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  Recent reports both through the newspapers and through secret service, have given indications that the Germans may be in possession of a powerful new weapon which is expected to

  be ready between November and January [1944]. There seems to be considerable probability that this new weapon is tube alloy [i.e., uranium]. It is not necessary to describe the probable

  consequences which would result if this proves to be the case.




  It is possible that the Germans will have, by the end of this year, enough material accumulated to make a large number of gadgets which they will release at the same time on England, Russia and

  this country. In this case, there would be little hope for counter-action. . . .This would place particularly Britain in an extremely serious position but there would be hope for counter-action

  from our side before the war is lost, provided our own tube alloy program is drastically accelerated in the next few weeks.




  Manhattan Project physicists




  Edward Teller and Hans Bethe to Robert Oppenheimer




  August 21, 1943




  







  PROLOGUE




  The private room is on the fourth floor of the Geriatric wing at the Edward Hines Jr. Veterans Administration Hospital outside Chicago, bent, old men

  shuffling down the hall in hospital gowns with nurses guiding them and portable IVs on their arms.




  The woman steps in, in her mid-fifties but still young-looking, smartly put together, in a short, quilted Burberry jacket and olive cowl, her dark hair in a ponytail. She sees

  her father in a chair, looking smaller to her than she’d ever seen him before, frailer, even in the two months since the funeral. For the first time, she can see the bony lines of his cheeks

  coming through, yet still with that remarkable full head of hair—graying, but not yet white. He has a blanket draped over his lap, the television on. CNN. One thing you could always count on,

  even in the middle of a Bears game on Thanksgiving with all the grandkids around, was her dad asking if they could put on the news. “Just to hear what’s happening! What’s wrong

  with that?” But he’s not watching this time, just staring out, blankly.




  She notices his hand shaking. “Pop?”




  The day nurse seated across from him puts down her book and stands up. “Look who’s here!”




  He barely turns, no longer hearing so well in his right ear. His daughter goes in and smiles to the nurse, a large black woman from St. Lucia, whom they hired to be with him

  pretty much full time. When he finally catches sight of her, her father’s face lights up in a happy smile. “Hey, pumpkin.”




  “I told you I was coming, Pop.” She bends down beside him and gives him a hug and a kiss on the cheek.




  “I’ve been waiting for you,” he says. “You have?”




  “Of course. What else is there to do here?”




  Her eyes are drawn to the shelf next to his bed, to the things she put there on her last visit, a month ago.




  The Northern Illinois Bar Association Man of the Year plaque that was on the wall in his office. The photo of him and her mom at the Great Wall in China. A shot of the

  thirty-eight-foot Hatteras he kept in Jupiter, Florida, which they had now put up for sale. Photos of the grandkids, her own boys, Luke and Jared, among them.




  Mementos of a full and happy life.




  “Greg said he’d be by a little later.” Her husband. “He had some business to attend to.” Business cleaning up a few issues related to the old

  house in Highland Park and some lingering matters connected to her mother’s estate.




  Her father looks up. “Business? Here?”




  “Just some things, Pop . . . Not to worry yourself. We’ll take care of them.”




  He just nods compliantly. “Okay.” Even a year ago he would have put on his glasses and insisted on reviewing every document, every bill of sale.




  She runs her hand affectionately through his still-thick hair. “So, ninety-two, huh . . . ? Still looking pretty dashing, Dad.”




  “For an old guy, not so bad.” He shrugs with a bony grin. “But I’m not doing any marathons.”




  “Well, there’s always next year, right?” She squeezes his arm. “So how is he doing?” she asks the nurse. “Behaving, I

  hope?”




  “Oh, he always behaves.” She laughs. “But the fact is he’s not saying much these days, since his wife passed. He naps a lot. We take walks around the

  ward. He has some friends he likes to see. Mostly he just sits like he is now. Watches the TV. He likes the news, of course. And baseball . . .”




  “The truth is, he never said very much,” the daughter admits, “unless it was about business. Or his Cubs. He loves his Cubs. For someone who didn’t

  even know what baseball was when he came to this country. A hundred and seven years and counting, right, Pop?”




  “I’m not giving up,” he says with a grin.




  “No, I bet you’re not. Hey, you want to go for a walk with me?” She bends down next to him and takes his tremoring hand. “I’ll tell you

  about Luke. He just got into Northwestern. Where you went, Pop. He’s a smart kid. And he wrestles. Just like you did . . .”




  A look of concern comes over her father’s face. “Tell him to watch out for those farm boys from Michigan State. They’re big. And they cheat . . .” he

  says. “You know they’re . . .”




  He makes a sound as if he wants to add something. Something important. But then he just nods and sits back, staring out. His eyes grow dim.




  She brushes his cheek with her hand. “What are you always thinking about, Pop? I wish so much for once you could let me in.”




  “He’s probably not thinking about very much, since . . .” the nurse says, not wanting to mention his wife. “I’m not sure he’s following

  much of anything anymore.”




  “I can follow,” he snaps back. “I can follow just fine.” He turns to his daughter. “It’s just that . . . I do forget things now from time

  to time. Where’s Mom?” He glances around, as if expecting to see her in her chair. “Why isn’t she here?”




  “Mom’s gone, Pop,” the daughter says. “She died. Remember?”




  “Oh, yeah, she died.” He nods, continuing to just stare out. “Sometimes I get confused.”




  “He was always such a vibrant man,” the daughter opines to the nurse, “though he always carried this kind of sadness with him we never fully understood. We

  always thought it had to do with losing his entire family back in Poland during the war. He never knew what happened to them. We tried to trace them once, just to find out. They have records. But

  he never wanted to know. Right, Pop?”




  Her father just nods, his left hand continuing to shake.




  “Look, I have something to show you.” From her tote, she takes out a plastic bag. Some things he likes. The Economist magazine. A few new pictures of the

  grandkids. A bar of Ghirardelli chocolate. “We found something . . . Cleaning out the house. We were going through a few of Mom’s old things she had buried away. Up in the attic.”

  She takes a cigar box out of the bag. “Look what we found . . .”




  She opens the box. There are some old photos inside. One of her father and mother during WWII, receiving a medal from two high-ranking military men. An old passport and

  military papers. A small, creased, black-and-white photo of a pretty blond woman in a rowboat, the front rim of her white cap turned up. The opening page of a Mozart concerto torn in half, then

  taped back together. A polished white chess piece. A rook.




  For a second, her father’s eyes show some light.




  “And then this . . .” She brings out a velvet pouch and takes something out from it.




  It’s a medal. A bronze cross with an eagle on it, attached to a blue and red ribbon. The pouch has some dust on it; it’s clearly been tucked away in the box for a

  long time. She puts it in his palm. “It’s not just any medal, Dad. It’s the Distinguished Service Cross.”




  The old man stares at it for a second and then turns away. It’s clear he’s not happy to see it.




  “They only give this for the most extreme acts of bravery. The boys looked it up. You would never talk about what it was like for you during the war. Back in Poland.

  Only that you were in the . . .”




  She stops. Whenever the topic turned to the horrors of “the camps,” her father would turn away or leave the room. For years he would never even wear short sleeves,

  and never showed anyone his number.




  “Look . . .” She hands him the photo of him with the military officers. “We never ever saw this growing up. How is this possible? You were a

  hero.”




  “I wasn’t a hero.” He shakes his head. “You just don’t know.”




  “Then tell me,” the daughter says. “We’ve wanted to know for so long. Please.”




  He opens his mouth as if about to say something, finally, but then just shakes his head and stares off into space again.




  “If you didn’t do something important, then why did they give you that medal?” she asks. She shows him the photo of the pretty woman in the boat. “And

  who is this? Was she part of your family back there? In Poland?”




  “No, not family . . .”




  This time, her father takes up the torn music sheet and stares at it. There’s a distant glimmer in his eyes. Maybe a smile, something buried back in time that has come

  alive again unexpectedly.




  “A lot of them are like that,” the nurse says. “They don’t want to remember back then. They just keep it inside them forever

  until—”




  “Dolly . . .” the father finally mutters.




  “Dolly . . . ?” His daughter touches his arm.




  “It was short for Doleczki. It meant dimples.” The faintest smile comes across his face. “She played so beautifully back then.”




  “Who, Dad? Please, tell me who she is. And how you earned this.” She wraps the medal in his palm. “There’s no reason to keep it inside

  anymore.”




  Her father lets out a breath that feels as if it’s been held inside him for a lifetime. He finally looks at his daughter. “You really want to

  know?”




  “I do.” She sits beside him. “We all do, Pop.”




  He nods. “Then maybe it is time.” He looks at the photograph again. Memories walled in as in a tomb covered over by the sands of years and years.

  “Yes, I have a story. But if you want to know it all, it doesn’t begin with her.” He puts the photograph down. “It begins with two men. In a forest. In

  Poland.”




  “Two men . . .” his daughter says, trying to coax him on. “What were they doing?”




  “They were running.” The old man looks out, but this time his eyes are alive with memory. “Running for their lives . . .”
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  April 1944




  The barking of the dogs was closing in on them, not far behind now.




  The two men clawed through the dense Polish forest at night, clinging to the banks of the Vistula, only miles from Slovakia. Their withered bodies cried out from exhaustion, on the edge of

  giving out. The clothing they wore was tattered and filthy; their ill-fitting clogs, useless in the thick woods, had long been tossed aside, and they stank, more like hunted animals than men.




  But now the chase was finally over.




  “Sie sind hier!” they heard the shouts in German behind them. This way!




  For three days and nights they had buried themselves in the woodpiles outside the camp’s perimeter wire. Camouflaging their scents from the dogs with a mixture of tobacco and kerosene.

  Hearing the guards’ bootsteps go past, only inches away from being discovered and dragged back to the kind of death no man could easily contemplate, even in there.




  Then, the third night, they clawed their way out under the cover of darkness. They traveled only at night, stealing whatever scraps of food they could find on the farms they came upon. Turnips.

  Raw potatoes. Squash. Which they gnawed at like starving animals. Whatever it was, it was better than the rancid swill they’d been kept barely alive on these past two years. They threw up,

  their bodies unaccustomed to anything solid. Yesterday, Alfred had turned his ankle and now tried to carry on with a disabling limp.




  But someone had spotted them. Only a couple of hundred yards behind, they heard the dogs, the shouts in German, growing louder.




  “Hier entlang!” Over here!




  “Alfred, come on, quick!” the younger one exhorted his friend. “We have to keep going.”




  “I can’t. I can’t.” Suddenly the limping man tripped and tumbled down the embankment, his feet bloody and raw. He just sat there on the edge of exhaustion.

  “I’m done.” They heard the shouts again, this time even closer. “What’s the use? It’s over.” The resignation in his voice confirmed what they both knew in

  their hearts: that it was lost. That they were beaten. They had come all this way but now had only minutes before their pursuers would be upon them.




  “Alfred, we have to keep moving,” his friend urged him on. He ran down the slope and tried to lift his fellow escapee, who even in his weakened condition felt like a dead weight.




  “Rudolf, I can’t. It’s no use.” The injured man just sat there, spent. “You go on. Here—” He handed his friend the pouch he’d been

  carrying. The proof they needed to get out. Columns of names. Dates. Maps. Incontrovertible proof of the unspeakable crimes the world needed to see. “Go! I’ll tell them I left you hours

  ago. You’ll have some time.”




  “No.” Rudolf lifted him up. “Did you not vow not to die back there in that hell, just to let yourself die here . . . ?”




  He saw it in his friend’s eyes. What he’d seen in hundreds of other sets of eyes back at the camp, when they’d given up for good. A thousand.




  Sometimes death is just simpler than continuing to fight.




  Alfred lay there, breathing heavily, almost smiling. “Now go.”




  From the woods, only yards away, they heard a click. The sound of a rifle being cocked.




  They froze.




  It’s over, they both realized at once. They’d been found. Their hearts leaped up with fear.




  Out of the darkness, two men stepped forward. Both dressed in civilian garb, with rifles, their faces gritty and smeared with soot. It was clear they weren’t soldiers. Maybe just local

  farmers. Maybe the very ones who had turned them in.




  “Resistance?” Rudolf asked, a last ember of hope flickering in his eyes.




  For a second, the two said nothing. One merely cocked his gun. Then the larger one, bearded, in a rumpled hunting cap, nodded.




  “Then help us, please!” Rudolf pleaded in Polish. “We’re from the camp.”




  “The camp?” The man looked at their striped uniforms without understanding.




  “Look!” Rudolf held out his arms. He showed them the numbers burned into them. “Auschwitz.”




  The barking of the dogs was almost on them now. Only meters away. The man in the cap glanced toward the sound and nodded. “Take your friend. Follow me.”




  







  2




  Early May




  Washington, D.C.




  This was the first time he’d been asked to sit in with such esteemed company, and Captain Peter Strauss hoped, after what he had to propose, it wouldn’t be the

  last.




  It was a drizzly Monday eve, and the mood around the table inside the Oval Office of the White House was as somber as the leaden skies outside. News of the two escapees, Rudolf Vrba and Alfred

  Wetzler, had reached President Roosevelt’s inner circle within days of them making it across the Polish border to Slovakia.




  As one of Bill Donovan’s youngest, but chief, OSS operations officers and a Jew himself, Strauss knew that suspicions of Nazi extermination camps—not just forced labor

  camps—went as far back as 1942, when reports filtered out from European Jewish groups of some 100,000 Jews forced from the ghettos in Warsaw and Lodz and likely killed. But the firsthand

  accounts from the two Auschwitz escapees, strengthened by actual documents they brought with them from the camp’s administrative offices listing names, numbers, and the factory-like process

  of mass liquidation, gave credence to everyone’s worst fears.




  Around the oval table, Roosevelt; his secretary of war, Henry Stimson; Treasury Secretary Henry Morgenthau Jr.; William Donovan, his chief spymaster and head of the Office of Strategic Services;

  and Donovan’s aide, Captain Peter Strauss, pored over the grim report and pondered just what it meant. Even more troubling were the escapees’ claims that the death camp was rapidly

  expanding and that the pace of the exterminations, by mass gassing, had increased. Thousands upon thousands were being systematically wiped out each week.




  “And this is only one of many such places of death,” Morgenthau, a Jew as well, and whose prominent New York banking family had seen that the escapees’ firsthand accounts got

  into the president’s hands, uttered grimly. “Reports suggest there are dozens more. Entire families are being sent to the gas chambers as soon as they arrive. Towns.”




  “And our options are what, gentlemen?” A disheartened FDR looked around the table. A third, bloody year at war, worry of the upcoming invasion, the decision to run for a fourth term,

  and the advance of his crippling disease had all taken their toll on him but did not diminish the fight in his voice. “We can’t just sit back and allow these unconscionable acts to

  continue.”




  “The Jewish Congress and the World Refugee Board are imploring us to bomb the camp,” the treasury secretary advised him. “We cannot simply sit on our hands any

  longer.”




  “Which will accomplish what, exactly?” Henry Stimson, who had served in the administrations of two presidents prior to FDR and who had come out of public retirement to run the

  country’s war effort, asked. “Except to kill a lot of innocent prisoners ourselves. Our bombers can barely make it all the way there and back with a full payload. We’d suffer

  considerable losses. And we all know we need every one of those aircraft for what’s coming up.”




  It was May 1944, and word had leaked even to Strauss’s level of the final preparations under way for the forthcoming invasion of Europe.




  “Then at least we can disrupt their plans and bomb the railway tracks,” Morgenthau pleaded, desperate to convince the president to take action. “The prisoners are brought there

  on sealed trains. That would at least slow down the pace of the exterminations.”




  “Bombers flying all over Europe at night . . . Making precision strikes on rail tracks? And as you say, there are many such camps?” Stimson registered his skepticism. “I

  believe the best thing we can do for these poor people, Mr. President, is to get to them and liberate them as swiftly as possible. Not by sponsoring any ill-conceived raids. That’s my

  view.”




  The president drew in a breath and took off his wire glasses, the deep channels around his eyes reflecting the pallid cast of a conflicted man. Many of his closest friends were Jews and had

  urged action. His administration had brought more Jews into the government than any before it. And, as a humane and compassionate being, always seeking to give hope and rise to the common man, he

  was more repelled by the report of the atrocities he’d just read through than by any that had crossed his desk in the war, even more than the tragic losses of American lives on the beaches in

  the Pacific or the loss of troops at sea on their way to England.




  Yet as a realist, Roosevelt knew his secretary of war was right. Too much lay ahead, and all of it far too important. Plus, the anti-Jewish lobby was still a strong one in the country, and

  reports of soldiers lost predominantly trying to save Jewish lives would not go well as he sought to gain a fourth term. “Henry, I know how hard this is for you.” He put his hand on the

  treasury secretary’s shoulder. “It’s hard for all of us, to be sure. Which brings us to the reason we are all here tonight, gentlemen. Our special project. What’s it called,

  ‘Catfish’?” He turned toward the head of the OSS, General Donovan. “Tell me, Bill, do we have any real hope that this project is still alive?”




  “Catfish” was the name known only to a very few for the undercover operation Strauss was in charge of to smuggle a particular individual out of Europe. A Polish Jew, whom FDR’s

  people claimed was vital to the war effort.




  As far back as 1942, it had been discovered that bearers of certain Latin American identity papers were awarded special treatment in Warsaw. For several months, hundreds of Polish and Dutch Jews

  were issued counterfeit papers from Paraguay and El Salvador to gain exit from Europe. Many had made their way to northern France, where they were interned at a detention center in the village of

  Vittel, while their cases were gone over by skeptical German officials. As doubtful as the Nazis were about the origin of these papers, they could not afford to upset these neutral Latin American

  countries, whose authoritarian rulers were, in fact, sympathetic to their cause. How these particular refugees were able to acquire these papers, purchased secretly through anti-Nazi emissaries in

  the Paraguayan and Salvadoran embassies in Bern, as well as their dubious provenance, was always clouded. What also remained unclear was how contacts friendly to the United States had been able to

  get them into the hands of the very subject and his family (aka “Catfish”) they were attempting to smuggle out. For a while, the prospects looked hopeful. Twice, transport out of Europe

  had been arranged, via Holland and France. Yet each time the Germans blocked their exit. Then, just three months ago, an informer from Warsaw had blown the papers’ suspect origins wide open,

  and now the fates of all the Vittel Jews, including the one they so desperately wanted, were completely up in the air.




  “I’m afraid we’ve hit a snag, Mr. President,” Donovan said. “We don’t know for certain if he’s even there.”




  “Or if he is, if he’s even still alive . . .” Secretary of War Stimson added. “Our intelligence on the matter has all gone dark.”




  The emissaries who had passed along the documents had been arrested and were now in Nazi jails.




  “So I’m told we still need this man. At all costs.” The president turned to his secretary of war. “Is this still true?”




  “Like no other.” Stimson nodded. “We were close in Rotterdam. There was even transport booked. Now . . .” He shook his head somberly, then took his pen and pointed

  to a tiny spot on the map of Europe that was on a stand next to the conference table.




  A place called Oswiecim. In Poland.




  “Oswiecim?” Roosevelt put back on his glasses.




  “Oswiecim is the Polish name for Auschwitz, Mr. President,” the secretary of war said. “Which, in light of the report we’ve all just read, is why we’re

  here.”




  “I see.” The president nodded. “So now he’s one of five million faceless Jews, forced out of their homes against their will, without papers or identity?”




  “And to what fate, we do not know . . .” Secretary of the Treasury Morgenthau shook his head gravely.




  “It’s all our fates that are in the balance, gentlemen.” Roosevelt pushed his wheelchair back from the table. “So you’re here to tell me we’ve done everything

  we can to find this man and get him out. And now it’s lost. We’ve lost.”




  He went around the table. For a moment, no one replied.




  “Perhaps not completely lost, Mr. President.” The OSS chief leaned forward. “My colleague Captain Strauss has looked at the situation closely. And he believes there might be

  one last way . . .”




  “A last way?” The tired president’s gaze fell on the young aide.




  “Yes, Mr. President.”




  The captain appeared around thirty, slightly balding already, and a graduate of Columbia Law School. A smart cookie, Roosevelt had been told. “All right, son, you’ve got my

  attention,” the president said.




  Strauss cleared his throat and glanced one more time at his boss. He opened his folder.




  “Go on.” Donovan nodded to him. “Tell him your plan.”
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  January, four months earlier




  The Vittel Detention Center, Occupied France




  “Papa, Papa, wake up! They’re here!”




  The shrill of whistles knifed through the frigid morning air. Dr. Alfred Mendl awoke in his narrow bunk, his arm wrapped around his wife, Marte, protecting her from the January cold. Their

  daughter, Lucy, stood over them, both nervous and excited. She’d been at the blanket-covered window of the cramped room that was fit at most for four, but which they now shared with fourteen

  others. This was no place for a girl to pass her twenty-second birthday, as she had just the night before. Huddled on lice-infested mattresses, sleeping amid their haphazard suitcases and meager

  belongings, everyone slowly stirred out of their blankets and greatcoats with the anticipation that something clearly was up.




  “Papa, look now!”




  On the landing outside, the French milice were going room to room, banging on doors with their batons. “Get up! Out of bed, you lazy Jews. All those holding foreign passports, take

  your things and come down. You’re leaving!”




  Alfred’s heart leaped. After eight hard months, was this finally the time?




  He jumped out of bed, still dressed in his rumpled tweed pants and woolen undershirt, all that kept him warm. They had all slept in their warmest clothes most every night for months now, washing

  them whenever they could. He nearly tripped over the family stretched out on the floor next to them. They rotated the sleeping arrangements a month at a time.




  “Everyone holding foreign passports packed and out!” a black-clad policeman threw open the door and instructed them.




  “Marte, get up! Throw everything together. Maybe today is the day!” he said to his wife with a feeling of hopefulness. Hope that had been dashed many times over the past year.




  Everyone in the room was murmuring, slowly coming to life. Light barely crept through the blanket-covered sills. Vittel was a detention camp in the northeast corner of France, actually four

  six-story hotels that formed a ring around a large courtyard, not exactly “four stars,” so the joke went, as it was all surrounded by three rows of barbed wire manned by German patrols.

  Thousands were held there—political prisoners, citizens of neutral or enemy countries whom the Germans were hoping to exchange—although the Jews, mostly of Polish and Dutch descent,

  whose fate was being decided by Berlin, were kept together on the same ward. The French policeman who entered their room stepped between the rustling bodies, prodding people along with his stick.

  “Didn’t you hear me? All of you, up, packed. Quick, quick! Why are you dallying? You’re shipping out.”




  Those who were slow to move, he nudged sharply with his stick and kicked open their suitcases that were strewn on the floor.




  “Where are we going?” people questioned in various languages and accents: Polish, Yiddish, and awkward French, everyone scurrying to get their things together.




  “You’ll see. Just get yourself moving. That’s my only job. And take your papers. You’ll find out downstairs.”




  “Take our papers!” Alfred looked at Marte and Lucy with a lift in his heart. Could this finally be their time? He and his family had waited so long there. Eight harsh months,

  after making their way with the forged identity papers gotten into his hands by the emissary from the Paraguayan embassy in Warsaw. First to the Swiss border through Slovakia and Austria, where

  they were turned away; then by train through occupied France to Holland, all the while under the protection of the Paraguayan embassy in Warsaw as a foreign national on a teaching assignment at the

  university in Lvov. Once, they literally got as far as the pier in Rotterdam where they were to board a Swedish cargo ship, the Prinz Eugen, to Stockholm, transport papers in hand, only to

  be turned back again as their papers needed to be authenticated. Literally in limbo, they were sent here to Vittel, while Jewish organizations in Switzerland and the United States’ and

  British governments argued their cases and pressured the Paraguayan and Salvadoran governments to honor their documents. Since then, they had been kept here in a kind of diplomatic hell. Always

  promised that the matter was being looked into. One more day, just another day, while the German foreign office and Latin American embassies worked it out. Alfred and his family had even taught

  themselves Spanish, to make their case all the more convincing. Of course they knew their documents were not worth the paper they were printed on. Alfred was Polish, had been born in Warsaw, and

  had taught physics at the university in Lvov after years in Prague and Gottingen with some of the best minds in the atomic field. At least until he was stripped of his position a year ago and his

  diplomas were trashed and burned. Marte was from Prague, now overrun by the Nazis, but had been a Polish citizen for years. They all knew that the only thing that had kept them from being shipped

  off somewhere and never heard from again was these papers, suspect as they were, that had been arranged by he knew not who with the promise that they would get the family out and to America, where

  he would be greeted warmly by Szilard and Fermi, his old colleagues. Still, whatever they had suffered these past months was far better than what they would have faced back home. Months ago

  he’d heard the university in Lvov had been cleared out just like those in Warsaw and Krakow. The last of his colleagues shot, kicked in the streets, or shipped off somewhere with their

  families, never heard from again.




  Bring your papers, the policeman said now. Was this a good sign or a bad one? Alfred didn’t know. But everyone around him was springing to life, pulsing with both nerves and

  anticipation. Maybe it had all been cleared up at last. Maybe they were finally leaving.




  A day hadn’t passed where he hadn’t dreamed of presenting his work to people who pursued good and not these Nazis.




  “Darling, come on, quick!” He helped his wife fill up her suitcase. Marte was frail these days. She’d caught a cold in November, and it seemed to have never left her chest. She

  looked like she’d aged ten years since they’d begun their journey.




  They’d had to leave everything behind. Their fine china. Their collection of antique pharmacy jars. All the awards that had been given to him. Anything of value other than a few

  photographs and, of course, his work. They stuffed whatever they had taken into their small bags. When the time came to leave, it had to be in a day.




  “Lucy, quick!” Alfred assembled his papers and threw them into his leather briefcase along with the few books he’d been able to bring along. He could lose his clothing, his

  academic diplomas, the photographs of his parents on the Vistula in Warsaw, the personal effects dearest to him. Even his best shoes. But his work—his work must remain. His formulas and

  research. Everything depended on getting them out. One day that would become clear. He hastily bundled it all together in his case and fastened the lock. “Marte, Lucy, we must go.”




  A few in the crowded room remained behind and wished those who were leaving well, like prisoners saying goodbye to a fellow inmate who’d been pardoned. “See you in a better

  life,” they said, as if they knew their fates would not be as rosy. A strange familiarity had built up among people whose lives had been thrown together for months in such close quarters.




  “God be with you! Goodbye!”




  Alfred, Marte, and Lucy made their way outside, melding into the river of people heading along the outside corridors and down to the courtyard. Parents held onto their children; sons and

  daughters helped the elderly as they slowly went down the stairs, so as not to be trampled in the rush. On the ground, they were herded into the large yard, shivering from the January chill,

  murmuring, wondering to their neighbors what was going to happen next. Above them, a crowd of those left behind pressed against the banisters, looking on.




  “Papa, what’s going to happen to us?” Lucy asked, eyeing the German guards with their submachine guns.




  Alfred looked around. “I don’t know.”




  There were Germans—there always were—but not so many as one would think if something bad was going to happen to them. They all huddled together in the cold. Merchants, teachers,

  accountants, rabbis. In long woolen coats and homburgs and fedoras.




  Whistles sounded. An officious-looking captain in the local French militia, a German officer following behind, stepped in front of the throng and ordered everyone to line up with their papers.

  The German was in a gray wool officer’s coat with the markings of the secret intelligence division, the Abwehr, which worried Alfred.




  He and his family grabbed their suitcases and joined the queue.




  The French officer went down the line, family by family, inspecting their papers closely and checking their faces. Some he instructed to remain where they were; others he waved to the side of

  the yard. Armed guards stood everywhere. And dogs, barking loudly and pulling on their leashes, scaring the young children and some of the parents too.




  “It will be a joy to be rid of this place,” Marte said. “Wherever we end up.”




  “It will,” Alfred said, though he was sensing something in the mood of the soldiers that didn’t seem right. They had their caps low and their hands on their weapons. There was

  no levity. No fraternizing.




  Those who didn’t speak French were directed to the side without knowing what was going on. One family, Hungarian, Alfred suspected, shouted loudly in their native tongue as a French

  militiaman tried to move them and then kicked open a suitcase, filled with religious articles, which the old man and his wife scampered vainly to pick up. Another man, clearly a rabbi with a long

  white beard, kept showing his papers to the milice captain in frustration. The French officer finally flung them back at him, the old man and his wife bending to pick them off the ground as

  eagerly as if they were thousand-zloty notes.




  No, Alfred thought, it didn’t seem right at all.




  The captain and his German overseer made their way down the line. The soldiers and the guards gradually began to use more force to restrain everyone.




  “Don’t worry, these have been checked many times,” Alfred assured Marte and Lucy. “They will definitely pass.”




  But a worrisome feeling rose up in him as each interaction seemed to be met only by frustration and anger, and then people were brusquely shuffled into the growing throng ringed by heavily armed

  guards.




  Outside the walls they heard a train hiss to a stop.




  “See, they are taking us somewhere.” Alfred tried to sound optimistic to his family.




  At last the French officer made his way up to them. “Papers,” he requested impassively. Alfred handed him the travel documents showing that he and his family were under the

  protection of the Paraguayan government and had merely been residents in Poland these past seven years.




  “We have been waiting a long time to get home,” Alfred said in French to the officer, whose shifting black eyes never really looked at him, just back and forth, from the documents to

  their faces, as had been done many times these past eight months without incident. The SS officer stood behind him, hands clasped behind his back, with a stonelike look that made Alfred feel

  uneasy.




  “Have you enjoyed your stay here in France, señorita?” the milice captain asked Lucy in passable Spanish.




  “Sí, sir,” she replied, nervously enough so that Alfred could hear it in her voice. Who wouldn’t be? “But I am ready to finally get home.”




  “I’m sure you are,” the captain said. Then he stepped in front of Alfred. “It says you are a professor?”




  “Yes. Electromagnetic physics.”




  “And where did you acquire these papers, monsieur?”




  “What? Where did we acquire them . . . ?” Alfred stammered back, his insides knotting with fear. “These were issued by the Paraguayan embassy in Warsaw. I assure you they are

  valid. Look, there, you can see . . .” He went to show the officer the official seal and signatures.




  “I’m afraid these papers are forgeries,” the milice captain declared.




  “I beg your pardon?”




  “They are worthless. They are as bad as your Spanish, I’m afraid, mademoiselle. All of you . . . ” He raised his voice so that the entire crowd could hear. “You

  are no longer under the protection of the Paraguayan and El Salvadoran governments. It is determined that these visas and passports are not valid. You are prisoners of the French government now,

  who have no recourse, given your situation, but to turn you over to the German authorities.”




  There was an audible gasp from the crowd. Some wailed, “My God, no!” Others simply looked to the person next to them and muttered, “What did he say . . . ? That these

  are not valid?”




  To Alfred’s horror, the French officer began to tear his documents into shreds. All that had kept them alive these past ten months, their only route to freedom, scattering from his hands

  like ashes onto Alfred’s shoes.




  “You three, over there,” the officer pushed them brusquely, “with the rest.” Then he moved down the line without another word. “Next.”




  “What have you done?” Alfred bent to scoop the shredded documents off the ground. He pulled at the arm of the officer. “Those papers are perfectly valid. They have been

  inspected many times. Look, look . . .” He pointed to the torn signature page. “We are Paraguayan citizens, looking to return home. We demand transit!”




  “You demand transit?” The SS officer following the milice captain finally spoke. “Be assured, transit is arranged.”




  Two guards edged their way in and pushed them with their guns from the line. “Take your bags. Over there!” They pointed toward the throng of other Latin American passport holders who

  were now being penned in by guards, a deepening hopelessness beginning to envelop them.




  People began to shout out cries of outrage and objection, holding up their documents, eight months of waiting, hoping, being kept in pens, their dreams of freedom suddenly dashed. The French

  officer announced in several languages that those holding these travel papers had five minutes to gather their belongings and board transportation that had been arranged outside the camp

  grounds.




  “Where are you taking us?” a terrified woman yelled. For months, rumors of dark places where no one was ever heard from again had spread through the detention camp like an outbreak

  of typhus.




  “To the beach,” one of the French militia laughed. “To the South of France. Where else? Isn’t that where you are looking to go?”




  “We have an express train for you. Do not worry,” another chortled with the same sarcasm. “You Latin American aristocrats will be traveling first class.”




  Pandemonium spread like wildfire. Some just refused to accept their fate. The old rabbi in the white beard and his wife sat down on their luggage, refusing to budge. Others screamed back in

  anger at the black-clad guards, who, now that the true purpose of what they were doing had come out and the crowd had grown unruly, began to close in, herding them like sheep toward the front gate,

  brandishing their weapons.




  “Stay together,” Alfred instructed Marte and Lucy, tightly clutching their bags. They were separated for a moment by people charging to the front, cursing and showing their

  discredited papers in fits of rage. The crowd began to surge. The guards closed in, using their rifle shafts like cattle prods. The white-bearded rabbi and his wife still refused to move; a German

  guard had now taken over and was screaming at them like they were deaf. “Aussen.” Out. “Get up! Now.” Fights began to break out. Some faces were bloodied, struck by

  rifle shafts. A few old-timers fell to the ground, and the crowd moved over them despite desperate pleas and shrieks from those who stopped to help.




  But family by family, there was no choice but to go. Worried, everyone grabbed their things. The milice herded them with their sticks and rifles in the direction of the front gate. Some

  prayed, others whimpered, but all, except the rabbi and his wife, went. Guards infiltrated the crowd, kicking along luggage. “Is this yours? Take it, or it stays!” Moving them like

  cattle through Vittel’s makeshift wire gate, dogs barking, pulling on their leashes, amid outraged shouts everywhere, wails, cries, everyone giving themselves over to their worst fears.




  “Papa, what’s happening?” Lucy said, afraid.




  “Come on, stay close,” Alfred said, clutching his and Marte’s valise along with his briefcase. “Maybe it will just be another detention center like this. We’ve

  lived through worse.” He tried to appear as positive as he could, though he knew in his heart it would not be. Now they had no papers. And Marte’s health was growing worse. They moved

  through the front gate, the first time in eight months they were beyond the wire.




  A cargo train waited for them on the tracks. At first, people assumed it was not for them. More for cattle or horses. Then everyone was startled by the sudden rattle of the doors being flung

  open. The French guards remained behind. The soldiers along the tracks were now German, which sent terror into everyone’s heart.




  “Here are your fancy carriages, Jews,” one of them cackled. “Please, let me help you.” He cracked a man in the head with his rifle stock. “Everyone up and

  in.”




  There was resistance at first, people objecting, fighting back. This was transport fit for swine, not people. Then there were two short bursts of machine gun fire from behind them and everyone

  turned. The white-bearded rabbi and his poor wife were now lying on the ground in a pool of blood next to their luggage.




  “Oh my God, they’re going to massacre us!” a woman screamed.




  Everyone headed for the trains. One by one they hurried in, pushing the old and young, dragging their belongings with them. If it couldn’t be carried, or if someone stopped to load another

  article first, their bags were torn from them and tossed aside, clothing and pictures and toiletries spilling over the platform.




  “No, those are my possessions!” a woman yelled.




  “Get in. Get in. You won’t need them.” A guard pushed her inside.




  “There are no seats in here,” someone said. Alfred helped Marte and Lucy up and someone pushed him up from behind. When they all thought the car was filled, they pushed more in. In

  minutes, you could barely breathe.




  “There’s no room! There’s no more room! Please . . .” a woman wailed. “We’ll suffocate in here.”




  They filled it even more.




  “Please, I don’t want to go!” a man shouted over the wailing.




  “C’mon, do you want to end up like them?” another urged him onward, glancing back to the rabbi and his wife in the courtyard.




  “My daughter, my daughter. Sophie . . . !” a woman cried. A young girl, forced by the crowd into another car, cried out from afar, “Mama!”




  The guards kept loading and packing people in with whatever they could carry, until the train car grew tighter and more crowded than Alfred could ever have imagined.




  Then the door was slammed shut.




  There was only darkness at first. The only light from outside angled through narrow slits in the side door. There were a few whimpers in the pitch black, but then everyone just became silent.

  The kind of silence when no one has any idea what will happen next. There was barely room to move, to even adjust your arms, to breathe. The car smelled, the odor of eighty people jammed together

  in a space that should hold half that, many of whom hadn’t bathed in weeks.




  They stayed that way, listening to the shouts and cries from outside, until they heard a whistle and with a jerk the train began to move. Now people were whimpering, sobbing, praying. They

  stayed upright by leaning against each other in the dark. In a corner were two jugs, one filled with water—but hardly enough, given the number of them in the car. The other empty. Alfred

  realized what it was for.




  “Where are they taking us, Alfred?” Marte asked under her breath as the railcars picked up speed.




  “I don’t know.” He sought out her and Lucy’s hands and clasped them tightly in his. “But at least we are together.”
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  Gruppenführer Colonel Martin Franke stepped out on the tracks outside the detention center as the train pulled away. It was over. The Jews were all packed up and gone. The

  deception had come out and now there was no more recourse for them. All he’d had to do was dangle the bait long enough and he knew someone would grab it. These Jews would fight for a

  half-eaten piece of tripe off the ground even though it meant giving up one of their own. He watched as the last railcar chugged off to who knew where. Where they were heading, no passport or visa

  in the world would do them good anymore.




  “Captain.” He nodded to the French police officer, whose men were now cleaning up all the mess in the courtyard, including the two or three stubborn ones who lay

  behind in pools of their own blood who they’d had to make a show of. “A job well done, Captain.” Now not a trace of those who had just boarded the train would even exist.




  “Permit me, Colonel . . .” The French officer bent down and picked up someone’s scattered ID papers from the ground. “But were they . . . ?”




  “Were they what?” Franke looked at him. “Speak up.”




  “Were they, in fact, forged? The passports. Were they counterfeit?”




  Franke took the boot-smeared document from him. The Jew’s own kinsmen had probably stomped all over it in their haste to board. “What does it matter anyway?” The officer

  shrugged. “They were never going anywhere from the start.”




  “I’m sorry, Colonel . . . ?”




  “See that the rest of the documents are all accounted for. For our records,” Franke said without answering his question.




  “Yes, Herr Gruppenführer.” The captain saluted and then went away.




  Franke pulled his heavy, gray officer’s coat closed against the cold. He’d traveled two days from Warsaw, and where was he? Not in Paris; not in some warm, crowded café with a

  bottle of old médoc and nuzzling at the tits of some loose French barmaid on his lap. No. But packing up a bunch of immaterial, frightened Jews in a prison in the middle of a fucking forest.

  There wasn’t a day that went by when he didn’t miss his old post. A year ago, he was part of the German attaché in Lisbon, a plum assignment, spending the war attending parties

  at the roof bar of the Mundial and sharpening his diplomatic skills. With any luck, he would have been chief attaché within a year, and from there, however the war resolved, there would be

  influence to trade: Bribes. Exit visas for sale. Artwork stolen from the walls of palaces and stuffed away.




  But his secretary, Lena, a piece of ass who couldn’t type for shit but who’d been screwing half the mission, proved to be part of a British spy network and fled to London with the

  names of half the Abwehr network in Lisbon and a notebook full of contact codes. Exposed half the contacts in Europe and Britain. Disgraced, Franke was transferred to Warsaw. G section. Sabotage,

  false documents, covert contacts with certain minority groups. There the only food was boiled, and the only fish came out of the fucking sewer. Not to mention the cold. It was the kind of cold that

  you never fully got out of your bones. It made Lisbon seem like the South of France. Then to top it off, his wife, whose family owned a thriving metal factory in Stuttgart which kept him in fancy

  linens and tins of caviar—his own family could barely afford to put meat on the table—wrote to say that she was leaving him.




  Still, better the cold than a cyanide pill, Franke resolved. Now he was serving the war effort by twisting arms and running informants to root out resistance fighters on the Polish frontier or

  stubborn Jews still hiding out in the Aryan sector. Completely beneath his skills, of course, but it had been his network of informants that had unearthed the traitorous chargé

  d’affaires from the Paraguayan embassy in Warsaw who was the source of those illegal forgeries. Franke had always been a man who would do whatever it took, whatever means, to

  accomplish what was necessary. He had been a detective back in Essen, and not some flashy ass-kisser who went straight for the headlines but one who turned over every page, got on his knees to find

  every shred of evidence, and a man like that was always poised to sniff out the one opportunity that would land him back on his feet. Otherwise, he would spend the rest of the war in this useless,

  forgotten city, or, if things went badly, as he was beginning to sense, until they sent him out to the front lines in the East to be shot, likely by his own men, while exhorting them to stand fast

  against the advancing Russian horde. These days, Franke craved only one thing, and that was the chance to prove his worth to his superiors in Berlin again.




  But today had been a good one. His network had unearthed the informer in Warsaw who had given his kinsfolk up. The trail went from the ghettos of Warsaw to the embassies of Paraguay and El

  Salvador. Two hundred forty Jews. Only a drop in the bucket, given the big picture, of course, but 240 Jews who had come to arouse the interest of the United States and British governments and whom

  Berlin desperately needed certain proof of if it was to challenge the sovereignty of two neutral Latin American friends and resolve this thorny situation. He’d surely get a commendation from

  Berlin, maybe a nod from Canaris, admitting they had been hasty in their treatment of him in Lisbon. Or even the Reichsmarschall himself. They’d all have to take notice.




  Because a man like Franke, who had been brought up in the iron smelting factories of Essen, knew it wasn’t so complicated. All that it required was to follow the scent and not be afraid to

  dirty your hands. That was the problem with these Abwehr stuffed shirts. They were too busy going to cocktail parties and flirting with dignitaries’ wives to know an informer from a

  bartender. But Franke was a person who was willing to risk everything for what had to be done.




  Still, for now, he lamented, it was back to Warsaw, and the winter that still had two more months. Another success like this and they would have to offer him his old position. Perhaps Geneva

  this time, he sometimes allowed himself to dream.




  Maybe even Paris.




  The last plume of smoke had faded as the train went around a curve. His work here was complete. Franke took out the left-behind identity paper that the captain had handed him. The photo page of

  a visa that had fallen to the platform. A pretty little thing, for a Jew. Maybe twelve, with pigtails and a happy smile. He read the name: Elena Zeitman. Zeitman. No matter, Franke thought.

  He folded it neatly and placed it in his pocket. He did not know the precise location she was being sent. Some labor camp in Poland, he’d heard. But he did know, looking after the train, that

  whatever fate awaited her, no visa or passport in the world would be of help to her now.
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  January, the following day




  At his desk at OSS headquarters in Washington, D.C., Peter Strauss read the cable from the War Refugee Board attaché in Bern, Switzerland, with a sense of deflation.




  It concerned various civilians being held at the Vittel detention camp in northeastern France who were seeking transport out of Europe under the protection of certain Latin American

  passports.




  Passports he had a keen interest in. And had helped arrange.




  The cable read:




  

    

      It is my misfortune to report that diplomatic protection for these applicants has been permanently denied. Documents ruled falsely obtained. All bearers

      rounded up and placed on a sealed train. Destination: labor camp in southern Poland. We believe it to be in a town named Oswiecim.


    


  




  Strauss reread the cable as his stomach fell. It had been a year. A year of carefully setting this up, of getting the documents into the hands of the one man they sought, then

  routing him and his family out of Poland and through occupied territory. Secretly arranging transport. A year of petitioning the government of Paraguay to resist German diplomatic pressure and to

  stand behind them.




  A year that was now lost.




  All bearers rounded up and placed on a sealed train. Destination: labor camp in southern Poland.




  Strauss put the cable down. Operation Catfish was finished.




  As the son of a cantor, who could still recite the prayers and Torah as well as he could his own name, the hollowness in Strauss’s gut felt even deeper. His father’s brother was

  still in Vienna; they had no idea what fate had befallen him, or his entire family. In a way, Strauss had put all his faith and belief in a positive outcome for this war into the hope that this

  mission would succeed.




  And now both had crumbled.




  “Any reply, sir?” The young lieutenant who had delivered the communiqué was still standing there.




  “No.” Strauss shrugged glumly. “No reply.” He took off his wire-rim glasses and started to wipe the lenses clean.




  “So then it’s over? Two hundred and forty of them . . .” the aide inquired. That was as much as the lieutenant knew. “I’m sorry, sir.”




  “Two hundred and forty lives . . .” Strauss nodded. “All worth saving, no doubt. But only one that was vital.”
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  Four days later




  They heard the hiss of steam and the jolt of the brakes and after three agonizing days of pressed-together, foul-smelling confinement, the train finally came to a stop.

  “Where are we?” people asked in the dark. It was night. “Can anyone see?”




  For a while they just stood there, hearing shouts in German outside. Dogs barking.




  Someone said, “I’ve heard they let the dogs attack people right off the train. They just take their pick.”




  “Shut up,” a woman replied harshly. “You’re scaring the children.”




  Suddenly they heard the rattle of locks being opened and the doors of the train car were flung wide. Cold air rushed in, along with glaring lights.




  “Rauss, rauss. Everyone out! Get out! Schnellen. Faster.” Gray-clad soldiers carrying sticks rushed up to the train and started pulling people down from the cars.

  “Quick! Now! Assemble on the platform with your things.”




  Fear leaping up in their blood, Alfred, Marte, and Lucy stepped down from the packed car, pulling shut their jackets against the biting cold and shielding their eyes from the sharp glare. During

  the endless trip at least four in their car had died. An old woman who was sick; another, a pregnant one, just fell and gave up. Two were infants. There was a moment or two when Alfred wasn’t

  sure if Marte would make it; in the cramped quarters, the rattle in her chest seemed to grow even worse. There was little to eat except what people had brought along and were willing to share. And

  the thirst . . . Their throats were parched. There was only one water break per day. “You remember on our honeymoon in Italy?” Alfred had tried to cheer Marte up on the journey.

  “How mad you were at me?”




  “Because you bought us third-class tickets.” She had nodded, her voice no stronger than a whisper.




  “It was all I could afford. I didn’t have a teaching position yet,” he had explained to Lucy, as the cars rocked back and forth. “In retrospect, doesn’t seem quite

  so bad now, does it?” he had said to Marte with a laugh.




  “Your father always knows how to turn a failed experiment into a life lesson,” Marte had joked to Lucy.




  Then she had let her head fall against him and coughed. It made the time go by.




  On the platform now, there was shouting everywhere, dogs barking. Lights being flashed. In the background, Alfred could see guards with submachine guns. Black-clad guards were blowing shrill

  whistles and herding everyone around.




  “This way! Over here. Leave your things where they are! They’ll be taken care of.”




  These past months, Alfred had grown to detest the French guards at Vittel, but now the French were no longer around, and the sense quickly set in that what they knew before would seem like a

  fond memory compared to what they faced now.




  “Stay together,” he said, helping Marte amid the surging crowd. “At least we’re off that godforsaken train. Look . . . ” He pointed upward to letters forming

  an arch high above the gate.




  “What does it say, Papa?” Lucy asked. It was in German.




  “Work will set you free. See, you have to get strong again, Marte. If we work here, we will be safe. You’ll see.”




  She coughed and nodded and, jostled by the bustling throng, reached down for her bag.




  “Here . . . ” Alfred took it from her. “Let me help you.”




  As the cars cleared, everyone huddled together for a time, mothers holding their children’s hands, people comforting the elderly, not sure what was next. They’d all heard the rumors

  of these dark and terrible places where no one was ever heard from again. Suddenly, to their amazement, the sounds of music started up. An orchestra playing. How could that be? It was

  Schubert. Alfred was certain. He’d heard it played in Prague at the Rudolfinum Hall.




  “Schubert’s Violin Concerto in D Major,” someone confirmed.




  “See, they even have an orchestra here.” Alfred put his arm around Marte. “What do you think, Lucy?” He tried to sound upbeat. “It can’t be so bad.”




  “This way! This way!” Black-clad guards with SS markings elbowed through the crowd. “Women and their children form over here. All men, even fathers”—one

  pointed the other direction—“over there. Don’t worry, it’s just for processing. You’ll all be reunited soon.”




  “We should try and stay together,” Alfred said, picking up both their suitcases and squeezing his briefcase under his arm.




  “You there!” A large guard in a black SS cap jostled him. “You women and children to the left. You over here.”




  “Meine frau ist nicht gut.” Alfred appealed to him in German. “She’s sick. She needs care.”




  “Don’t worry, she’ll be well taken care of here. You’ll see her soon. Everyone will be happy. Just leave all your belongings.”




  A large pile of luggage and satchels had formed on the platform, like that of a tour group awaiting transportation.




  “But how will we find them?” a woman in a fur wrap asked. “How will anyone know whose is whose?”




  “Don’t worry, it will all be worked out.” The German officer smiled politely. “Now, just go, quick, there, double time . . . You two as well . . .”




  Amid the people crisscrossing, the dogs barking, and officers herding everyone around, Alfred noticed a handful of people in blue and gray candy-striped uniforms and tiny caps weaving through

  the crowd, taking people’s abandoned luggage and rucksacks and throwing them onto a rapidly growing pile. Hunched like downtrodden workers and rail thin, they avoided direct eye contact with

  the new arrivals as they went about their jobs, though one’s gaze seemed to land on Alfred’s. His gaunt, dark features, shaved head, and sunken eyes with a kind of soullessness in them

  seemed to tell a different story about what life was like here.




  “Women and children must go here! Schnellen! Quick!” a German barked, grabbing Marte and Lucy by the arms and dragging them away. In a second they had been separated from

  Alfred, pushed on by the throng.




  “Marte!” Alfred lunged after them. “Lucy!”




  “Alfred!” his wife answered him, his name drowning into the din of shouting and wails as she desperately tried to grasp hold of him.




  “Papa!” Lucy cried out. “I’m over here!”




  Alfred dropped his cases and tried to make his way to them, fear lighting up in him as they were being pushed away. “Please, I need to get to my wife and daughter. I—”




  “Don’t worry, they’ll be fine. You’ll see them soon,” an SS officer interceded. He pointed to the other direction. “You, over there.”




  “I’m sure I will see you both soon,” Alfred called after them. “Be strong. I will find a way to contact you.”




  “I love you, Alfred!” Marte called out. Through the dark sea of the crowd, he managed to catch a last, plea-filled glance, and in her surrendering eyes he saw a kind of finality he

  had never seen before.




  He waved, giving them both a hopeful smile though his heart was suddenly overrun with sadness and terror and the feeling that he might never see them again. “I love you both,

  too.”




  And then they were gone.




  All around, on the platform, many were making their last, tearful goodbyes and futile pleas. “Be safe!” “I will see you soon.” “Watch over our son,” they

  would tell one another. “Don’t worry, I will.” The guards told the men to leave their valises and all belongings. Alfred clutched his briefcase. One of the candy-striped prisoners

  brushed into him and went to take it from him.




  “No.” Alfred grasped onto it tighter. “These are my books. My formulas.”




  “Don’t resist,” the prisoner said under his breath. “They’ll shoot you.”




  “No, I won’t let them go,” Alfred said, tightening his arms around it.




  “Don’t worry, you won’t be needing any formulas here, old man.” A German officer came up with a grin of amusement. “There’s only one formula here, and

  you’ll learn it fast, I promise.”




  “I’m a physicist. This is all my research. My life’s work, Herr Obersturmführer,” Alfred said, observing his rank.




  “This is now your work,” the officer said, and motioned to the prisoners hurling their belongings onto a pile. The officer tried to take the case from Alfred’s hands. “Do

  it well and maybe you’ll last. Your German is quite good.” He pointed to a line. “Go over there.”




  “Please . . .” Alfred resisted even further. “No.”




  In a flash, the German’s politeness morphed into something completely different. “Did you not hear me, I said, let go, Jew!” He reached in his holster and pulled out a Luger.

  “Or would you rather your stay here be short-lived?”




  “Give it here. Please,” the prisoner begged, with what looked like a dire warning in his eyes.




  Alfred could see the rage and anger stiffen in the German officer’s eyes and neck, knowing that if he resisted even seconds longer he would be dropped right here on the tracks, the way the

  old rabbi and his wife had been shot back in Vittel. He had to stay alive, if only for Marte and Lucy’s sake. He had to see them again.




  Reluctantly, he let go.




  “Now get over there.” The German pushed him toward the line of younger men assembling. “Your German will come in handy.” He blew his whistle and moved on to someone

  else.




  Alfred watched as the prisoner took his leather case and flung it onto the mountain of bags and belongings that was growing by the minute. In horror, he saw the clasp become undone, and pages

  and pages of his work—equations, formulas, research for papers he had written for Academic Scientifica and the Zeitschrift für Physik, the toil of twenty years—slowly

  slide out of the case and scatter like debris over the mounting pile of bags, rucksacks, children’s toys and dolls, until they disappeared—every page, like bodies hurled indifferently

  into a mass grave and then covered over by the next.




  If only they knew what that was . . .




  He was handed a uniform and told to march to a processing building and change his clothes. Over the ubiquitous wailing on the platform and the desperate last goodbyes and shouts of “I love

  you!” and “Stay strong,” Alfred thought he heard his name. He spun around, his heart springing up with hope. “Marte!”




  But it was likely only another person shouting for someone else. He searched the crowd for one last look at his girls, but they were gone. Then he was pushed along in the throng. Twenty-eight

  years . . . he said to himself. In all that time, they rarely spent a day apart. She had typed every one of his papers and listened to hundreds of his talks in advance, correcting his syntax

  and cadence. She made him cakes and meat pies, and every Thursday he came home with flowers from the market on King Stanisław Street on his walk back from the university. A panic rose up in

  him that he would never see her again. Neither of them. That they would all die in this place. He prayed they would be all right. Up ahead, he saw the line he was in being separated into two new

  ones. He sensed that in one he would live and in the other he would die. But it was too late for fear now, or for prayers.




  Looking back and watching his papers scatter like dead leaves on that pile of bags and people’s belongings, the small part of him that was still even capable of fear or hope felt

  nothing.




  It had already died.
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  Late April, three months later
 Lisbon




  A black Opel pulled up to the curb at the Lisbon airport, and Peter Strauss climbed into the backseat, ducking out of the rain.




  He was not wearing his officer’s cap, nor, beneath his raincoat, his army captain’s uniform. Only a sport jacket with flannel trousers, rumpled from the two-hour flight in from

  London. With his valise and leather briefcase, he might have been any businessman arriving who was trying to profit from the war, selling steel or food or buying Portuguese tungsten, as Lisbon was

  one of the last open and thriving centers of commerce in Europe during the war.




  “Captain Strauss,” the Swiss-born driver who worked with the War Refugee Committee greeted him, taking his bags. “I know you’ve had a long trip. Would you like to stop

  off at the hotel and freshen up?”




  “Thanks,” Strauss replied. He’d caught a diplomatic night flight to London, then spent two days absorbed with secret phone calls and cables in order to set up the meeting he

  was here to be part of. “But I’d just as soon get going if it’s all the same.”




  “Very good.” The driver put Strauss’s bag in the front and climbed in behind the wheel. “Everyone’s waiting. Have you ever been to Estoril?”




  In about forty minutes, they reached the coast and arrived at the posh seaside resort, home to the glamorous casino where the displaced royalty of Europe wagered for exit visas in evening

  attire, mingling with British and German spies. The car came to a stop in front of a tile-roofed, two-story home facing the sea behind a high iron gate and a stucco outer wall: 114 Rua do Mare. The

  villa could have belonged to any well-heeled Portuguese family seeking seclusion and a pleasing view of the sea, but, in fact, it was the summer retreat of the Catholic archbishop. The high walls

  and remote location, far away from the spy nests in Lisbon and before the summer crowds, made it the ideal location for the men Strauss had flown to meet.




  The front gate opened and the Opel came to a stop in the courtyard. A large, Florentine-styled fountain stood in the center. Someone came out to meet him, a short, neatly tailored man with a

  goatee who introduced himself as Ricardo Oliva, from the International Refugee Committee, and escorted Strauss down a vaulted loggia into the main house. In a large room dominated by a huge stone

  fireplace and a candled chandelier, a small crowd was waiting for him. The first to greet him was the archbishop’s adjunct, a balding man of about fifty in a black frock and crucifix, who

  introduced himself as Monsignor Correa.

OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
THE

PETER JAMES N

THE INTERNATIONAL NO.1 BESTSELLER






