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Preface





  During the 1930s Polish mathematicians succeeded in breaking into coded signals the German military was sending on their Enigma cypher machines. A month before the German attack on Poland that began the Second World War, Polish intelligence passed on to the British and French their techniques and the hardware they had devised to break the German codes.




  Developing this work, the British began to successfully decrypt first the radio traffic of the German Luftwaffe, then the Wehrmacht, and intermittently the German naval radio traffic. Much of this work was carried out at Bletchley Park, an estate in Buckinghamshire requisitioned during the war. As the Germans improved their coding techniques, Alan Turing, working at Bletchley Park, developed the first digitally programmable computers to continue to provide decrypts to the Allied military command.




  By 1945, some 10,000 persons, of whom 8,000 were women, worked in Bletchley Park deciphering coded German military signals. When the war ended in that year all 10,000 participants in this work were enjoined to secrecy, on pain of prosecution under the British Official Secrets Act, with a maximum sentence of fourteen years for each violation.




  Over the next twenty-nine years, until the matter was disclosed in 1974, not one of these 10,000 participants in the work divulged the secret. By contrast almost from the moment the war ended every other classified matter important to the conduct of military operations was leaked, disclosed to the public, or revealed to potential adversaries by espionage, including nuclear weapon design, ballistic missiles, jet engines, ground and airborne radar, the Norden bombsight, the proximity fuze, and submarine technology.




  The only secret the western Allies’ managed to keep was the successful decoding of Enigma. That secret was kept for thirty years after the war. When it was finally revealed in 1974, much of what had been written about the Second World War had to be substantially revised, including all the official histories published by the combatant nations.




  It’s remarkable that this secret was kept for so long by the Allied governments—Britain, The United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. A more interesting question is why they wanted to keep this secret for almost a further thirty years?







  



  
Portent





  Otto Schulke hadn’t really had such a bad war, nothing compared to the able-bodied men who’d served the fatherland in the Wehrmacht on the eastern front. Even his immediate post-war hadn’t been nearly as bad as it might have been. Many of those who’d survived the eastern front were now in prison camps across the Soviet Union. Some of them would still be there until 1955, a decade after the war ended. Schulke hadn’t really even suffered what POWs in the west had experienced, a year to eighteen months in a stockade on the same rations day after day, taunted and ridiculed by men half their worth as soldiers.




  But he had been forced to undergo the process of de-Nazification in the glare of suspicious Amis—US Army intelligence officers, some of them native German speakers, escapees from the Reich, probably Jews. It took months, and certificates from friends and relations and a dozen interrogations to convince them he’d just been a simple policeman, a muss-Nazi with no choice but to join in order to save his job.




  In the days after the occupation of Mannheim, Schulke had been worried enough to begin destroying everything he had that might identify him a s an SS-Untersturmführer. But then he was sat down by his boss, the Kriminalsekretar.




  “Otto, calm down. You’ll only draw suspicion on yourself. Besides, you can’t cover your tracks. There are records everywhere.” Then he smiled. “But, don’t worry. They’re not going to treat a policeman as a war criminal, not even if he was a Sturmscharführer like me.”




  Schulke was doubtful. “What should I do, Sturmscharführer?”




  “You can start by calling me sergeant-major, that’s the old police rank before they forced us to join the SS, corporal.” Schulke nodded, but his governor, the station’s chief, couldn’t tell whether he had really grasped the extra emphasis in the word ‘forced.’ The Kriminalsekretar had joined the party even earlier than Schulke had, and had eagerly accepted a transfer from the ordinary police force to the Gestapo. Almost everyone in the regular force had. The benefits were obvious, the alternative unpalatable. But if everyone had joined up, well, they had to, didn’t they? You couldn’t condemn every policeman as a war criminal, could you? “Since we didn’t do anything more than our duty, and even that grudgingly when it came to our Jewish friends still in Germany when the war began…” He could see that Otto was not following. “Schulke, how many Jews did you personally arrest from the time you became a cop in ’41?”




  “A few, mainly some older people we caught trading on the black market, and those two women back last winter, the ones you made me let go.” He recalled them with anger he could not show. It was an arrest that would have made his career. But the Sturmscharführer had ordered him to release them.




  “And lucky for you I did! It would have been just the thing to get you in real trouble, leaving your fingerprints on a couple of victims of Fascism that late in the war. The others, the black marketers? Well, you were just doing your job, nothing to worry about.”




  Pretend to like them just to enjoy the brief luxury of a Camel or a tin of Spam.




  Four years of living hand-to-mouth had reshaped Otto Schulke. Approaching thirty, he’d long lost the baby fat, replaced by the sag of a middle-aged jowl, the crew cut became first unnecessary and then impossible as his head went prematurely bald while the hair on his face grew relentlessly. Schulke needed a daily shave just to look respectable for whatever indoor job he could find.




  Otto Schulke never thought he’d be grateful to Konrad Adenauer. The man had started out as the Allies’ stooge, tool, puppet. But within a year of becoming the first Chancellor of the new Germany—the western two thirds of the Reich—he’d ended de-Nazification. Then the man had begun to welcome back into the civil service people he needed to govern a country sensibly, even former policemen who could prove they had been merely Minderbelastete—small fry, cogs in the Nazi machinery of state. Thank heaven Schulke had followed the old Sturmscharführer’s, or rather the Kriminalesekretar’s, advice. By 1951 he was back in the police and a paid-up member of the CDU—the Christian Democratic Union, the party of Adenauer, democracy, peace and freedom.




  Then came the offer to join Adenauer’s new intelligence agency, the BfV—Bundesamt für Verfassungsschutz. Like so much else in post-war Germany it had the least threatening, most innocent-sounding name: the Federal Office for the Protection of the Constitution. But Schulke knew exactly what its business would be: sniffing out the red turncoats and spies from East Germany while protecting those who had merely followed orders and were now, finally, being allowed to carry on their service to the state.




  Keeping his nose clean and his head down, punctilious about constitutional and legal niceties, never making the same misstep twice, Otto Schulke should have made his way quickly up the promotional ladder in the BfV. He’d never even fiddled his expenses, not once. If he forgot to get a receipt he just wouldn’t claim the reimbursement, ever. It should have meant something, along with the fact that his wartime credentials were impeccable, especially when so many others proved to be unreliable—former draft dodgers, exiles from the Third Reich, along with a large number of Stasi agents from the east it was pretty easy to uncover. By ten years after the war, there were plenty of men in the BfV whose Nazionalsocialistische pedigrees were no better than Schulke’s. Some of these backgrounds were rumored to be far worse, and the rumors were always tinged with admiration. These men were all now well ahead of Schulke. He was still on the lower rungs of the ladder, wearing out shoe leather, or ordering a handful of other men to do so, with no chance to do something important.




  He thought he knew why. He’d never cracked a case, never landed anything worth noticing. That was because they’d never given him a chance to do more than follow orders.




  Schulke had nearly found his chance to shine, to do something really important, to become someone. It was back in the winter of ’44. He’d begun to uncover something serious enough to carry him instantly up the Gestapo ranks, right to SS-Standartenfurher—captain in the security police. And then he’d been stopped cold by his super. The Kriminalsekretar had made him release his suspects, put an end to his inquiries, ordered Schulke to do nothing further. Schulke had always suspected his gov of being insufficiently ardent, of really being muss-Nazi, of defeatism—a hanging offence, even in the last days of the Third Reich. By the time Schulke was certain of it, the war really was lost. It was too late.




  But this case, this missed chance...it ate into Schulke’s conscience, it fed his resentment, endlessly obsessed his waking hours, until his anger faded into an inchoate sense of suffering that scudded along above his life, making every day bitter. He’d kept the case file though, all through the hungry years, and even after he’d been called back to his vocation, reading and rereading it to renew the grievance of a thwarted life.




  * * *




  Life in Bonn was a boring, pointless routine. Until it wasn’t.




  Charged with managing local surveillance, Schulke was running three or four teams of faceless, featureless men following low level embassy officials from Western countries—spinster secretaries, alcoholic chauffeurs, disgruntled clerks. Each of his teams knew what they were watching for—telltale signs of contact with Stasi agents or KGB rezidents eager to humor their grievances and fill their needs—carnal, monetary, moral. Every time it happened, the matter was swiftly taken from his desk, moved to other, presumably more capable, more knowing hands. The Stasi—East German’s Ministerium für Staatsicherheit—was the BfV’s special enemy, honey-combing every office in West Germany’s Federal Republic with enemy agents almost impossible to detect just because they were as German as the West Germans.




  Along with all the embassy work, there was one team Schulke had been tasked to run with no reason given and none he could discern. The watching assignment had already been in place when Schulke took over. His job was to keep the men at it, without asking why. This team was larger than others, sometimes he had to keep four men on the job, watching men and a few women, coming to and going from an old two-story government building near the Bonn cathedral. Schulke was told nothing about them—who they were, what they did, nothing at all. Week in, week out, he’d file a report, never more than half a page. His team’s targets met no one, never varied from their routines, were punctual, regular, completely conventional in clothes, demeanor. Sometimes Schulke would even take a turn watching, following, in the hope he might learn what this assignment was all about. No luck.




  Without rhyme or reason it was hard to keep men at the work, seven days a week, sitting in a parked car, or lurking in a vestibule. Month after month, the routine of starting in the morning gloom of a Bonn winter, and finishing well after dark, was breaking the watchers’ spirits. The monotony of the work finally got to a couple of his agents. They’d both been caught skiving off, staying warm and dry, leaving their quarry unwatched hours at a time. There was a message to call headquarters in Cologne, the office of the Vizepräsident of the BfV for counterintelligence. The whole team—all of them—was to be replaced and sacked. Schulke was to present himself at BfV headquarters in Cologne for an inquiry. How did they find out? As his train rattled along, Schulke kept asking this question to himself, all the way from Bonn to Cologne. The answer came as he stepped onto the platform. The job is important enough that they’ve got people inside that building watching us.




  He was standing at the desk of the assistant to the Vizepräsident of the BfV for counterintelligence, a class A flunky named Horst Schelling. Schulke had explained for the third time his duties, his methods and his excuses for this lapse.




  The man’s look was so plain, his expression so guarded, at first Schulke could read nothing of his fate. The face, Schulke realized, was the kind he hated—unlined, unweathered, unmarked by the Third Reich, the war or its austere half-decade-long aftermath. This was the new Germany, with clean hands, he had now to answer to. The face of the faceless Schelling was looking up into Schulke’s face, evidently studying it carefully. Briefly it flashed a dubious smirk. Schulke knew why. I’m going to be sacked.




  “Well, Herr Schulke, if we send you back to Bonn, can you do this job right?




  “Jawohl, mein Herr.” The words stuck in Schulke’s craw. “But I need people who obey orders, experienced men.” Men like me. Men who understand discipline. He almost said it out loud.




  “You’ll get what we can give you. It will be up to you to keep them at the work.”




  Schulke wanted not to fail. He couldn’t fail. He knew what he had to demand from Schelling. “Mein Herr, you have to speak to the Vizepräsident for me. I know I can discharge this watching mission, and keep anyone under me at it.” He stopped for a moment, gathering his thoughts. “But the men doing the work, they must have an idea of what they are doing, what they are looking for, why the job is important.”




  The Vizepräsident’s adjutant shook his head. “Impossible. Most tightly guarded secret in the...” Was he going to say Reich? No. This man had broken the habit. “In the Federal Republic.”




  “Then I can’t do the job, sir, and anyone else you get will eventually fail the same way”—he’d take the responsibility—“the same way I did.” The man behind the desk was mute. “Look, sir, the people in that building my men were watching never put a foot wrong the whole time we watched. There was nothing to report on any of them. That’s what made the job pointless. You’ve got to give me a reason, something, anything, to make men do this job.”




  The officer removed his glasses, put two fingers to the crease between his eyebrows. Then he spoke. “Report back tomorrow at 9:00 in the morning.”




  * * *




  When he arrived at the assistant’s office, the man rose. “Follow me.” He turned and walked through the door to the office of the BfV–Vizepräsident for counterintelligence. It was a threshold Schulke had never expected to cross.




  The Vizepräsident was sitting at a large wooden desk before a large bookcase of matching wood, filled with tomes of Roman law in leather bindings. He was large, well fed and sleek in a suit that fit tightly over a blindingly white shirt and a narrow black tie.




  The assistant announced, “Officer Schulke, Herr Schrübbers.”




  There were two seats before the desk, but he did not invite either his assistant or Schulke to sit. The Vizepräsident sighed. Then he spoke, in an undertone, as though he were afraid others might hear. “Schulke, I am going to tell you something, because you need to know.” He grimaced in a way that suggested he was acting against his better judgment. “But you will have to find a lie for your men.” Schulke nodded wordlessly. “In the war we had a radio cypher code. The Army High Command, the Luftwaffe, the Kriegsmarine, we all used it. Thought it was unbreakable and used it right to the end.” He paused. “But it wasn’t, only we never found out.” He kept using the word ‘we.’ What did that word mean to him, Schulke wondered? But he remained silent. “Neither did the Russians, because the western Allies never even told them they’d cracked our code.” He paused again. Schulke wondered, was the Vizepräsident thinking the same thing he was, That’s why we lost the war.




  Schulke broke the silence. “And of course the Ruskies took the machines and the code, like everything else they wanted, and started using it themselves.”




  “Exactly.” Schrübbers frowned. “They’d been trying to break the Enigma all through the war without success. When they crashed into Berlin at the end, there were a dozen machines in the Reich Chancellery and enough willing...” Was he going to say traitors, Schulke wondered ? But he didn’t. “...enough low-level code clerks to explain it all to them.” Then Schrübbers smiled slightly. “And of course they never learned it had been cracked. They still think the code’s unbreakable! That means the Brits, the Amis are decoding and reading Soviet military signals every day...and we’re getting all the Stasi and KGB intelligence traffic too!”




  Schulke raised his eyebrows. “Everything, every day?”




  The Vizepräsident smiled more broadly. “And where is all this decoding getting done? In Bonn, in that building you’ve been watching people come and go from. The volume of decrypts is so heavy we have a half-dozen ex-Wehrmacht cypher clerks working every day, all day in that building.” Then he frowned. “Schulke, if just one of them passed on to the Soviets or any agent from the East Bloc what they are doing...Well, we lost the war because we didn’t know. And the East Bloc is losing this... cold war, because it doesn’t know.” He paused. “Your work is just part of a coordinated system for protecting this secret.”




  And suddenly Otto Schulke realized he knew something no one else knew, something so important it would be the making of him, it would vindicate the blighted life he’d been forced to lead for a dozen years. “Sir, one question, if I may?” The sleek man behind the desk nodded, inviting him to speak with a gesture of his hand.




  It was a moment to relish and Schulke took it. “Sir, this secret code the Reich employed during the war, was it called Enigma?”




  “Yes. That’s not much of a secret. It was named after the machine we”—he corrected the slip—“they used. The crucial secret is that the Enigma code was broken. The Russians don’t know that.”




  Schulke smiled. The smile was slightly surly and he saw immediately it was unwelcome, but he couldn’t wipe it off his beefy face. “Sir, you have a much more serious problem than you realize. The secret that the code itself was broken during the war, that secret is almost certainly already known...known by at least one person, perhaps others, if she’s told them.”




  “She?” Both the Vizepräsident and his adjutant reacted to the pronoun.




  He didn’t answer the question in their inflection. Instead, Schulke looked behind him and saw the chair. Without seeking permission, he dropped into it, leaned back and made himself comfortable. The other two were visibly taken aback by this unwonted act, almost one of insubordination. The Vizepräsident snapped, “Explain,” but he didn’t order Schulke back to his feet.




  Schulke felt he was in command...for the first time, ever. He would even dispense with the Mein Herr. “In December 1944 I arrested a young woman, a Jewess, on false identity, in Mannheim. I’d already suspected her and had sent to Berlin for information.”




  He paused, but the Vizepräsident wasn’t interested in dramatic effect. “Get on with it, man.”




  “This woman had a paper trail that went all the way back to the RSHA.” This was the Reich Main Security Headquarters, Reichsführer-SS Himmler’s very office. “Reports from Berlin police, from Krakow in occupied Poland, petty theft in Warsaw, and then at the bottom of the file, there was a signal from Berlin.” He’d read and reread the signal so many times, Schulke had no difficulty repeating it word for word. “‘Report immediately to Generalmajor Friedrich von Richter, Wehrmacht Abwehr’”—Army Intelligence Service—“‘if and when apprehended.’”




  The adjutant was still standing before the Vizepräsident’s desk. Schelling spoke. “What does this have to do with the Enigma code?” He added a “Please.”




  “There was one more item in the file from Berlin on this woman. A notation that she’d been living with a mathematician in the ghetto of a town in the Generalgouvernement.” This was the part of Poland to be emptied of peasants and Jews and filled with Volksdeutsche. “The file said that this man, Klein, may have worked on the Enigma code. He certainly knew people who were trying to break it. But before they could find this Klein, he was sent to be gassed when the ghetto was liquidated.” Schulke’s tone was matter-of-fact. “The Abwehr”—military intelligence—“needed to know if the Poles had succeeded in breaking the Enigma code. If Klein had passed on the secret, this woman was probably the only one who could possibly tell them.” Then Schulke added an obvious thought. “Living together, they were probably lovers.”




  “And you didn’t report to Berlin? You let her go?” The Vizepräsident had raised his voice in spite of himself.




  “It was an order, sir. The war was ending. We didn’t know...”




  Schrübbers thought for a moment. Then looked towards his adjutant. “The Americans took all the RSHA records after the war. But they gave them back in ’51. Horst, get on the secure phone to Archives Administration in Bonn. Find out what they’ve got on...” He turned to Schulke. “The name, man, the name. Do you remember it?”




  Schulke nodded. He knew every detail of this file. It had burned into his memory over a decade as he obsessed about his missed chance. “There were two names for her: Rita Guildenstern and Margarita Trushenko.” Schelling wrote both down.




  The Vizepräsident was peremptory. “Come back again tomorrow, Schulke.” He looked at an appointment diary. “Same time. Now, leave us.” He turned to Schelling. “Sit.” It was an order.




  Twenty-four hours later Otto Schulke was standing before the Vizepräsident again, exulting in his importance to the organization. He was not invited to sit. The Vizepräsident had two copies of a one-page memo before him. He signed both, looked up at Schulke, then passed the papers to Schelling to initial. “New duties, Schulke. You’re reassigned here. You’re to find what became of this woman and...if by any chance she’s still alive, we need to know, sofort!” In German it meant more than right away. It was an order. Schelling passed Schulke one of the signed copies.




  Otto Schulke couldn’t help himself.




  He clicked his heels and almost shouted, “Zu Befehl”—Yes, sir. And he thought to himself, Finally.


  







  



  
Part I In Transit



  







  



  
Chapter One




  Salzburg has no right to look so beautiful. The thought repeated itself once, twice, a third time, as Rita stood, leaning against the rail of the balcony on the top floor of the best block of flats in the city. Everything she could see, looking south towards the cathedral dome—the archbishop’s palace, the grand white sepulchral castle dominating the skyline above the city—was golden light and purple shadow, sculpted by the sun setting in an alpine sky. All calmly announced the town’s purity, its serenity, its innocence. The rest of Europe was still a shambles. But here the cream colors of the buildings showed no burn marks from bombing, the trees along the boulevards had not given up their branches for winter firewood, the paving of the Max Ott Platz below hadn’t ever been broken up by a single tank tread. She looked up at the ring of mountains in which the city nestled, protecting it from reality. The good burghers of Salzburg can pretend their hands are clean.




  “I’m sorry, Gil, I was distracted by the scenery. What were you saying?”




  Her husband’s tone combined surprise and gentle reproof. “Distracted by the scenery? Rita, you’ve been living in this flat, looking at that view, for three years.” They’d been given the apartment by the US Army, the occupying power, in late 1945, soon after they’d arrived. Gil had agreed to serve as the medical officer for a half-dozen displaced persons camps that were permitted to function, not in the city itself, but just outside of its precincts.




  She turned, giving him her full attention. “Please repeat what you said.”




  “I said”—he paused for the importance of what would follow—“there will be another war...and soon.” Rita nodded, inviting him to continue. “This airlift won’t work. The Amis and Brits won’t give up Berlin without a fight.” In late June, Stalin had closed the land routes to Berlin through Russian-occupied East Germany. For almost two months now the Americans and the British had been flying a continuous sequence of transport planes into Berlin, feeding the population of their two-thirds of the city. The slightest interference with the precarious airlift would force them to confront the Russians on the ground. That would mean war, atomic war, Gil just knew.




  “How can you be sure it will come to that?” Rita had a good idea why he was sure. She’d heard him on the subject before.




  “Rita, I’m unerring in these matters. It’s how I survived the war, remember. I could always tell which way the tide was running and when it changed.”




  She didn’t agree. Like hers, his skin had been saved by immense good fortune, not by Gil’s opportunism, masquerading as foresight. The suggestion that it was chance, not wisdom or knowledge, had more than once provoked the worst arguments in their three years together.




  Rita did have to admit that Gil had been lucky through six years of war—no, nine, if you count the Spanish Civil War. Perhaps his luck was holding out. Or maybe he really did have an instinct for how to save his skin. She would not be drawn into another debate about his world-historical discernment. “So, what do you think we should do, dear?”




  “Get out. Leave. Emigrate. Now.” He joined her at the balcony rail. They both stared out at the quiet streets six stories below. Gil broke the silence first. “We’ll have to leave eventually anyway. The DP camps won’t stay open forever. Every month there are fewer and fewer people. Besides, at some point the Americans will stop funding the UNRRA.” This was the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration that they both worked for.




  “But surely they’ll need doctors here after the camps close.” She looked at her husband. He was skilled and had a good bedside manner, especially with women. It wouldn’t be hard to establish a practice, if he wanted to.




  Gil shook his head. He’d already looked into it. Qualifying in Austria might be tricky. There was the problem of his French medical certificates in another name, Tadeusz Sommermann, a name from before the war, a victim’s name, a name he’d buried in Spain ten years ago now. Then there were the exams to sit, an indignity from which an experienced medical man approaching middle age should be excused. More important, he just knew there was a war coming. He had escaped two already and he wasn’t going to be trapped this time either. “You’re not listening. We can’t stay. Do you want to live with the Russians again?”




  Rita shuddered slightly. Instantly she had recalled the pointless regimentation, the unstinting homogenization, the feeling of just being a cog that the twenty months of Soviet rule had imposed on her town in eastern Poland. If it hadn’t been for what had happened afterwards, when the Nazis had driven the Reds out, those months would have seemed unendurable in retrospect. “Not again, ever.” It was all she said.




  “Besides, we can’t stay here even if we wanted to. We’re not Austrians. The children are stateless. We’re certainly not going back to Poland.” He made the last observation with finality. They’d smuggled themselves out of Poland, through Czechoslovakia, and then beyond the Soviet zone of occupied Austria, at considerable cost in border-guard bribes. There was nothing for them back there.




  “I agree.” She sighed. “We must leave.” Gil was right. They had to get away. But her reasons were much more powerful than the ones he’d given: Rita had to leave because she was frightened, afraid that what had happened once would happen again. She knew she wouldn’t have the strength the second time to do what she had done the first. That second time, if it came, would destroy a life she cared about more than her own. The only way to prevent it, to prevent it for sure, was to leave, not just Salzburg, or Austria, but Europe.




  In the ghetto Rita had given up her child to someone who could smuggle the three-year-old boy, Stefan, to safety. He would be taken to her parents living in the west of pre-war Poland. It was the region absorbed into the German Reich and so not subject to the fatal triage of the Karpathyn ghetto. There, only those who worked were fed—not enough to work. The rest starved even faster, waiting to be herded to the extermination camp at Belzec.




  Word had come back to the ghetto that her parents had been caught in an Aktion—a roundup—but there was nothing about a child with them. As the Karpathyn ghetto was torched and its last inmates disposed of, Rita had secured a new identity and escaped. Constantly endangered, she had searched in vain for her child, even bribing her way into the Warsaw ghetto just before its destruction. Then, on a summer day in 1947, watching her toddler twins play in the Mirabelle Gardens, she’d found Stefan, a happy seven-year-old with the very woman who’d taken him from the ghetto. Her moment of joy was overwhelmed when she saw that by claiming him, her boy would suddenly lose his mother for the second time in his life. Sitting in the park with the woman—his mother now, watching him and her twins—Rita found the strength to say nothing, do nothing, let him go.




  Now every day she went back to that park in fear that she would see him again. She knew she’d never be able to do what she’d done the first time. She knew it in two wholly different but equally certain ways. First there was the astonishing emotion she’d overmastered just the once. And then later there was reflection on how strong that emotion had to be, an insight laid down in the two vast tomes she’d spent six months with in a Polish ghetto garret. With nothing to do, day after day, over and over she’d read Darwin, The Origin of Species and The Descent of Man, the only two books in the room, until she understood everything they explained about her nature, and everyone else’s. Rita was the product of millions of years of relentless natural selection for the very emotions that demanded she never surrender her child to anyone. But knowing that was not going to enable her to resist their urgency. Not if she saw him again. She couldn’t stay, she had to leave, tie herself to the mast of a departing ship. She needed one that was going as far away as possible.




  With an audible sigh, she spoke. “Where shall we go?” But she knew the answer already.




  Gil didn’t notice the sigh. He was two steps ahead in the conversation, already making his own choice among the alternatives he was about to give her. “There are three choices, as I see it.” She waited. “America, Israel or Australia.”




  Rita spoke quietly. “I think we can both rule Israel out, don’t you, Gil?”




  He nodded. Both of them knew the many different reasons why, some they shared, others quite different, none voiced. It wasn’t just that neither of them were Zionists. They never had been, right through the ‘30s in Poland when the movement was sweeping the field. They’d been patriots—Poles, not Jews. And when their country had turned against them, even before the war, both Gil and Rita had sometimes secretly and shamefacedly blamed their own, or at least other Jews—the religious and the Zionists—for bringing it on themselves.




  “Yes.” He agreed. There was nothing in the struggle to create a country out of the desert that appealed to him. Not needing to admit it was a bit of a relief.




  Rita saw no reason to wring it out of him. It was not a place where Gil’s talents would thrive.




  “I don’t think I‘d be happy in America,” she said. “Would you?”




  “Why ever not?” Was Rita going to make things difficult? The USA seemed the obvious choice to Gil.




  “I had a taste of it, when I worked for the Amis in Heidelberg.” Rita had spent long enough in a US Army canteen to become almost fluent in American English, including the swear words. “In the end I didn’t like it.” It was ground they’d covered before—invincibly ignorant superiority, the blatantly commercial attitudes, the racial tension that pervaded the unit, inevitable in a caste system that compelled menial servitude on anyone with a black skin.




  Gil didn’t feel the same way. He thought of the Amis as bumptious but well-meaning children. “I hardly think an American army unit in the middle of Germany is a fair sample of life in the USA.”




  “Yes. It could be even worse. At least the soldiers saw the horrors. People in America will have no idea of what went on here the last six years. They won’t believe it.”




  “It would be the same in Australia, no?”




  “Maybe not. The English we’ve seen since the war ended are certainly very different from the Americans. We’re both more comfortable with them. Won’t the Aussies be more like Brits?”




  The South Pacific sun warming a colony of cultivated Englishmen...the image attracted Gil. With most stateless refugees wanting to go to the States, the wait for visas to Australia would be shorter, and once they got there, Gil knew he’d be more...more what? More interesting, more exotic a commodity, stand out a bit, be different, instead of just another of the two or three hundred thousand victims the USA would take in from the aftermath of the European war. He wouldn’t be a victim. “Very well. Shall I look into it?” He was already sounding a bit like a Brit to himself.




  Rita nodded and rose. She’d managed it quite nicely. Now she wanted to check on the twins.




  So glad I was able to convince her, Gil thought. Remarkable how easily a life-altering decision can be made.




  * * *




  Rita was standing at the open door of the nursery, watching her twins sleep in the twilight of a summer evening still lit by a sun occluded behind the surrounding mountains but not yet set. At almost two, the boys were really too old for the cribs, threatening to climb out of them and crash to the floor every morning before Marta, the nanny, could lift them out. Marta was a local girl, as tall as Rita, plainer, with brown plaits and a clean dirndl every morning. She was more than happy to work for the small sums they could afford, the warm servant’s room off the kitchen and the much more valuable bounty of the American PX that Dr. Romero had access to. She’d been indispensable in the first months after the twins were born. They were large, active babies, never going asleep or waking together, always demanding to be fed at the same time, and there was no one else, certainly no family, to help. Marta had been a godsend. She was wonderful with the boys, more an aunt than a nanny. How would they take to losing her?




  Rita looked from Tomas to Erich. Fraternal twins, they were already very different. Tomas, blond, active, eager to please, with his mother’s sunny disposition; Eric, older by a few minutes, took after his father—dark-haired, with a temper. Always slightly later to each milestone than his brother, he had been ill as a baby, and his parents had attributed the differences between them to this. Both had begun to speak early and were restless in their stroller, wriggling to go walk-about. For the moment both slept soundly.




  Tomas and Erich—what might become of those names in an English country? Thomas, ‘Tom,’ and Eric, not much different give or take an unvoiced ‘h.’ Gil and she might have chosen well. Each had named one, with a veto by the other. By unspoken agreement they would not honor the custom of naming a child after a deceased relative, still less allow any ritual maiming. There were too many dead in their families to honor anyone. And they shared that unvoiced resentment of the traditions that had separated Jews from the rest of humanity. So, Gil had honored his favorite writer, Thomas Mann, and Rita her favorite, Erich Maria Remarque. They laughed, realizing each child had been named for a German. But it wasn’t a novelist Rita honored. She had never told Gil about Erich Klein, the mathematician who’d lived with her, chastely, then saved her life as the Gestapo cleared the ghetto of Karpathyn. Nor had she mentioned the secret Klein had confided to her, to convince her the Germans would lose the war and she would survive it. In fact she hadn’t even thought of it in years.




  The boys wouldn’t have to be Tom Romero and Erich Romero, she knew. They could grow up with her surname, as Tom and Erich Feuerstahl. What is there, really, in a name? She’d taken Gil’s, but that was just convenience, to forestall awkward questions. Gil and Rita were not married. In the post-war turmoil these niceties hardly mattered. There had been no time before their escape from Poland. What did a piece of paper matter anyway? Besides, Rita had a husband, Urs Guildenstern, still living and undivorced, albeit in a country behind what everyone was now calling the Iron Curtain. It was nothing to her that he was with another woman, and their child. That his marriage was bigamy signified no more to Rita than the irregularity of her own situation. She’d been glad enough to find Urs alive after a war in which she had forced him to escape knowing he’d just be a burden to her. She had been equally glad to find that he had no expectation of resuming their marriage, one that had already been unhappy to both even before the war that had separated them.




  Satisfied that the twins were snug, Rita closed the door behind her and returned to the sitting room. “Gil, I have an early shift tomorrow morning.” For the better part of four years, even before the war was finally over, Rita had sat at a desk or stood across a counter from thousands of destitute, displaced, increasingly desperate wanderers, moving from city to city, still searching for one another as the rest of an indifferent Europe rebuilt itself. Speaking four languages fluently made Rita invaluable at the tracing service.




  Gil frowned slightly. He was happy his wife had a calling, something that was important to her. He didn’t want to be her sole preoccupation. “Well, I have a clinic and two inspections tomorrow. There’s a jeep coming for me at 9:30.” He certainly didn’t want to be needed for domestic matters. Fortunately there was the girl to help.




  “That’s fine. I’ve already warned Marta. She’ll keep the kids out of your hair.” Gil was a good father, except in the hours immediately after he rose. Then he was grumpy and short with everyone.




  Rita slumped down on the sofa, facing the windows still open to the terrace. Beyond it was the twinkling light of the first stars above the band of mountains. Below them in the silhouetted buildings a random pattern of windows were becoming visible as lights were turned on.




  Gil reached for a cigarette box, took one, lit it and then offered the box to her. Wordlessly she declined. Then he spoke. “It’s such a shame we have to leave. They’ve treated us very well, haven’t they?”




  “You’d hardly believe they were Nazis.”




  “Not all of them surely?”




  Rita ignored the response. “We’ve made it easy for them...haven’t we?”




  “Easy for them? What do you mean?”




  “Absolution for their sins—of omission and commission.” She gestured towards the balcony and the city beyond. “The good burghers of Salzburg couldn’t have the vermin from the camps tottering up and down their streets, importuning, begging, stealing. But they can feel good about how they treat that nice refugee couple, the Romeros.”




  He knew exactly what she meant. Dr Guillermo Romero, and his obviously German Jewish, rather beautiful and well-educated wife, Rita, were welcomed everywhere.




  She was tall, her husband’s height, and thin—a feature everyone attributed to willpower, not the privation of forced labor. The blond shoulder-length hair needed no help to curve in a way that accentuated the strong cheekbones. Bearing twins and the demands they made didn’t seem to burden her. It was as though she was naturally maternal, knew what to expect and how to cope. No one knew these were not her first, nor how many spoiled children she’d had to nursemaid as a domestic servant in the war.




  Her husband was very different. His hair was dark and short, the face a bit stern. With the mustache it put some people in mind of Melvin Douglas or William Powell, the pre-war American movie stars. The intense black irises in his small eyes were hard to read. His dress was a bit dapper. Dr Romero wasn’t aloof exactly or unapproachable. He had a certain dignity, a formality the Austrians liked. But he was a good physician, decisive and almost unerring in diagnoses. He was sometimes imperious with staff, but reassuring to patients. Everyone recognized his ferocious intelligence, even as they admired his wife’s openness.




  Gil asked, “Can’t we give the Austrians some credit for being sincere? They’ve allowed six DP camps to be built.”




  “If they’d made any trouble about those camps, Eisenhower would have forced the city fathers to visit Dachau.” The American commander had done this routinely in the first year after the war, personally escorting German civilians through the concentration camps, as they protested their ignorance. “It’s just a morning’s train ride away.”




  * * *




  Rita reflected, did Gil really want to leave this lovely city in its magnificent setting before he absolutely had to? It didn’t seem like him.




  They’d both been overwhelmed by its beauty as their westbound train from Vienna pulled in through the deep mountain valley. It was a brief station-stop on the line to Munich. With no particular destination, they’d immediately agreed that this was a place untouched by the century’s horrors. Salzburg was utterly different from anything they’d seen in a murderous decade. At least it stood a chance of banishing the somber vision they shared. After almost three years it hadn’t done so, at least not for Rita.




  Perhaps Gil’s talk about leaving was talk, trying on an idea, thinking out loud, not a serous proposal. She would find out. The next day she wrote to the Australian embassy in Vienna.




  




  



  
Chapter Two




  A week later Rita came home to find a fat, brown buff envelope in the post on the side table at the door. The return address was the Australian embassy in Vienna. She opened the envelope carefully, then scanned each page, working out the English, and then turned to the forms enclosed. The documents didn’t ask for much. Apparently the barriers to entering Australia were low. If approved there would be subsidized transport, free initial accommodation, resettlement, and temporary financial support. The only thing prospective emigrants really had to document was that they weren’t Germans. That would be easy. There was a branch of the International Refugee Organization in Salzburg. Rita worked for the office three days a week. They’d provide all the documentation Gil, Rita and the boys would need to secure Australian visas. The local bureau was run by Americans and she knew that even the much more coveted visas to the USA could be hers for the asking.




  Rita sat down at the dining room table. The flat was quiet. Marta probably had the boys playing in the Mirabel Gardens. It was a good time to think things through a little more dispassionately. Really, what are the chances you’d ever see Stefan again? The memory of that moment she’d seen him in the park burned in her mind daily. Are you holding your family hostage to your fears? She began to work things out. No, it’s much more than that. There really was no future in Salzburg, in Austria, or perhaps even the whole of Western Europe, not for her, not for her children either. The Germans were defeated. But they were unrepentant, especially the Austrians, who had rapturously joined the Third Reich in 1938, and now pretended to have been the first victims of Hitler’s aggression. Losing the war, they had made the unilateral German Anschluss—absorption of their country—before the war began into a badge of innocence and injury. But Rita could see in their eyes the unspoken resentment of a child whose vile deeds are known but must go unmentioned, just because they were beyond forgiveness. In their sullenness they would admit nothing, allow nothing, to those who had witnessed their crimes in silent horror. Rita was such a witness.




  Her children were already being treated that way too. Born in Austria, they were nevertheless stateless—no documents, no rights. How long could they expect to survive on sufferance? Rita didn’t know, but she didn’t expect much more than that, not from the good burghers of Salzburg. There were more than enough reasons to leave.




  * * *




  Rita was still sitting with the envelope in her lap when Gil returned from one of his camp inspections. She raised the envelope. “I wrote to the Australian embassy.” She was pleased to see a genuine smile on his face. “The forms will be easy to fill out.” She handed him the envelope.




  Without looking at it he replied “So, you agree with me, it’s dangerous to stay.”




  “I think we need to leave.” There was no point thrashing out the reasons why. There were enough.




  Now she’d agreed, Gil was tempted to extract more. “Shall we apply to the Yanks too? See whose visas come sooner?”




  Rita shook her head slowly. “I’m sorry, Gil. I’m just not cut out for it.” She didn’t want to tell him that he wasn’t either. “Americans think everything can be bought, or at least paid for after the harm is done. All those GIs I knew in Frankfurt at the end of the war, all they cared about was getting rich, going into business, doing better than everyone else. The officers were the same, maybe worse, because they were educated.” She stopped. “We’re not like that, are we?” Gil, she knew, was even less suited to life in the USA than she was. He’d stand on his dignity at the wrong times, resent demands he prove his worth, spurn hard competition, even for outsized rewards. Rightly or not, he’d feel superior to them, and he’d show it.




  He had to admit, at least to himself, that she was right. “Very well, Australia it is.” Gil tried a winning smile. He picked up the forms, riffled through them and looked up. “Do you understand enough English to fill them out?”




  “I think so. But you will need to learn English soon. You can’t practice medicine without it in Australia.”




  Again he smiled, reached down to where she was still sitting and grasped her hand. “Can you start to teach now?” Gently he pulled her in the direction of the bedroom. Rita smiled, not shyly. Making love was still the best part of their relationship.




  “Repeat after me!” she enjoined in English as they fell across the bed. “My name is Dr Romero, so very pleased to meet you, I am sure.”




  Gil was a good mimic, so the sounds he made were those of a German speaking a stilted and over-formal English. Rita laughed, only now realizing it was the way she sounded. Meanwhile Gil had reverted to the French they often used when making love.




  Once the paperwork was gone, Rita began feeling the threat of the Berlin blockade. Month after month the fragile airlift was all that was keeping war away. When it collapsed, the Americans and the Brits would have to force their way through the eastern part of occupied Germany to Berlin. Then the ground war would start, Gil told her. Meanwhile the gears were grinding too slowly in Vienna, or wherever decisions were being made about their visas. Both tried to be patient, but daily their minds would turn to the rock and the hard place—the coming war and the stolid bureaucracy—they seemed to stand motionless between.




  Finally, in early December, a letter came from the embassy in Vienna. Too thin to be four visas. Rita voiced her fear. “Have we been denied?” Gil’s hand trembled slightly enough trying to open it that Rita grabbed it away. “You can’t read English anyway.” Her hands too were unsteady as she pulled the onionskin sheet out from the envelope. Opening it, she read the English and smiled. “They say that visas will be issued, and travel arranged. But there are special opportunities for physicians. You have to bring medical certificates and references.”




  Gil took the translucent sheet of paper, and tried to make something of the English he couldn’t understand. Then he dropped it to his side. “I suppose I’ll have to write for my record to the faculté de médecine at the Sorbonne...and get a residency-statement from my director at the Woman’s Lying In Hospital in Barcelona.” But he was thinking something else. Complications, Gil, complications. The French certificates were in the name he’d buried twelve years before, in Barcelona, during the Spanish Civil War—Tadeusz Sommermann.




  Rita was still cheerful. “What about the polyclinic in Katowice?” It was the town in Poland where Gil had been practicing medicine when they had met again after the war. “Or the Krupskaya in Moscow.” This was the most important maternity hospital in the Soviet Union, and Gil had been indispensable there when Moscow had been threatened and many doctors had fled east. “Surely you can get a wonderful reference from them?”




  “Perhaps. But that’s not the right foot to start on in Australia, dear. See how suspicious the English and the Amis are of the Ruskies. It’ll be the same in Australia. If I arrive with sponsorship like that no one will trust me. Fact is, I am going to have to hide that whole chapter of my life, Rita. I was an officer in the Red Army, remember.” It was just for six months, and with his Spanish papers he’d wriggled out of the medial corps long before the war ended. But there were things Gil had done in the Soviet Union he wanted no one to learn about—terminations for the indiscreet wives of officers at the front, connivance with Spanish Republicans in exile, and then his participation in the forced winter-time removal of 240,000 Tartars, mostly women and children, from Crimea to the empty barrens of central Asia. Half died along the way or in the first year—a war crime, even if their menfolk had taken up German arms against the Soviet Union. These things he hadn’t even told Rita about.




  He was reluctant to uncover tracks he’d been carefully hiding since the moment he had arrived back in the fluid space between military occupation and civilian rule in Poland. He didn’t think they’d want to get him back, but it would be best if no one learned where he’d gone. “You know how the Soviets have been since the war. They’re demanding every former Soviet citizen be returned, no matter whether they want to or not. They certainly won’t be happy about the IRO helping their nationals escape.” As a UN agency the International Refugee Organization had to maintain a strict neutrality.




  Suddenly Rita saw a new threat. “Vienna is in the Russian zone. Will the Australians have to tell the Soviets about whom they are issuing visas?” The thought froze her. Immediately after the war Rita had seen the terrible scenes of forced repatriations from Germany to the east. There had been suicides rather than return, even among those who had been brought to the Reich as slave labor. She sought to reassure herself. “But you’re not Soviet. You’re not even a Pole, with your Catalan name and your Spanish passport.”




  “Don’t fool yourself. We both became Soviet persons the moment they absorbed eastern Poland in ’39. You’re at risk too. As for me—two names, three passports, a ‘reputation’ back in Moscow. I wouldn’t stand a chance.”




  That evening Gil wrote his letters out by hand, French and Catalan, suppressing the inscrutable handwriting every physician seemed to affect. In the morning Rita took them to the Displaced Persons Tracing Service where she could use a typewriter. The French was easy, though she had to add accents and circumflexes by hand, and avoid the German characters on the keyboard. The Catalan was much harder. She had to peck out keys one by one in an order that made little sense to her. Rita was struck by the absence of cognates or other words she might recognize. Carefully, she added the diacritical marks Gil had made. She was not confident when she’d finished and she brought both products home without posting them.




  Gil scanned each. With a peremptory wave of the hand he declared them satisfactory. Forgetting for moment that the typist was his wife, he snapped the words “Put them in the mail.” Rita glared, thinking of her hours of work unappreciated. Catching her look, he added with a smile, “Please,” and reached for a sheet of stamps to affix to the envelopes.




  By the late summer much had been put in train. All their friends, Rita’s fellow workers, the nurses and administrators of the six DP camps, knew that the Romeros were leaving. One or two of the latter might perhaps have already been contemplating their soon-to-be vacant flat. The visas arrived, photos affixed, covered with stamps from a half-dozen different offices and agencies, along with baggage tags for the one steamer trunk they’d be allowed, and steamer tickets, on an American troop ship, the S.S General Heintzelman—funny name for an American ship, Rita mused—from Bremerhaven, on the Baltic, towards the end of October.




  But still no replies from Barcelona or Paris about Gil’s medical credentials. Using the carbons she’d made, Rita carefully retyped and re-dated the letters, marked them urgent and posted them registered, delivery signature required. Back came the confirmation of receipt only days later. Daily for the next week, Gil waited for the first delivery of the morning, and then the second later in the day.




  One afternoon Rita came out of the lift, the boys rushing ahead in a race to reach the door first, only to find it ajar. She could hear them greet their father, surprised to find him at home. He was in the bedroom, standing before a two-strap ersatz leather valise open on the bed. He had already folded a few pieces of clothing into the bag. As Rita entered he began to explain. “I’ve got to go to Paris, and probably Barcelona. Without those documents I’ve got nothing to convince them to allow me to practice medicine.”




  “Isn’t there some way to qualify, exams you could sit?”




  “I don’t know. But I am not a schoolboy. I’ve been practicing medicine for ten years. I won’t jump through hoops just to show them I can.”




  Not for the first time Rita was unwilling to talk him out of something. “How long will you be gone?”




  “Not sure. Won’t be problem getting to Paris. But I can’t use my Spanish Republican papers and they won’t recognize a Nansen passport, even a genuine one.” These were documents given to stateless persons before the war by the League of Nations. No one examined them very closely anymore and Gil had purchased a forgery in Czechoslovakia. “I’ll have to find a way to slip into Spain, across the Pyrenees.”




  “ The way you came out in ’38?” Rita recalled Gil’s account of his escape from the turmoil of Barcelona at the end of the Spanish Civil War. He nodded. “But it’s only a month ‘til our sailing, Gil. The Heintzelman leaves Bremerhaven on the 19th of October.” The troop ship would carry a thousand refugees to Sydney.




  “That’s more than a month from now. Plenty of time.”




  “Unless there’s a bottleneck somewhere.” Refugees were still moving across every frontier. There’d be some guard at every border ready to hold those without papers hostage to a bribe. Gil would have to buy himself out of trouble.




  “That won’t be a problem. I’ve still got a fair number of the gold coins I took out of Russia.” He’d passed on more than one to ease their way across the borders between Poland and the American zone of Austria.




  The thought of them gave Rita a frisson. She never wanted to see or touch a Louis Napoleon gold coin again, ever. Suddenly she was reliving the struggle to hold on to or hide away just such coins, and the danger of exchanging them, in the German occupation. There had been a score of such coins left for her by her husband as he escaped the German invasion of Soviet occupied Poland in ’41.




  Rita looked at the suitcase and then mechanically began taking Gil’s shirts and socks out of the bureau, folding them and placing them neatly across the bottom of the bag. The sooner he was packed the sooner he’d come back.




  Gil looked at her, seeking reassurance. “Will you be alright?”




  She smiled and nodded. “Of course. I’ve got Marta to help me with the boys.” What if he doesn’t get back before we leave? “But, look Gil, we’ve got to be on that ship next month. We can’t afford to miss our chance.” She paused while her statement sank in. “If you’re right, the longer we stay here, the greater the danger of war. Everything is drifting that way.” The Americans and the Brits were still supplying Berlin by air, a year after the blockade had begun. The Western powers had unified their occupation zones into a single West Germany and absorbed it into a new military alliance, NATO.




  “You’re right. But don’t worry. I won’t be gone longer than a week or so.”




  * * *




  Finally, Rita saw, they had to leave. Everything that happened just made for haunting, tragic memories. This time the trigger was Gil’s departure at the Salzburg Hauptbahnhof. Waiting on the platform for the Munich train to come in from the east, all she could think of was that summer day back in ’41, the last hour at the Karpathyn station, waiting to send her husband Urs off to the east before the German Wehrmacht arrived. She’d known she couldn’t cope with both his ineffectiveness and the German occupiers. Now, she was sending off a man she still wanted, the father her boys needed. She had to have him back.




  Rita held up each boy for a kiss as Gil leaned out of the compartment. Then the carriage began silently to slide along the platform. She sent him off with a brief wave of her arm and a confident smile she didn’t feel.




  * * *




  Guillermo Romero too was remembering, as the train gathered speed and the pine groves began to rush past. But Gil was savoring memories, letting one image recover another to recapture the very moods, emotions, appetites of a long past Paris.




  The passengers from Vienna were agog at the scenery as the railway car rattled down a narrow ravine cut through the mountain boundary between Austria and Bavaria. It was running along steep granite walls and fallen boulders, through which churned the foam of a mountain stream closely paralleling the track. Gil should have been enjoying the beauty of the scene, like the other passengers in his compartment. But Gil’s thoughts were already recovering detail after detail of his Paris life, before the wars, in all its heedlessness of past and future.




  Three days after Gil left for Paris, a letter arrived for him from Paris, and another from Spain. As Rita studied the second of these she saw it was the letter she had sent to Barcelona, now returned and marked in hand Fatal retorn al remittent. She had an idea what this meant but turned to Gil’s small Catalan-German dictionary. Her guess was right: Deceased Return to Sender. So, Gil’s mentor in Barcelona had died. The return address on the other envelope was the Ecole de Médecine in Paris. Rita hesitated and then opened it.




  Cher M. Sommermann,




  I write in response to your request for duplicate medical certificates.




  As you completed your studies at the University of Marseilles and took your final examinations in that city, all records pertaining to your qualifications will have been retained there. You must apply at Marseilles for duplicate certificates.




  Please accept my most distinguished sentiments.




  The Registrar of Records




  Was Gil’s trip to Paris pointless? Was there a way to reach him?
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