground was marked with chalk squares for the children’s hopping game Heaven and Hell. Boys and girls were playing, throwing a small stone, then hopping on the chalked squares, trying to make it from one end to the other and back again. The boys were well scrubbed, the girls had intricate braids. All had round, rosy cheeks.


As one, they spied a small boy with a clubfoot, walking with a crutch, twisted ankle dragging behind him. He hobbled as close to the wall as he could, trying not to be noticed. But like a pack, the group set on him, herding him away from the wall. They formed a circle around him, holding hands, as the boy’s eyes darted, trying to find a way to escape. One of the older boys started singing a familiar nursery rhyme:


Fox, you’ve stolen the goose


Give it back!


Give it back!


Or the hunter will get you


With his gun,


Or the hunter will get you


With his gun.


The other children joined in:


His big, long gun,


Takes a little shot at you,


Takes a little shot at you,


So, you’re tinged with red


And then you’re dead.


So, you’re tinged with red


And then you’re dead.


In the distance, church bells tolled the hour.


“Children!” Elise said, clapping her hands together. “Stop! That’s enough!” They looked over at her, angry.


The boy with the clubfoot took their momentary distraction as an opportunity to burst through the circle and make a hard right into an alley, staggering as fast as he could with his crutch. The children picked up rocks and flung them after him but didn’t bother to give chase. “Are you going to the parade, Fräulein?” one girl called to Elise.


“Nein,” she replied. “I have to work.”


“Too bad!” the girl called back, skipping and laughing, as the boys slapped one another’s backs.


Walking away, Elise shook her head. “Gott im Himmel help us.”


Elise took one of the many bridges over the Spree and arrived at Charité Mitte Hospital damp with sweat.


She went to the nurses’ changing room. It was small, with walls of gray lockers and a low wooden bench. There was a poster on the wall, of a handsome doctor and a mentally disabled man in a wheelchair, with the caption This hereditarily sick person costs the Volksgemeinschaft 60,000 R.M. for life. Comrade, it’s your money, too.


Elise slipped out of her skirt and blouse. She kept on her necklace with the tiny gold cross, a diamond chip in its center. The door opened. It was Frieda Klein, another nurse. “Hallo!” Elise said, smiling. Shifts were always better when Frieda was working.


“Hallo,” Frieda replied. She put down her things and began to change. “Gott, I wish I had breasts like yours, Elise,” she said, looking down at her own flat chest. “You’re the perfect Rhine maiden.”


“I’m too fat,” Elise moaned. “As my mother loves to remind me. Often. I wish I had collarbones like yours—so elegant.”


Whereas Elise was curvaceous, Frieda was thin and all angles. Whereas Elise had dark blue eyes and chestnut-brown curls, Frieda was blond and pale. And whereas Frieda was phlegmatic, Elise had a habit of speaking too quickly and bouncing up and down on her toes when she became excited about a finer point of medicine, swing music, or anything at all to do with American movie stars. The two young women, friends since school, had both wanted to be nurses since they were young girls.


They put on their gray uniforms, with starched white aprons and linen winged caps. “Do you mind?” Elise asked, indicating the back strings on her apron.


“Not at all,” Frieda said and tied them into a bow. She turned around. “Now do mine?”


Elise did, then slapped Frieda on the bottom. They laughed as they walked out together to the nurses’ station to begin their shift.


In an examination room that smelled of rubbing alcohol and lye soap, a tiny blond girl in a hospital gown asked, “Will there be blood?”


The only picture on the wall was Heinrich Knirr’s official portrait of Adolf Hitler—the Führer’s figure stiff, his hard eyes gazing impassively over the proceedings.


Elise smiled and shook her head. “Nein,” she answered. “No blood work today. The doctor just wants to take a look at your ears. To make sure the infection’s gone.”


The girl, Gretel Paulus, was sitting on a hospital bed. She held a small brown, well-loved teddy bear and spoke with a slight speech impediment. Her thick lower lip protruded and glistened with saliva, her tongue overlarge. She had a round face, pointy chin, and almond-shaped eyes behind thick, distorting eyeglasses.


Elise smiled. “What goes ninety-nine thump, ninety-nine thump, ninety-nine thump?”


Gretel shrugged.


“A centipede with a wooden leg, of course!”


That won a weak smile out of the young girl. Elise took an otoscope from the cabinet, cleaned the earpiece with alcohol, and then put it to the girl’s right ear. Then the left.


“Nurse Hess?”


“When it’s just you and I, you may call me Elise.”


“Elise—why do my ears always hurt?” Gretel wanted to know.


Elise knew all too well that ear infections were common with Down syndrome patients. “It’s just something that happens sometimes,” she said, putting the otoscope away and returning to rub the girl’s back. “And you feel better now, yes? The medicine worked?”


“If I feel better, why do I still have to see the doctor? The new doctor?”


Gretel didn’t miss a thing, Elise realized. “His name is Doktor Brandt. And he wants to make sure you don’t have any more ear infections.”


The door to the examination room opened, and in walked Dr. Karl Brandt. He was relatively new to Charité, one of the SS doctors who came in the late winter of 1941, with their red armbands with black swastikas, and their new rules and regulations. Young, handsome, with thick, dark hair and impeccable posture, Brandt radiated authority.


Elise handed Gretel’s chart to him. Without preamble, he marked the black box in the lower left-hand corner of the medical history chart with a bold red X, the last of three. He looked out the door and beckoned. Two orderlies arrived, strong and broad-shouldered in white coats with swastika armbands.


“Am I going home?” Gretel asked the doctor.


“Not yet, Mäuschen,” Brandt replied, smiling. “We’re going to make sure this never happens to you again.”


Gretel beamed. “Oh, thank you, Herr Doktor!” she lisped as the two orderlies escorted her back to her room to get dressed. She hugged her teddy bear to her small body.


“Take this to the nurses’ station,” Dr. Brandt said to Elise, handing her the file. He headed toward the door.


“What should I tell her father and mother?” During the course of Gretel’s multiple ear infections, Elise had come to know the child’s parents.


He eyed the cross she wore around her neck. “Just deliver the paperwork to the nurses’ station. They will take care of everything.”


Elise was stung by his brusque tone. “Jawohl, Herr Doktor,” she replied, following behind him.


Dr. Brandt turned and frowned in response but did not discipline her. “Go,” he said. “There are forms to fill out.”


Elise made her way down the hallways to the nurses’ station. She handed the file to the nurse on duty. “Another one?” the gray-haired woman grumbled, looking at the three red Xs on the chart.


“What does that mean?” Elise asked.


“It means a lot of paperwork.”


“What kind of paperwork?”


The gray-haired woman, Nurse Flint, gave Elise a sharp look. “The kind that keeps me here, instead of at home with my husband and children, that’s what kind,” she snapped, stacking Gretel’s file on top of similar folders.


Elise caught sight of Frieda, rounding the corner; her friend pointed up with one finger. Elise caught her meaning and nodded. She held up one hand, palm out—their code for meeting on the roof in five minutes.


Before she met up with Frieda, Elise wanted to check on someone. She walked down the corridor and into a ward filled with wounded soldiers in narrow white beds. Some moaned in their sleep, some stared listlessly out the windows at the leaden sky, others sat up in their wheelchairs and played cards.


Elise wanted to check on the temperature of a young man all the nurses called Herr Geheimnis—Herr Mystery. He’d been running an intermittent fever over the past few days. The patient had curly brown hair, an angular face, shoulders full of tension, and eyes wild with fear. Who was he? Where was he from? Did he have a girlfriend? Was he married? Why couldn’t—or wouldn’t—he speak?


“Is he all right?” Flight Lieutenant Emil Eggers asked, indicating with his chin the bandaged body asleep in the narrow bed next to him. Eggers, a beefy, blond man with the face of a cherub, was a Luftwaffe commander. He’d had a close call in France but survived his crash landing and had been brought back to Berlin to convalesce.


“Is that any business of yours, Lieutenant Eggers?” Elise admonished as she shook a thermometer and slipped it into Herr Mystery’s mouth. She might be young, but she was strict with the men, who often seemed grateful to be ordered about as they convalesced.


“Well, there’s not much to do in here . . .” Eggers said, trying his best to look winsome and failing.


“True,” Elise agreed in gentler tones, picking up the chart hanging at the end of the bed frame. “He’s one of yours—a pilot. Had quite a bad crash landing. A veterinarian from somewhere outside Berlin found him and patched him up as best he could and brought him in, but he had a lot of internal injuries.”


“Is he going to make it?” Eggers asked. He didn’t recognize the man, but there was a code of solidarity among pilots.


Elise may have been young, but she was also a realist. “I hope so.” She removed the thermometer from his mouth and looked. A hundred and one. “His temperature’s still a bit elevated.” She made a note in the pilot’s chart, then walked over to Eggers. “And how’s your leg today, Lieutenant?”


Eggers pulled back the rough sheet and gray wool blanket to reveal a bandaged stump. “Still gone, I’m afraid.”


After, Elise met up with Frieda on the hospital’s roof. The tar paper was littered with cigarette butts. A crumpled packet of Milde Sorte was stuck under a drainpipe. The sun was blisteringly hot—1941 was turning into Berlin’s warmest summer on record. Frieda lit a cigarette and took a puff, then handed it to Elise. “I hate this place.”


Elise accepted the cigarette and took a long inhale. “Charité? Berlin? All of Germany?” she asked, blowing out rings of pale blue smoke.


“Everything. All of it.”


They leaned over the railing. The city of Berlin spread out before them: the river Spree glittering in the harsh sunlight, long red Nazi banners snapping in the breeze, the black, burned-out dome of the Reichstag.


The parade was still marching down Unter den Linden, the sounds of cheering and music and hobnailed black boots goose-stepping on the pavement muted now by height and distance. Directly below them in the hospital’s circular driveway, a bus idled. It was dark gray, with white-painted windows.


“Especially since Dr. Brandt and his cronies arrived here.”


“You don’t know the half of it.” Frieda’s slim fingers shook as she took another drag on her cigarette.


“What do you mean?”


“Have you noticed how patient charts now have the attending physician mark a red X or a blue minus sign on them?”


“Yes,” Elise replied. “I had a third red X on a patient’s chart today. I asked Dr. Brandt about it—he said it had something to do with paperwork.”


“Paperwork, right.” Frieda picked a stray fleck of tobacco from her tongue. From below, the noxious bus fumes drifted upward in the heat. The two young nurses watched as a cluster of children was herded inside a bus by orderlies in white coats.


“Maybe it has to do with the compulsory sterilization,” Elise suggested. Under the Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased Offspring, all Reich doctors were required to report the retarded, mentally ill, epileptic, blind, deaf, physically deformed, and homosexual—and make sure they were unable to procreate. As a Catholic, Elise was adamantly opposed.


“Something like that.”


“How’s Ernst?” Elise asked, deliberately changing the subject.


Frieda’s face, pale as milk, flushed red in anger. “He’s all right—at least as all right as a surgeon who’s not allowed to operate anymore can be.” Ernst Klein, Frieda’s husband, was Jewish, and now prohibited from practicing medicine.


“I’m sorry. I can only imagine how hard it’s been.”


Frieda pressed her lips together. “The Codex Judaicum is a nightmare. They’re taking away our pets, now—can you believe? Pets! No Jew is allowed to own a dog, cat, or bird. And they’re not just given to some nice gentile family—no, they might be ‘racially contaminated’ somehow—God forbid! So, they’re all killed instead.” Frieda kicked some of the gravel with her foot. “Four SA officers came to take Widow Kaufman’s cat last night. Can you imagine—four men for one cat? Widow Kaufman was crying, but little Bärli didn’t go without a fight. We didn’t dare open our door, of course. But from the noise, I think she managed a few good scratches.”


“And Marthe?” Elise asked. Marthe was Frieda and Ernst’s small white dove, named after Marguerite’s guardian in Charles Gounod’s Faust.


“She’s safe—for now.”


“Would you like me to take Marthe in? I’d take good care of her until she can return to you.”


“Of course, you can still have a pet. You can do whatever you want.” Frieda brushed some loose, pale hair out of her eyes and wiped away hot tears. Then her face softened. “Of course, it’s not your fault, Elise.” She added, “Have you heard anything?”


Berlin’s Jews were slowly but surely being called to ghettos and work camps. Letters told them where to report, what to bring with them, and which train to take.


“I’ll ask my mother,” Elise said. “I know she can help.”


Elise’s mother actually had refused to look into it. But Elise, normally cowed by her domineering mother, was determined to bring it up again, and not take no for an answer this time.


“Thank you,” Frieda said with palpable relief.


The two young women smoked in silence, passing the cigarette back and forth, as a long-necked heron flew by in the distance.


Elise ventured, “Do you ever—”


The words hung in the air for long seconds.


“Think about divorcing him?” Frieda finished. “Nein. Never. We love each other. I just wish we’d left Germany when we still had the chance. To think I was afraid to move to Hong Kong.” She gave a bitter laugh.


“Sorry.” Elise crushed the cigarette out under her heel. “I shouldn’t have even asked.” In the glint of the morning sunlight, Elise caught a glimpse of a young girl with blond hair in the line to board the bus below, holding a tattered brown teddy bear.


“I think that girl’s my patient,” Elise said, blue eyes darkening. Together they watched as the patients and nurses boarded, then the bus’s engine revved. It pulled away, belching thick, black smoke from the exhaust pipe as it made its way down the drive. “Those buses,” Elise said, “they call them the Ravens. Why?”


Frieda shrugged. “The color.”


Elise was confused. Surely the child she’d glimpsed below was Gretel. Had she missed something? Had the girl taken a turn for the worse?





Chapter Two


Clara Hess was wearing a mask. It was pure white, like Kabuki makeup. Her eyes were closed.


She was draped, catlike, over a divan in her office at the Abwehr, the German Military Intelligence agency, wearing only the mask, a scarlet silk robe, and Chanel No. 5. One woman was painting her toenails, while another was rubbing lotion into her hands. Still another was taking curlers out of her hair, leaving glistening platinum ringlets.


Taller than most women and slim as a ballerina, Clara looked like Jean Harlow crossed with the warrior-goddess Brünnhilde, as seen through the lens of Horst P. Horst. She favored Chanel’s androgynous suits in jersey, which she wore with ropes of pearls and gold chains. It was a look not often seen on women in Berlin. But with her height, excellent posture, and entitled attitude, she was never questioned. Being good friends with Adolf Hitler, Hermann Göring, and Joseph Goebbels, and being photographed with them frequently at the Opera or Philharmonic, didn’t hurt either.


Although lately, such photographs were less frequent. Clara Hess’s last mission, the assassination of King George VI and the kidnapping of Princess Elizabeth, intending to pave the way for the eventual German invasion of England and the crowning of Edward and Wallis Simpson as Great Britain’s new King and Queen, hadn’t happened. In fact, it had been a complete and total failure. Since her fall from grace, it was whispered about the halls of the Abwehr that Clara was losing her magic touch—as well as the Führer’s favor.


The heavy door opened and her secretary announced, “Admiral Canaris to see you, as you requested, Frau Hess.”


“Come in,” Clara said.


Wilhelm Canaris, head of the Abwehr, was a distinguished-looking man with white hair and shaggy white eyebrows. He walked in and stopped in front of her divan. “Heil Hitler!” Images of Clara were reflected back to him in the many beveled mirrors the office had on the walls, along with an oil portrait of Adolf Hitler.


Her eyes were still closed. “Our agent in London is in place, Wilhelm. He’s just waiting for my go-ahead.”


“Good,” Canaris said, taking a seat as one of the women finished massaging Clara’s hands and began to remove the mask with cotton pads soaked with witch hazel. “We’ll coordinate with Göring and Halder. It’s high time Britain surrendered. And Operation Aegir plays an important role.”


“I’m no admirer of Mother Russia,” Clara said, sitting upright, the mask now removed, glacier-blue eyes open. While they were undisputedly beautiful, one wandered just slightly, the gaze of each pupil focusing on a different point in space. “But when we went into Poland, the Russian General Staff shared their methods for population control with us. And what they accomplished with their workers in the gulags is nothing short of inspiring.”


One of the women opened a black crocodile makeup case, extracting pans of foundation, compacts of powder, tins of rouge, and tubes of lipstick.


“Yes, I’ve heard they’ve already started using it in the camps,” Canaris said, as the woman began to paint Clara’s face.


“We can control any population through medication of its drinking water supply. And by our releasing this poison into London’s water supply before the invasion, British morale will be destroyed. Churchill’s great speeches will be useless. The population will put up no resistance.”


“Just by adding a chemical to the water supply?” Canaris didn’t sound convinced. “This is all on you, you know. If this mission should fail . . .” The silence turned ominous.


Clara didn’t answer as the woman finished applying her makeup; then she barked, “Mirror!” The woman handed Clara a silver hand mirror. She studied her visage in the reflection, turning this way and that. “It will do,” she said to the woman, who nodded and began packing up.


“Aegir won’t fail,” Clara assured Canaris. “I went over the facts with one of the top chemists at I.G. Farben.” She smiled, a gorgeous smile of crimson lipstick and pearly teeth, a smile that used to bring audiences at the Berlin Opera House to their feet, applauding madly, back in the day when she was a soprano famed for her Wagnerian roles. “And now, I must get dressed to meet Herr Goebbels at the cinema. We’re seeing a preview of Ich klage an—it’s his favorite.”


Frieda knocked on the door to the servants’ entrance to the Hess house in Grunewald, a leafy, wealthy suburb of Berlin. Joseph Goebbels’s family lived in a large house nearby.


Unlike her Jewish husband, Frieda was allowed to be out after curfew. Even so, and even with her Aryan features and identity card, it terrified her to be in such close proximity to high-ranking Nazi families.


Elise, who’d been waiting for her friend, opened the door within moments. “Good to see you,” she said, giving her friend a hug the best she could, considering the other woman was carrying a covered birdcage and a brown paper bag filed with seed.


“And you, too,” Frieda said, wiping her feet on a coconut mat and then walking into the kitchen, which smelled of baking bread. “And here is the lovely Marthe.” She set the cage down on the long wooden table and pulled back the protective covering. Marthe, a white-feathered dove, stared back at the two young women with shiny black eyes and cocked her head.


Elise bent down to the cage to address the bird. “Hello, little Marthe. I hope you’ll be happy here. That is, until you can get back to your real home.”


Frieda snorted. “As if that’s going to happen anytime soon.”


“Come, sit down,” Elise urged, pulling out a chair for her friend. “I’ll get us something to eat.”


Frieda sat as Elise made ham sandwiches with dark, grainy mustard and poured two glasses of milk.


Although many foods in Germany were rationed, for the well-placed Hess family nothing was in short supply. Along the shelves, Frieda could see the tribute from the conquered: long, slim bottles of apricot schnapps from Austria, stout bottles of horseradish vodka from Poland, boxes of chocolates from Belgium, and magnums of champagne from France.


As Elise sat down, Frieda took a huge bite, cramming as much as she could of the sandwich into her mouth. With a pang, Elise realized how hungry her friend must be. “I’ll give you some to take home, for you and Ernst.”


“Thank you,” Frieda said through her mouthful, reaching for the milk.


“Marthe and I are going to have a lovely time, aren’t we?” Elise said to the bird, who looked at her quizzically, and then began pecking an errant seed on the bottom of the cage. She turned back to her friend. “And Ernst, how is he?”


“Not well,” Frieda managed between mouthfuls. “Since he’s married to a blond shiksa, he’s safe, for now, but they’re making him . . .” She swallowed. “He has to deliver letters to Jews, telling them to report for deportation to the camps. It’s the letter everyone dreads. After a day of delivering, all he can do is sleep. It’s all he does anymore—sleep. Sleeping is preferable to this new reality, I think.”


“I can imagine.” Elise pictured Ernst, once a pediatric surgeon, so full of vitality and energy. She wondered how he looked now, not a surgeon anymore, banned from the hospital.


“But enough about me.” Frieda took another sip of milk. “How are you? How’s your piano playing?”


“Fair,” Elise said. “I’d rather be studying for the boards, even if we can’t take them until the war’s over. But Mother has this party coming up and wants me to accompany her, so . . .” Whatever her mother wanted, Elise usually did. Although not without a fair amount of resentment.


Frieda gave a grim smile. She knew exactly who Elise’s mother was in the Reich, and her reputation at the Abwehr. She was terrified of her. But keeping her husband alive and in Berlin was her biggest and most overwhelming challenge now. “And . . . how is she?” Frieda managed, trying to sound normal.


Elise did her best to distance herself from her mother’s Nazi affiliations, saying that medicine and science had no politics, and thus she had no politics—certainly not her mother’s. . . . But she and Frieda both knew the truth. They did their best, for the sake of their friendship, to avoid talking about it.


“I haven’t seen her yet today, Frieda. But I promise you—I’ll speak to her about Ernst tonight.”


“I know the Abwehr’s not in charge of deportations, but I saw a picture of her in the newspaper, at a concert with Himmler. . . . She must have some sort of influence?”


“I promise you, Frieda, I will do everything in my power to help you and Ernst.” Elise made the sign of a cross over her chest. “Hand aufs Herz,” she vowed. Her stomach lurched as she said the words, for she remembered how her mother had screamed and shouted the last time she’d brought up protection for Ernst.


Frieda also made the sign. “Cross my heart.”


SOE was no ordinary spy organization. It was unconventional, fluid, rogue. And its goals were not military. No, the goals of SOE were sabotage and subversion, often collaborating with local resistance groups in enemy territories to thwart the enemy, working toward the ultimate liberation of Nazi-occupied Europe. Based at 64 Baker Street in London, its motley crew of administrators and agents were sometimes called the Baker Street Irregulars, after Sherlock Holmes’s men. They were charged by Churchill to “set Europe ablaze!”


Sir Frank Nelson, the Director of SOE, was at his massive wooden desk in his office. He had high cheekbones, thin lips, and fine hair held fast with a copious amount of Brylcreem. He pulled over a heavy file labeled MARGARET HOPE. Stamped on it, in thick red letters, was TOP SECRET.


The papers in the file were typed, single-spaced. British by birth, but raised in the United States for most of her life, Margaret Rose Hope had started off in May 1940 as one of Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s secretaries. She’d cracked a secret code that a Nazi sleeper spy had put in a newspaper advertisement, and saved not just the Prime Minister’s life but also St. Paul’s Cathedral from destruction.


These strengths, along with her fluency in French and German, led to her being recruited by Peter Frain, head of MI-5. Her increased strength and endurance, honed at Windsor Castle while protecting the young Princess Elizabeth from a kidnapping threat, had convinced Frain to put her name forward as a candidate for SOE. She’d been accepted, and had spent much of the winter and spring of 1941 at various training camps.


Surviving those, she’d moved on to six weeks of “finishing school” at Lord Montagu’s Beaulieu Estate in the New Forest, in the Station X–Germany division. Passing her final test at Beaulieu was what led Maggie Hope to SOE’s sandbagged Baker Street office.


Maggie stepped around a Salvation Army soldier ringing an iron bell, an older woman in the requisite navy-blue uniform, and dropped a coin into the basket. Air Raid wardens in tin helmets were sweeping up broken glass from the bombing the night before.


She entered the building, showed her papers to the guard on duty, and was led by a young woman in uniform to Nelson’s office. He rose when she entered. “Please sit down, Miss Hope.”


Maggie had endured a long day. Her cartwheel hat, with its low crown and wide, stiff brim, was askew. She had a run in her last good pair of stockings. Her dark red hair was slipping from its bun, and her lipstick had worn off long ago. She’d taken three different trains to get from Beaulieu to Baker Street in London, and had lost her gas mask on one of them, her gloves on another, and her temper on the third. She’d only had time to drop her valise in her room at David’s flat in Knightsbridge before making her way to Marylebone and SOE’s offices.


“Thank you,” she replied, as she took a seat in the hard-backed wooden chair, crossing her ankles and folding her gloveless hands in her lap.


It was summer in London. Outside Nelson’s taped windows, Maggie could see the glossy leaves of a hawthorn tree. The office itself was austere, with only a green banker’s lamp and two framed photographs: King George VI and Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Nelson turned back to finish reading her folder. “I’d love a cup of tea, Miss Hope.”


Tea? Maggie thought, as she clenched her hands. He expects me to parachute into Germany and make tea? Still, her voice remained even. “Why, I’d love a cup of tea, too, sir. One sugar, if you have it. Of course, I understand if you don’t.”


Nelson looked up, blinked, then recovered. He cleared his throat. “I know you’ve just returned from Beaulieu, Miss Hope, but it’s time.”


“Yes, sir?”


“Two missions in one.” He peered at her over the rim of his glasses. “The first is to deliver desperately needed radio crystals to one of a resistance circle in Berlin. The other, a more difficult task, is to gain entrance to a high-level Nazi officer’s study and bug it.”


“I see.” Maggie considered. “Who’s the officer?”


“A Commandant Hess.” He looked down at the file. “I understand Hess was the mastermind behind the attempted assassination of the King and the kidnapping of the Princess last December?”


“Yes,” Maggie said, aware that Nelson was scrutinizing her face for any reaction. She gave none.


“So it’s personal for you.”


“You might say.” If there’s no notation in your little file that Commandant Clara Hess of the Abwehr had once been known as Clara Hope, my allegedly dead-in-a-car-crash mother, I’m not about to enlighten you, Nellie.


“I will tell you, Miss Hope, that as of yet, no women have been sent to the Continent. The Prime Minister has serious issues with the thought of women spooks. As do I. But, as I said, the P.M. asked for you specifically for this job, and so here we are.” He flipped the folder closed, then rose and went to the window. “Feels a woman will be able to slip in and out more easily. As the war goes on, any young man we send in looks more and more suspicious—‘Why isn’t he off fighting?’ Et cetera, et cetera.”


Maggie raised her chin. “Of course. However, I can assure you, sir, that I’ve been well trained. I can carry out any missions assigned as well as any man.”


Nelson turned back toward Maggie. “I realize the personal angle might give you extra impetus, but it’s important not to let emotions cloud your vision. You go in, perform your mission, and leave. That’s it. Clean and fast. In fact, the job is quick—no more than four nights.”


“What’s my cover?”


Nelson found another folder on his desk and opened it, his eyes scanning the page. “Let’s see—you’ll pose as a mistress to an Abwehr officer. He’s part of the resistance circle that’s been working with us. He’ll be your way into Berlin. You’ll deliver the radio crystals to him. And then he will also be your entree to Commandant Hess’s home.”


“Sounds straightforward.”


He flipped a page. “You’ll parachute into the German countryside, where one of our people will meet you and take you to a safe house. From there you’ll take the train to Berlin, where your contact will meet you. Your cover story is that you met while he was in Rome, at a conference the Abwehr was having with the Vatican. You were assigned to be his temporary secretary there, and you fell madly in love.”


“Does this new love of my life have a name?”


“Let’s see.” Nelson riffled through the papers. “Here we are—Gottlieb Lehrer.”


“Gottlieb Lehrer,” Maggie repeated.


“And you’ll need this.” Nelson opened his desk drawer and riffled inside until he found what he was looking for: a gold lipstick tube, which he handed to Maggie.


No stranger to the methods of SOE, she unscrewed the bottom. There, in a hidden compartment, was a tablet encased in rubber.


“Cyanide, I presume?” she asked, returning the pill to its chamber and screwing the cap back on tightly.


“Indeed. I hope you won’t have to use it.”


“Thank you. I hope I don’t either.” Maggie gave a grim smile. “When do I leave?”


“Because of the urgency of the mission, and the fact we’re coming up on a full moon, you’ll be leaving tomorrow night. I assume you can get everything in order? You do have a will, yes?”


Tomorrow night! Maggie thought. But I’ve only just returned! I haven’t even seen Hugh yet. . . . Still, there was no arguing with the phases of the moon. If she didn’t leave now, she’d have to wait another month. And she wanted to go. It was what she’d dreamed of, trained for. . . . “Yes, I have a will. And yes, I’ll be ready, sir.”


“Excellent, Miss Hope.” They both stood and shook hands across Nelson’s wooden desk.


“Report here tomorrow morning at nine sharp,” he said, walking her out. “First you’ll get all your paperwork together and then head to Wardrobe. You’ll be dropped into Germany tomorrow night.”


“Ah,” Maggie said. “Das Eisen schmieden, solange es heiß ist.”


“Yes, let’s strike while the iron is still hot. And, Miss Hope?”


“Yes?”


“I hope your skills are up to par. Your life, and the lives of the brave people of the resistance group in Berlin, depend on them.”


Maggie replied, with the confidence of youth, “You can count on me, sir.”


Frieda returned to the apartment she and her husband shared, carrying two loaves of bread, a thick slab of ham, a tin of coffee, and a bag of sugar. In addition, she had large bars of Neuhaus chocolate from Belgium and a bottle of schnapps.


It was a cramped, dingy, airless flat, so different from the one they had shared when they’d first been married, in 1934. Frieda had always felt that, somehow, because they were married before the Nuremberg Laws passed, they were still safe. Even when the SS took their spacious, sunlit apartment near the Tiergarten, along with their furnishings and artwork, even when they were relocated to a small, dark one in the ghetto, even when Ernst lost his job, even when he started having to send out the letters. They were together. And Ernst was still alive. That was the only thing that mattered.


She set the rucksack full of food on the table. “Look, love,” she said, feigning cheer. “Finally, something decent to eat!”


“I don’t want any damned Nazi food,” Ernst said, shirtsleeves rolled up, sorting through envelopes. “I’d rather starve.”


“And we just may.” Both Ernst and Frieda had become gaunt in the last few years, due to fear as well as bad nutrition. “Well, I’m not going to let this go to waste,” Frieda declared, peeling back the foil on the chocolate bar and taking a greedy bite. The intense creamy sweetness nearly caused her to tear up—it had been so long since she’d had candy.


“The Belgian storekeeper that bar was stolen from was probably shot,” Ernst said. “Doesn’t that bother you at all?”


“Well, he may be dead, but I’m still alive,” Frieda countered through her mouthful. “And if I throw out this beautiful chocolate, who wins? It doesn’t affect the shopkeeper either way.”


Ernst stood up from his wobbly chair and walked over to Frieda, giving her a gentle kiss on the cheek. Then he rifled through the bag. “Oh, and I see she gave you ham. How thoughtful, to give a Jew ham.”


“You’re lucky to be eating at all.” Frieda was exhausted and losing patience. “They now expect two weeks’ worth of rations to last for three. When the war’s over, we can keep kosher again.”


Ernst didn’t want to argue further. “Yes, of course,” he said. “I’m sorry. I know you’re doing your best.” Then, “I have a joke for you.”


Frieda didn’t smile. “Really?”


“What do you call one Englishman?”


She cocked one pale eyebrow. “I don’t know, what?”


“An idiot. What do you call two Englishmen?”


“No idea.”


“A club. And what do you call three Englishmen?”


Frieda sighed in disapproval. “Oh, Ernst.”


“An empire!” When Ernst smiled, he looked like less of a gaunt old man and more of the dashing young doctor with whom Frieda had fallen in love. Her lips twitched.


“Now, what do you call one German?” he asked.


“Stop, Ernst.” She started giggling.


“A damned fine man.” He held up two fingers. “What do you call two Germans?”


“Stop!” She clapped her hands over her lips, as though trying to cram the rare laughter back inside.


“A putsch,” he said, grabbing her by the waist, pulling her close. He held up three fingers. “And three Germans?”


Tears were rolling down her cheeks. “Stop! Stop! Stop!” she cried.


“A war!” he thundered, spinning her around in his arms.


After a few moments of laughter, Frieda began to hiccup. “This is your fault,” she scolded, shaking a finger at him.


He kissed her. When they broke apart, she looked down at what he was doing. “More letters?”


He nodded. “Do you know what they call me now? Der Schreck-ensträger. ‘Carrier of horror.’ It has a certain ring to it.”


“As long as no letter comes for you. You’ll get through it. All we need to do is survive. I look Death in the face every day and say, ‘Not today, Death. Not today, you bastard.’ ” She took another bite of chocolate. “So, no letters for you, right? Because we’re still married. And I’m having Elise speak with her mother.”
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