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  Prologue




  Dr. Samuel Goudsmit, the village of Haigerloch, Swabian Alps


  24 April 1945




  Lt. Colonel Boris Pash slammed the oversize padlock against the massive steel door sending ripples of sound cascading from the rock face. At the base of a sheer cliff, the door sealed the entrance into Heisenberg’s secret lab. “Dr. Goudsmit,” Colonel Pash said, “take a look at this.”




  A note stuck to the cold steel with black electrical tape warned of lethal viruses. The mayor, a man named Ruhemann, had signed it. Pash said, “You believe it?”




  When General Groves selected me to be the scientific advisor to Project Alsos, he pointed out that I’m a rare commodity, a nuclear physicist not involved with the Manhattan project. It didn’t hurt that before I emigrated to America, I’d been on a first name basis with all the top Nazi scientists. None of that meant I knew anything about germs, except they could kill you. “It might not hurt to talk to Ruhemann. Maybe Breker got it wrong.”




  “Sergeant Beatson, take some men and go find the mayor.”




  Our mission was to beat the French and Russians to the top Nazi atomic scientists. Otto Hahn, the nuclear chemist we captured yesterday in nearby Tailfingen, told us how to reach Heisenberg’s lab, confirming what we’d already learned from the British. They had an agent in Berlin, Anton Breker, a Ph.D. physicist. In 1943, he’d gotten word to them that the bombing would soon force Heisenberg to move his bomb research to Haigerloch. Funny thing, the British never received another piece of intelligence from Breker after that. They figured the Nazis must have finally caught up with him.




  Trying to bypass the French advance, we’d fought our way through collapsing Nazi lines, liberating the village. In return for the British intelligence, we brought Dr. Rudolf Perierls along. A leader in their Tube Alloys program, the code name for their atomic bomb project, he’d gone into the village to see what he could learn. I saw his Jeep returning as Beatson’s left.




  Perierls, a Berlin Jew who had escaped in 1933, was now a naturalized British citizen. A frail-looking man with tiny owlish glasses, he looked out of place as he reported to the trim and fit colonel. “I spoke to the innkeeper where Heisenberg stayed. He says the scientists had a farmer plow over something they buried in a field.”




  “Will he show us where?”




  “Whenever we want. He’s anxious to keep the bombers away from his village.”




  Pash pointed to the note. After reading it, Perierls said, “We never had an informant more reliable than Anton Breker. You can see how accurately he described the cave. He even mentioned that when Heisenberg scouted the area, he played the organ in the church up there.” He pointed to the ancient church built on the plateau above the cliff. “Besides, Heisenberg used the same trick at his lab in Berlin. It had a sign calling it the Virus House. Colonel, open this door and you’ll be looking at his nuclear lab. His atomic bomb project.”




  “Dr. Goudsmit, you still want to wait?”




  “You’ve already sent for the mayor. A few more minutes won’t matter.”




  The wait was short. An elderly man with perspiration peppering his bald patch, the mayor’s unease couldn’t be missed. Colonel Pash wasted no time. “You write this note?”




  Every pore of Ruhemann’s face oozed sweat and fear. “Yes...Yes, sir, but Professor Heisenberg told me what to say.”




  “Did he say anything about germs in there?”




  “Dangerous chemicals he said, not germs. The sign would keep the curious away.”




  “Open it.”




  “I...I don’t have the key.” The poor man’s quivering voice telegraphed his lying.




  “Sergeant Beatson!”




  “Yes, sir.”




  “Shoot the damn lock off, then shoot him.”




  The mayor had the key out before Beatson could raise his weapon, but the violent shaking of his hands kept him from sticking it in the lock. Shoving him aside, Pash opened the lock himself.




  Inside we saw a small room with empty boxes and some scattered papers on a gray metal desk. On the desk, I noticed a small framed picture that brought moisture to my eyes. It showed me standing next to Heisenberg in front of our house in Ann Arbor. He’d been our guest during his visit to the University of Michigan in the summer of 1939, the last summer of peace. I’d spent many hours trying to persuade him to remain in America. His conviction never wavered that he must remain in his homeland to help it survive the Nazis. My wife had snapped the picture as he left, before this damnable war turned friends into enemies.




  I tore myself away to follow Colonel Pash through another door to what turned out to be the main chamber. A concrete pit about ten feet in diameter with a steel lid on top, filled the center. Tightly packed graphite blocks covered the shield. A heavy grill-like structure of metal stood several feet above it. A winch and scores of aluminum wires hung down into the pit from the iron grid.




  “Is this it?” Pash asked me.




  “We need to see inside to be certain, but I’d say we’ve found Heisenberg’s atomic pile.” Peierls nodded his agreement.




  “Sergeant, get the cover off this thing.”




  A few minutes later, we stood around the edge, gazing into the dark pit. It consisted of an oversized steel cylinder with more graphite blocks lining its outside edge. A bowl-shaped steel vessel, extending wall to wall, set about four feet down in the cylinder. Empty now, the heavy water that no doubt once filled it would have reached the brim.




  Studying the pit from every angle, the colonel paced around it. He turned to Peierls and me, his disdain obvious. “We fought our way through German lines for this? A miserable hole in the ground? You think we’ve found the damn Nazi bomb project?”




  “It looks to me like a reactor experiment, but not big enough to have gone critical.” Again Peierls nodded.




  After circling the pit once more, Colonel Pash looked at Perierls and me. “Maybe you two can explain something.”




  “What?” I said.




  “The Nazis developed jet aircraft and the V-2 rocket. We know they’re damn capable. A Nazi scientist discovered fission. They controlled half the world’s uranium after capturing the mines in Czechoslovakia. The only heavy water plant in the world fell into their hands when they occupied Norway. They put Warner Heisenberg in charge of their atomic bomb project before anyone else even had a bomb project.




  “With a start like that, maybe one of you whizkids can tell me why they ended up with nothing more than a damned hole in the ground. What the hell happened to their bomb?”




  “Colonel, I wish I knew. I’ve had nightmares about the Nazis getting the bomb before us. Maybe after we’ve had a chance to study the documents and talk to the scientists, we’ll find out what went wrong.”




  1




  Anton Breker, Berlin


  11 March 1938




  Slush from a passing car splashed across the windshield of my ‘37 Opel Olympia as I pulled into an empty parking space along the curb. The wipers strained before finally gathering enough momentum to push the icy mess off to the side. Wet snow coated the skeletal branches of the oaks in front of the looming gray building.




  I opened the door and cursed as my shoe splashed into an icy puddle. Glancing at the spike capping the tower-like structure at the building’s east corner, I kicked my heel against the curb to dislodge the ice and pulled the greatcoat tight against the frigid blasts from the north. That spike made the tower resemble the pointed helmets Kaiser Wilhelm’s soldiers wore in the Great War. The war to end war, except our glorious Führer seemed bent on starting another.




  I was late but I needed a smoke. Pulling an American cigarette from the pack in my coat pocket, I stuck it in my mouth. Lighting it, I inhaled deeply, not caring that everyone knew I wanted to quit. As I glanced up, the man I’d come to see rushed from the main entrance, Otto Hahn, the foremost nuclear chemist in the world. To avoid hearing his rebuke, I took one more deep drag, then threw the cigarette into the muck, where it sizzled a moment before succumbing to the cold.




  “Professor Hahn!” I called.




  “Herr Breker. I waited as long as I could. I’ve got to hurry now.”




  “I’ll walk with you.” Trying to accommodate the just noticeable limp in my left leg to Hahn’s stride, I fell into step beside him, barely able to keep up. Nearing sixty, Hahn had grown a bit heftier in the dozen years I’d known him. The fat cigar crammed between his teeth remained a constant, as much a part of his face as his thick nose.“You said on the phone you wanted to discuss how to approach Herr Duisberg.”




  With his jaw squared and his teeth clinched, Hahn reminded me of a lit fuse. “I know Fraulein Meitner means a lot to you. Still you must try to restrain your temper. We all must obey the law, Herr Duisberg included. Don’t say something you’ll regret later.”




  “That’s hard when fools run around saying her presence damages the institute.”




  With one foot already wet, I felt the damp chill seeping into my other shoe. If I hadn’t been in a rush to discuss the matter with Hahn, I might have remembered my galoshes before leaving the office. Hahn was a brilliant chemist, forceful and direct, but shy of tact. Soon the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute’s administration building came into view, the KWI as everyone called it.




  “Why don’t I come in with you?”




  “Do you know Herr Duisberg?”




  “We’ve talked on a couple of occasions.” At the top of the steps before the main door, I paused, rubbing my now throbbing game leg. Dampness always made it worse. Before I realized it, I had the 18-karat gold plated Zippo in my hand about to light another smoke. As the wind-proof lighter flicked into life, a souvenir from my trip to America two years ago, Hahn seized the moment. “If you want to quit, throw away that damned lighter.”




  The flame quivered near the cigarette’s tip before I snapped the lid down. I clicked it open and shut a couple of times on the way back to my pocket, a nervous habit I’d acquired. With the unlit Camel stuck in my mouth, and ignoring Hahn’s smoldering cigar, I held the door open for him. We climbed the steps to the third floor, Hahn waiting at the top to let me catch up.




  The damage to German science had been incalculable when Hitler enacted the first racial laws in 1933. Forcing Jewish university professors from their positions ranked first among his many follies. Germany had many outstanding physicists, Max Planck and Warner Heisenberg to name just two, but no chemists of Hahn’s stature. Many credited him with inventing nuclear chemistry. Already in trouble with the Nazis once, he could ill afford attracting their attention again.




  A large brass plague outside the office door proclaimed, “Klaus Duisberg, Assistant Director.” Not mentioning Duisberg’s role as the institute’s chief attorney, it understated his importance. Hahn knocked before opening the door. Duisberg’s secretary Frau Meisenhelder announced us. After a moment, Duisberg invited us to a maroon leather couch in his office across from one of the matching chairs in which he sat. “Herr Breker. I hadn’t realized you’d be accompanying Professor Hahn.”




  “I ran into Herr Hahn on his way over here. How is Teresia?” The relationship between Duisberg and his younger wife puzzled me. A short man with round glasses, intense and studious, Duisberg’s looks paled only when compared to Teresia, a model and actress when they married six years ago. This might explain the great pride he took from his marriage. Whatever the reason, he was excessively jealous, not a man who would forget a perceived wrong. To me, the combustible combination of pride and jealousy made Teresia all the more alluring.




  “Thank you for asking. The decorator says her strong sense of color makes his job a lot easier. Coordinating drapes and wallpaper takes considerable skill.”




  In a heartbeat, Duisberg’s demeanor changed as he turned to Hahn. He locked a predator glare onto the chemist until Hahn lowered his gaze. With his status established, Duisberg picked up a file folder from a table. “I understand you wish to discuss Professor Lise Meitner.”




  Hahn uncrossed his legs, pushing himself up straighter. “As you must know, Fraulein Meitner has assisted my work more then thirty years. In light of recent developments, I can not over emphasize that my current research requires her assistance. With our present experiments at a critical phase, loosing her would be disastrous.”




  The sparkle from Duisberg’s diamond encrusted Longines wristwatch couldn’t be missed as he leafed through some papers in the folder before replying. “Perhaps, Professor Hahn, you could clarify a few things. Fraulein Meitner’s personnel records list her as a full professor, the same as you. How can she be your assistant?”




  Hahn leaned back on the couch. “I mean that I plan the experiments. Fraulein Meitner helps with the meaning, the interpretation one might say.”




  Duisberg’s gaze bore into Hahn. “Yes, well frankly I find that puzzling. I thought chemists hardly spoke to physicists.”




  Hahn chuckled. “It doesn’t apply in our case. We study the atomic nucleus, a completely new field when we started working together in 1907. All the other chemists and physicists told us to not waste our time. Our overlapping interests trumped the differences of our fields.”




  I cleared my throat drawing their attention. “If I might interrupt, the international scientific community recognizes that their collaboration has been particularly fruitful. The world respects their work.” Aware of the unlit Camel bobbing up and down as I spoke, I kept it there. As long as it helped dampen the urge to light another one, why not?




  My job as the scientific advisor to Springer Verlag, the prestigious Berlin science publisher, required me to keep informed of important advances. The work required frequent travel, including my trip to America in 1936. There, I’d been able to renew a great many old acquaintances. As much as the Nazis didn’t want Jewish scientists, other countries did. Duisberg knew my praise of Hahn and Meitner’s reputation had a sound basis, not just idle chit chat.




  Duisberg thought a moment as he digested the comment. “Yes, I can see the advantages of such a partnership.” After looking in the folder again, he continued. “Unless a mistake has crept into her personnel record, Fraulein Meitner is a Jew. Her Austrian citizenship allowed her to retain her position here at the institute long after other Jews resigned. With Austria now part of Germany, she becomes a citizen of the German Reich. Have I misstated something?”




  It came as no surprise to me that the so called annexation of Austrian quickly led to more persecutions. Attempting to prepare for any eventuality, I took great pains to craft a detailed family history soon after emigrating from Austria. As far as I know, the Gestapo has never had any reason to carefully scrutinize my background. Should they do so, I felt confident the documents could withstand any investigation.




  A shy, withdrawn woman who had devoted her life to physics, Lise Meitner had unfortunately not heeded my warnings. Brilliant, without doubt, truthfully among the world’s greatest physicists, she did not foresee the ugly Nazi fist closing tightly around her.




  Hahn addressed Duisberg as he might a wayward graduate student who had failed to see the obvious meaning of some experiment. “Someone needs to check the records. Fraulein Meitner was baptized a Catholic when she was a little girl. Her entire family converted, years ago, before the war, before the Nazis. Fraulein Meitner is not a Jew.”




  Duisberg softened his voice. “Surely, Professor Hahn, you must know that none of that matters. According to the law, any citizen of the Reich is classified as a Jew having even a single Jewish ancestor in their family back to 1800.”




  Hahn’s face flashed crimson, his voice bitter. “That’s nonsense! My experiments require Fraulein Meitner’s assistance. There has to be some exception in the law, some special dispensation. All Nazis can’t be fools!”




  I cut Duisberg off as he sprang to his feet. “Please, Herr Duisberg, Professor Hahn spoke in haste. What he means is that their experiments could interest the government. Isn’t that right, Herr Hahn?” It took a few seconds for Hahn to manage a sullen nod.




  Duisberg stared at me before saying to Hahn. “Perhaps you could explain your experiments. Please keep in mind that I’m not a scientist.”




  “In some ways, our experiments resemble those of Fermi’s group in Rome and Joliot-Curie in Paris. Our work with transuranics has advanced into areas beyond their results.”




  “Transuranics?”




  “Perhaps I could … translate,” I said.




  “Please.”




  “Element 92 is uranium, the most massive found in nature. It’s naturally unstable, or radioactive as physicists say. It disintegrates by loosing mass, subatomic particles in other words. Through this process, it slowly changes into other elements until a stable element forms, lead.”




  “You mean what the alchemists in middle ages tried to do. Convert one element into another.”




  “Exactly. They had no inkling of the natural process operating around them. The Joliot-Curie team found that stable elements became radioactive when bombarded with certain subatomic particles. That work brought them the Nobel Prize in 1935. Professor Fermi started experimenting with neutrons, newly discovered subatomic particles, using them to bombard the nucleus of many different elements. He found that something peculiar happened with uranium. He detected a new element in his experiments, an element that did not match any of those with mass numbers near uranium, all the way down to lead, Element 82.”




  “Why peculiar? You just said uranium turns into lead.”




  “Through radioactive decay over millions of years. To instantly produce lead from uranium, the nucleus would have to burst apart, which would take a lot of energy, far more than slow moving neutrons. The only reasonable explanation is that the uranium nucleus captured the neutrons, producing elements more massive than uranium.”




  Duisberg interrupted, crossing his legs. “You said there were only 92 elements.”




  “Ninety-two natural elements. Fermi’s experiments produced elements no one has ever seen before, transuranics elements. I’ve heard rumors that Fermi might win the Nobel prize. Hahn and Meitner’s work might prevent that.”




  “What do you mean?”




  “Well, as Professor Hahn said, their work has reached a critical phase. They think Fermi made a mistake in claiming to have found Elements 93 and 94. Did I state this correctly, Herr Hahn?”




  Hahn’s face came alive. “Precisely. We think Fermi misinterpreted his results. We have found ten different radioactive species, including four new elements, four transuranics, Elements 93, 94, 95 and 96. We cannot state this categorically until we pin down the identifications. As I said, we’ve just started experiments designed to do that. You see what a critical stage we’ve reached.”




  Placing his right elbow on the arm of the chair, Duisberg leaned his head over resting it in the palm of his hand as he considered the problem. The silence lasted until he sat up, looking at Hahn, his face expressionless. “Tell me, might your work have military application?”




  Apparently taken aback at the question, Hahn barely managed an answer. “We have to establish all theoretical aspects before considering possible applications. At this stage, we can only conjecture what startling properties these new elements might have. Isn’t that reason enough for the work to continue?”




  Duisberg sighed loudly. “Without doubt, Professor Hahn. You must continue your experiments.” Leafing through the papers in his folder, Duisberg pulled one out. After reading it, said to Hahn. “You have another professor in the chemistry institute, a highly competent man I believe. You have worked with Herr Strassmann before, correct?”




  Hahn looked puzzled. “A supremely skilled experimental chemist, none better. Why do you ask?”




  “Bring him into your current research. Let him help you tie down exactly what you’ve produced.”




  “What about Fraulein Meitner?”




  “Tell her she has to leave. When you get back to your lab, inform her that not come to work tomorrow. Or ever again.”




  Hahn sprang to his feet. “That’s absurd!” Hahn said. “I can’t do that.”




  Jumping to my feet, I put his arm around Hahn’s shoulder, trying to calm him. “Listen, Herr Hahn. I’ll stay to talk with Herr Duisberg, see if I can’t work something out. Go on back to your office and try to relax.”




  Hahn shook his head. “It’s insane, throwing her out like this. They can’t do it.”




  “Staying here won’t help the situation. Please, as a favor, wait for me in your office.”




  Hahn opened his mouth, but instead of continuing his objections, he turned toward the door. When he had it open, he looked back, “Herr Duisberg, can I do anything to help her?”




  “You might tell Professor Meitner to find a good lawyer. It can’t hurt.”




  After the door closed, just as I started to say something, Duisberg shook his head, pointing at the ceiling. I nodded my understanding and walked to the door. “Herr Duisberg, a trying morning for all of us. Perhaps you’d care to join me in a cup of coffee.”




  I pulled my greatcoat from the corner rack as Duisberg spoke over an intercom to Frau Meisenhelder, “I’m taking a short break, twenty minutes.” He grabbed his own coat as we left. Along the way, I dropped my still unlit cigarette into a trash can.




  Turning into the gusty wind, we headed toward the Harnack Haus, a grandly furnished combination conference center & guest house centrally located on the KWI’s woody campus. With no one close, I said, “They bugged your office?”




  “When it comes to talking about Jews, we must assume they have.”




  “Is that why you spoke so bluntly to Herr Hahn? He’s no Nazi.”




  “It keeps him from suspecting us.”




  We turned along a side street, remaining silent until we’d passed a woman heading toward us. When she’d moved out of earshot, I said, “Did you really mean that Professor Meitner can no longer come to work? She’s well known internationally. Einstein calls her Germany’s Madam Curie. Doesn’t that carry some weight?”




  “A few years ago it did, but not anymore.”




  “You could write a letter in her behalf outlining the importance of her work to the KWI. To the interior minister, perhaps.”




  “It might do more harm than good. The Nazis have become completely insane when it comes to Jews. As long as no one draws attention to her, it will take time for an order dismissing her to filter down through the bureaucracy. A letter might focus them on her case, speeding up the process. She might even be arrested. We must face the fact that Professor Meitner can not continue to work in the Reich. That’s why I spoke so sharply to Hahn. Forcing them to face this finality gives her time to prepare.”




  “I have a friend, a Nazi official. We were both students at Munich University. I could ask him to help.”




  “Unless he’s in the top echelon, he’d be risking his own position.”




  The Harnack Haus came into view as we rounded a bend. “Well, at least I can help her find another position, perhaps with Bohr in Copenhagen. Her nephew already works at Bohr’s institute.”




  “Another nuclear physicist?”




  “I suppose it runs in families. Otto Frisch, barely in his thirties and already a top notch theoretician.”




  “That sounds perfect. Why don’t you start making some discrete inquires? Did you exaggerate the importance of Professor Hahn’s work?”




  “Not in the least. I doubt even Hahn realizes the importance of his own experiments. He works in a cutting edge field. No one can say where it might lead.” We turned onto the sidewalk toward our destination. “He’s the best at identifying what turns up in these experiments, but he wasn’t exaggerating about needing Meitner.”




  “I don’t see how she fits in.”




  “Often Hahn doesn’t understand the significance of his own results. It’s just chemistry to him. She interprets the physics. That’s why they’ve made a truly productive team.”




  “It all seems rather academic, of no practical importance. Nevertheless, if she goes to Denmark, they could confer by mail.”




  I held the door for Duisberg. Inside, we followed a hall toward the coffee shop. “It won’t be the same as having her at his side.”




  





  Clara Fischer, Berlin


  19 March 1938




  Seeing Anton standing in the open door to my apartment, I knew the moment had arrived, the one I kept trying to convince myself would never happen, the moment when he would say it’s over.




  “What a pleasant surprise,” I said, as I invited him in, not meaning it. The look on his face told me he had something other than pleasure on his mind. “What would you like to drink?”




  He took a drag on the cigarette in his mouth, then said, “Nothing, Clara. What I’ve got to say won’t take long.”




  I knew what he wanted to say so well that he might as well have been reading from a script, my script. This shouldn’t be happening. Not to me. I’m the one who’s supposed to play the black widow, draining men dry, throwing out their brittle shells, crushing them under my five-inch heels as I march out the door. When it comes to the game of avoiding emotional entanglements, I’ve earned my expert rating. Yet, somehow, Anton Breker managed to best me. Why did I let him do this to me?




  I had to get off my feet before I fainted. He followed me over to the couch, sitting beside me, not close. “What’s on your mind?” I managed to blurt out.




  What a silly thing to say. I knew full well why he was here, and didn’t plan on making it easy. For weeks, he’d been signaled the cooling of his passion, only I kept jamming the broadcast. Maybe he had to attend that meeting in another town, as his secretary said when I’d call his office at that big publishing house. His job did require a lot of travel, and he did have meetings. He’d always taken my calls before, but things can get hectic at a big company like that. Maybe he did have manuscripts to read when he broke dates for an evening at some gay cabaret or dinning and dancing at the Adlon. Rationalizing comes easy when you let a guy scramble your brains.




  No one knew the pitfalls better than me., yet I let it happen anyway.




  Before he could tell me, I cut him off. “Would you fix me a drink?” That’s it—distract him until I can think of something, anything to change his mind.




  When we first started going together in 1935... No, I met him in the fall of ‘36. It remains as fresh as yesterday, what an unquenchable fire burned in him then, wanting to make love every night, sometimes two or three times. I didn’t know a man of thirty-six had it in him. Over the past few weeks, when he did find the time to see me, he concocted reasons not to make love. His day was stressful, he had a headache or an early conference, always some flimsy excuse. Even his burning kisses turned to ice. Oh, he’d been sending all the signals, only my receiver quit working.




  His voice carried the cold of the night. “I won’t be here long enough for you to have a drink.” With his jaw set and his teeth clinched, he ground out his cigarette in an ashtray. Here it comes.




  I scooted close, trying to wrap my arms around him, wanting to keep him from saying anymore, to hold me, to remember what we had. He pushed me away with enough force to make it clear he no longer craved my touch. I wouldn’t give up that easily. “September 17, the stadium track in Grunewald Forest. Remember?”




  “What about it?”




  “You jogged past where I practiced my exercise routine and stopped to chat. I’d noticed your limp before and mentioned it. That’s how we met.”




  His voice no longer snarled. “I said I refused to let my war wound bother me. I remember feeling surprised that you had your own gymnastics school. I thought that was quite an accomplishment for someone in their twenties.”




  Good, he remembers, the first crack in his icy shell. “Your job impressed me, the way you travel all around the world, how you know all the big shot scientists. We started seeing each other. We became lovers. Do you remember the excitement we both felt? We can have that again. I’ll make it like that, I promise.”




  “We had great times together just like I promised. There’s something else you need to remember. Right before the first time we made love, what I said to you.”




  “You sounded more like a poet than a scientist. My skin was smoother than the finest Viennese cream, you said. My kisses—you called them electric.” I lifted his hand, placing it against my cheek. He jerked it back. Why does he fear touching me?




  “I said those things and meant them. I never lied to you. Before we made love that first time, I told you I would never settle down, that I could never love just one woman, that I’m not made that way. I warned you the day would come when I’d leave you.”




  How could he sit there, twisting his own words? I couldn’t stand it. “No, you said you would never settle down until you’d found the right woman.”




  “I told you that we could have a good time together. I also warned you that it would end. I made it plain that I never get emotionally involved, that I had no interest in a long term relationship.”




  Lies. All lies. Finally my eyes opened. For the first time I saw the real Breker, a man smug in his own self satisfaction, a deceiver, a gigolo, a scoundrel. Well, I knew the routine and was determined to not let him get away with it. “Liar!” I slapped his face with as hard as I could, relishing the loud smack.




  He leaped from the couch, rubbing his cheek. Grabbing his picture from the end table, I flung it at him. It sailed over his ducked head into the wall, shattering the glass.




  Already on my feet headed to the desk along the far wall, I missed what he said. My fist closed around the heavy brass paperweight, a likeness of a woman sprinter. In one smooth motion, I hurled the shot put. With amazing agility, he dodged. It sailed on, knocking a lamp crashing onto the floor.




  Breker’s quickness surprised me. I had to try a more direct approach. From the corner of my eye, I saw him heading to the door as my hand closed around a pair of scissors on the desktop next to my car keys. I caught him just as he got the door open. Pivoting on the balls of his feet, he grabbed my upraised hand as I started to stab down. Rather slight of build and not at all athletic, Breker outweighed me just a little. How could his grip be that strong? He twisted my arm, harder and harder, until I couldn‘t stand it. The scissors fell to the wooden floor with a clang.




  He released my arm and darted through the door into the hall. By the time I recovered, Breker’s sprint had carried him halfway toward the steps at the at the end of the hall. I yelled curses at him. Doors opened and heads darted out. Let them look, I didn‘t care. As he raced down the steps, I fired my parting shot.




  “Don’t think you’ve seen the last of me. If it takes my dying breath, I’ll get you.”




  2




  Gerhard Strasser, 74 Tirpitzufer, Berlin, Abwehr Headquarters


  22 April 1938




  Returning from lunch in Tiergarten Park, I soaked in the warm spring sun during the pleasant walk back to my office. I never tired of admiring the grand houses along the way dating from the Wilhelminian era. As I passed the chief’s open door, Admiral Canaris called to me.




  “How may I assist you, sir?” His spartan office contained only a plain desk and two hard wooden chairs. A large map of the world and framed photographs of Canaris’ predecessors as Chief of Intelligence did little to break the starkness of the gray walls.




  “Gerhard, I’m looking at shotguns. As an aficionado, I value your opinion. A sporting gun, not competition, something of good quality. Do you prefer domestic or foreign?”




  A distinguished looking man and a fine leader, I became friends with Admiral Canaris many years ago. Just in his late forties, already his hair had turned goose down white. Several inches shorter than me, Canaris’ current service added to an already illustrious naval career which included commanding a battleship in 1918 at an exceptionally young age. As a mere Hauptmann, or Captain, I counted myself lucky to have such a influential friend.




  “I’d say that’s a matter of personal preference. Several countries turn out fine guns. Quite a few European designs favor the English model of minimum weight with subdued scrolling. Our own guns remain unsurpassed in quality, finish and strength.”




  My friendship with Canaris dated back to the Viking League, one of several right-wing paramilitary organizations active during the turbulent years following the war. Later, Canaris supported my application to join the Nazi party, which accepted me as a full member in 1932, number 126706. Later, Canaris’ influence helped me become a Reich Vertrauensmanner, a V-man or informer, at the Freiberg Mining Academy, then finally a member of the Abwehr.




  “I’ve been looking at Merkel and Krieghoff. Any preference?”




  “Quality guns, both of them, but I recommend Heym, not as well known, but unrivaled.”




  “I don’t recall seeing those.”




  “There’s a shop near Potsdamer Platz that has a good selection. Why don’t I pick you up Saturday. We’ll spend the morning looking them over.”




  “I’ll take you up on that. We can have lunch together. I know a little cafe in that area, the Leistenhaus, that serves exceptional Käsespätzle.”




  With the arrangements made, I continued on to my office. My assistant, Unteroffizier (sergeant) Höttl, stopped me to look at a name on a long list of Austrian Jews with technical skills residing in Berlin. “Sir, I believe you might know one of these men.” She pointed to a name near the bottom of the first page. “Anton Breker.”




  Certainly I knew Breker. “Someone made a mistake. Breker’s no Jew.”




  “The list just arrived from Admiral Canaris’ office. He wants us to recommend the quietest way of handling those that might draw unwanted attention. I just happened to notice Breker’s name as I pulled the files on the ones he circled.”




  I flipped the pages checking the half dozen circled names, not recognizing any. Thinking one sounded familiar, I flipped back a page. Lise Meitner, yes, I seemed to recall the name, a physicist I thought. I’d probably heard about her from Breker over coffee, sometime or other. He never seemed to tire of talking about the many scientists he knew, and their current experiments.




  Absentmindedly, I rubbed the side of my nose with the knuckles of my right hand, considering informing Admiral Canaris that Breker’s name didn’t belong on the list. Instead, I decided to double check before informing him. “Bring Breker’s file to me with the rest.”




  





  Anton Breker, Friedrichstrasse Bahnhof, Berlin


  13 July 1938




  As I unloaded the car, Hahn called a porter over with a cart to put Lise Meitner’s suitcase and boxes in the baggage car. We had worked through the night at her apartment in the institute villa helping her pack and preparing her furniture for storage until she had a place to ship it. Although we made sure not to tell anyone of her escape, with Kurt Hess’ apartment right next door to hers, we couldn’t be certain no one knew. A known Nazi informer at the KWI, he’d been the first demanding her dismissal. We worked as quietly as we could, hoping he wouldn’t notice.




  The news I heard yesterday left no alternative except a sudden departure. On Himmler’s order, passports would no longer be issued to Jews with technical expertize.




  With the noose tightening, I’d driven to the chemistry institute to discuss her situation with Herr Hahn who agreed she had to leave the following morning. Meitner objected on practical grounds. “I have an Austrian passport.”




  “You’ll have to chance it,” I said. “You must leave Germany before the Nazis can enforce this order. Your best bet is the early morning train to Holland. They don’t check anything there.”




  After months of working with several physicists at the KWI trying to arrange a permanent position in another country, Professor Meitner still had nothing. No one had room for another physicist because the 1933 wave of refugees had flooded the system. Her Austrian citizenship had allowed her to keep working while other Jewish professors fled. What seemed a blessing in 1933 now became a curse, trapping her




  As soon as she’d accepted Bohr’s invitation of a temporary lectureship, a roadblock developed. The Danish government stopped recognizing Austrian passports. She’d applied for a German passport in May, one she now realized would never be issued.




  With Hahn’s car unloaded, he said his good-byes to Meitner. “I never thought it would come to this, Fraulein Meitner,” he said. “Thirty years of fruitful research ended on a fool whim.” He stood close, his eyes wet, but made no move to embrace her, or even to take her hand.




  “Don’t let my leaving stop your work, Herr Hahn,” she said as she tried to brush away her tears. “It’s too important not to continue. I had hoped to be there beside you.” Practiced formality until the end, I thought, neither willing to show their true feelings. I knew they sometimes addressed each other in less formal terms. Their public performance made no sense.




  With their fare wells said, she stepped back from Hahn, wiping at tears she couldn’t stop.




  I glanced toward the train. A soldier with a Mauser rifle slung over his shoulder slowly tramped toward us. Each time his hobnailed boot struck the sidewalk, the tension in Meitner’s face increased. “Just a routine patrol,” I said to her. “He’s not after you. Just act normal. Don’t stare at him.”




  She turned her gaze back to Hahn. I moved close to them, a son seeing his parents off on a trip. “Talk about something, your experiment, the weather, anything. Act normal.” Instead, Meitner glanced at the approaching soldier.




  Each resonating clomp of his boot striking the pavement sent a shudder through Meitner. “Don’t act suspicious. We don’t want him checking our papers.”




  The soldier stopped, staring at us. “Professor Hahn,” I said, trying to sound casual, “Has Professor Strassmann started working with you?”




  “What? Oh, yes, he’s made some useful suggestions.”




  The soldier approached. “You’ll have to move this car.”




  Hahn spoke up. “We’re just saying our good byes.”




  “Parking here is allowed just long enough to unload.”




  “I’ll have it out of here in a moment.”




  “See that you do.” The soldier turned and started marching back along the siding toward the waiting train. After he several steps away, Hahn turned back to Meitner. “Send a letter when you can. We can still collaborate on the experiment.”




  She promised she would




  Then Hahn had a small felt-covered box in his hand. He opened it to reveal a sizable diamond sparkling in the shafts of morning sunlight. “It belonged to my mother. Take it.”




  Her expression was shock. “Oh, Hahnchen, I can’t. It should stay in your family.” I’d heard her use that endearing term before at special occasions, most recently the KWI New Year’s party.




  “It means a lot to me, Lise, but I want you to have it. If there’s an emergency, sell it.”




  “How can I ever thank you?”




  For the first time in the dozen years I’d known them, they hugged each other.




  A moment later, Hahn put his car in gear and pulled away from the curb. We watched until he disappeared in traffic.




  We turned toward the train. After only a few steps, we snapped our heads around at the sound of a fast approaching car. A BMW 328 roadster with the top down screeched to a stop, a uniformed Nazi officer at the wheel.




  Meitner tried to run. I grabbed her arm holding her at my side. Putting my head close to hers, I whispered, “Don’t be afraid, Lise, I know the driver.” I realized she hadn’t heard when her small frail body went limp in my arms. Her eyes fluttered making me think I would have to support her to keep her from falling. Instead, she drew upon some deep-seated fount of strength to recover and lift herself to her full five-foot-two-inch height.




  With my arm around hers, I turned her around to face the curb.




  The man strode toward us. Due to the shadow the officer’s high cap cast over his face, it took a moment before I recognized my friend, Gerhard Strasser. He would have been an imposing figure without the uniform. Tall, six-feet-two at least, with a chiseled face as handsome as a Greek god, straw hair and eyes that flashed blue when the angled sun light caught them. No wonder Lise nearly fainted.




  “Anton, glad I caught you. I called your office. They mentioned a trip to Holland.”




  “I plan to meet with some physicists at Dirk Coster’s institute. Nice of you to come down to see me off.”




  “You didn’t mention it Sunday.”




  “An opening came up in my schedule. I thought I’d take advantage of it” I glanced back over my shoulder toward the train, where passengers had started boarding. “Why don’t you walk along with us.”




  “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend?”




  “Oh, this is just a professor from the institute who’s interested in seeing Coster’s cyclotron.”




  Towering over her, Strasser held out his hand, taking hers. “Fraulein Doktor, Hauptmann Gerhard Strasser at your service.” Dipping his head, he clicked his heels. I felt a shudder through Lise’s arm.




  When she did not reply, Strasser continued. “Do I have the pleasure of speaking to Professor Lise Meitner?”




  Strasser knew all along. Why had he come here to conduct this charade? Although it seemed strange considering the uniform he wore, I knew Strasser sympathized with the Jews, and that he had helped some of them in the past. If he’d been ordered to detain Meitner, he didn’t have to come himself. This act of his, this performance, was meant for me. Why? Maybe I could find out. “Gerhard, I didn’t realize you knew Professor Meitner.”




  Ignoring me, Strasser continued speaking to Meitner, getting to the point. “Fraulein Doktor, do you use a cyclotron in your work?”




  She had to tilt her head back at an angle in order to look at Strasser’s face. Her voice sounded casual and confident. “I would, if we had one in Germany. That’s why several physicists at the KWI want to build one.” I knew her well enough to hear the nervousness. I hoped Strasser didn’t notice.




  His reply, in a friendly sounding voice, gave no sign that he had. “How would you use a cyclotron?”




  Smiling, she explained. “Cyclotrons produce neutrons of varying energies. Without one, Professor Hahn and I have to use far less intense natural sources.”




  “You mean radium?”




  “Also radon. We use both in our experiments.”




  In an instant, Strasser’s voice changed. Business-like, not threatening. “Would you mind showing me your passport?”




  “My passport?”




  “Please, if you don’t mind.”




  She glanced into my eyes, her face remaining expressionless, as she pulled the document from her purse, handing it to Strasser.




  He took his time looking at it, studying every stamp on it. What was he up to? With luck, he might not know about the new restriction. After a full minute of this, I’d had enough. “Gerhard, we need to get aboard.”




  Acting as if he hadn’t heard, Strasser gazed at Lise who refused to look away. His voice remained matter-of-fact. “Doktor, perhaps you should get out of your laboratory more often. Austrian passports are no longer valid. Why didn’t you apply for a German passport?”




  She started to say something. I interrupted trying to distract Strasser. “I’m to blame, Gerhard—”




  Strasser’s gaze remained fixed on Meitner. “The train may stop at the border. If the officials have been informed of the new regulation, they will not allow you to cross the frontier.” In different circumstances, he might have been offering a kindly word of advice to a friend not wise in the ways of the Third Reich. In her situation, his words were a thinly veiled threat. He returned the document.




  I tried to make an excuse. Strasser cut me off, again sounding casual. “A pleasure meeting you, Fraulein Doktor. Perhaps we will meet again.” He shifted his gaze to me. “Anton, my friend, we have many things to discuss. We must talk when you get back.” With that, he did a crisp about face and with military swagger, marched back to his car.” Although I’d know Strasser for years, I’d never seen him put on such a performance. His last remark made me think of my own family history. Considering how deeply I’d buried that, I dismissed it as a real possibility.




  I bought a morning paper and we boarded the train without further incident, taking an empty seat on the right about half way back from the engine. We didn’t talk. Meitner pressed her head against the window glass, keeping watch. I pulled out a Camel, clicking the Zippo in my pocket a couple of times, resisting the temptation to light it. Now that I had broken off with Clara, my efforts to quit seemed to be going better. Sure, having an unlit cigarette in my mouth looked funny. As long as it helped the craving, I didn’t care.




  My face was buried in the paper, and Meitner’s head still pushed against the window when the conductor came down the aisle collecting tickets. Finally, with a slight lurch, the train started moving.




  Other than lifting her head from the glass, Meitner remained statue stiff and silent watching the buildings slide by. As the train gathered speed, passing through the suburbs, she allowed herself to slump a bit in her seat, but didn’t speak. We’d been in the fields and forest of the open countryside several minutes before she turned her head toward me.




  “What if the train stops at the border as Strasser said?”




  I lowered the paper. “It’s unlikely that Himmler’s order has reached the guards there.”




  “Maybe he just wanted to frighten me.”




  “I’m not sure why he put on that performance. One thing for certain, he has a purpose in mind. Gerhard Strasser never does anything without a good reason. I expect it involves me, not you.”




  Still not satisfied, she pressed me. “You think I’ll have no problem?”




  “Stop worrying, Lise. I didn’t pick this train at random. It crosses into Holland at Nieuwe Schans, a small station that hardly checks anything. To make sure, I called Dirk Coster yesterday evening. He agreed to drive down to meet with a local politician he knows. They’ll make sure the immigration officer at the station knows the importance of letting you enter Holland.”
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