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“Linda Kass’s eagerly anticipated second novel, A Ritchie Boy, is an engrossing, deeply moving story of the immigrant journey, a profound and timely reminder of how refugees have woven their strengths, talents, successes, and sacrifices into the fabric of America.”


—JENNIFER CHIAVERINI, New York Times best-selling author of Resistance Women


“Told as a series of interconnected stories, Linda Kass’s captivating, based-in-truth novel A Ritchie Boy is about assimilation, hope, and perseverance.”


—FOREWORD REVIEWS


“A mesmerizing kaleidoscope of stories about displacement, finding home, and the kindness of strangers. Haunting and heartfelt.”


—FIONA DAVIS, national best-selling author of The Chelsea Girls


“I devoured A Ritchie Boy over a single weekend. What a rich, beautiful book Linda Kass has written. I found such poignancy and delight in every facet of these characters’ lives. This is first-rate historical fiction.”


–ALEX GEORGE, national and international best-selling author of A Good American and The Paris Hours


“From Vienna during the Anschluss to booming post-war Columbus, Linda Kass has done her homework. Half historical novel, half family saga, A Ritchie Boy will charm readers who loved All the Light We Cannot See.”


—STEWART O’NAN, author of City of Secrets


“How did a whole generation of the Jews who were lucky enough to escape Hitler manage to reinvent themselves in America? In A Ritchie Boy, Linda Kass lovingly explores the spirit and the process of one such transformation. A compelling story of empathy, resilience, and the power of the American dream.”


—NINA BARRETT, Owner of Bookends & Beginnings


“A Ritchie Boy interweaves characters from Kass’s first novel, Tasa’s Song—providing a rich context of place and perseverance during the darkness surrounding World War II. The everyday human spirit is unmasked by the revelation of profound life experiences in this engaging tale that will appeal to public library customers.”


—PATRICK LOSINSKI, CEO, Columbus Metropolitan Library


“Historical fiction is a literary time machine. Thanks to the talent and imagination of Linda Kass, this journey back to the tragic days of World War II is both solemn and joyous—solemn because of the ghastly shadow of Nazism overtaking Europe, and joyous because of the forces of light that rose up to oppose it. These linked stories create a seamless and poignant whole, a deeply felt, richly described, and quietly moving meditation on faith, passion, sacrifice, struggle, and the everlasting power of family love.”


—JULIA KELLER, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and author of Sorrow Road: A Novel


“Trust Linda Kass to write delicately and compassionately about the pain and bravery required of refugees. Although her milieu is the Second World War and the host country is the American Midwest, this gem of a book resonates profoundly even today.”


—HELEN SCHULMAN, Author of Come with Me


“Linda Kass’s A Ritchie Boy is a splendid gathering of memorable characters and stories about what it takes to leave a home, to travel to a new country, to find a way not only to survive there but to thrive. This story of persistence will warm you with its indomitable belief in family and in love.”


—LEE MARTIN, author of Pulitzer Prize finalist The Bright Forever


“Filled with rich historical detail and strikingly beautiful turns of phrase, this novel-in-stories moved me, inspired me, and transported me to a different time and place the way only the best tales do. Linda Kass is a masterful storyteller with a knack for taking hold of the reader’s heart simply, gently, skillfully in a way that makes it easy to be swept away by her words. I highly recommend A Ritchie Boy.”


—KRISTIN HARMEL, international best-selling author of The Room on Rue Amélie and The Winemaker’s Wife


“Linda Kass’s A Ritchie Boy is an American story of World War II Jewish immigrants and a wonderful account of families that came and helped others and the communities in which they lived. Its poignant telling makes me glad that there were some happy endings from such a horrific time in history.”


—LINDA WHITE, Owner of Sundog Books


“This collection of intertwined stories shines a light on the immigrant experience and their contributions winning the war. Readers of historical fiction and WWII fans will find much to admire in Linda Kass’s work.”


—PAMELA KLINGER-HORN, Excelsior Bay Books
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“We know what we are, but not what we may be.”
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE





THE LETTER


Autumn 2016


ELI STOFF LOOKED FORWARD to Tuesdays. It was the day his family visited, en masse.


On this Tuesday in early October, the sun shining brightly into his east-facing living room, he positioned himself on his favorite armchair—the one his late wife had picked out when they decorated their condo (after the house and before the move to this twelve-hundred-square-foot apartment at the Hillside Senior Living Residences). He’d already been downstairs for breakfast, driven to Giant Eagle for Joey’s banana bread, and, without his daughter’s usual reprimand to slow down, made it back to his apartment with an hour to spare.


He opened Our Souls at Night and pulled out his bookmark. He related to the bittersweet story of a widower and a widow in advanced age coming together for companionship. His sometimes bridge partner, Elsa Katz, had filled that role for him—of course, minus the salacious twist of the novel’s plot. He liked reading fiction because it took him inside a character’s mind. So much of life was about understanding human nature, he realized. He always had a novel or a biography beside him; he kept up with a half dozen magazines. If unengaged in the world around him, what point was there, after all?


He’d left his door unlocked and waited for the troupe, his hearing still strong enough to make out some distant squeals down the hallway. Today’s tumultuous arrival of his grandchildren and great-grandchildren was typical—with toys pulled out of backpacks, coats strewn, greeting hugs, and excited chatter going on simultaneously. Five-year-old Roxy immediately changed into her ballerina dress and theatrically danced to Strauss’s Tales from the Vienna Woods, a CD Eli always readied for her visit. Her little brother’s eyes darted between his yellow Tonka truck and the slice of banana bread that awaited him. Roxy and Joey’s twin cousins soon awakened from naps, their high-pitched cries adding to the happy mayhem.


By noon—after the twins had their diapers changed, miniature coats were matched with their little owners, toys were returned to the backpacks, and banana bread crumbs were sucked from the carpet—Eli followed the group past the furnished alcove outside his apartment and down the hall, pushing the double stroller toward the elevator. The ding of its arrival prompted goodbye kisses, the family resembling a flock of birds all pecking at once.


In the lobby, he bumped into Hannah Spring, Hillside’s fortysomething activity director. “Do you have the Puccini for tonight?” Eli asked her. She assured him the DVD was in hand and that flyers had been distributed for the weekly Opera Night Eli had organized for Hillside music lovers. He’d also arranged a monthly subscription to the Columbus Symphony for a half dozen other residents. Through Hannah, he made sure a minibus was reserved for concert dates.


Marty Feldman tottered toward Eli from across the lobby. “You have a sub for this afternoon’s game?” Marty asked him. “Doris has a doctor’s appointment.” Marty was also a widower in his nineties, the only other male bridge player among the pool of females Eli had helped assemble. Based on their skill set, it wasn’t clear whether the women were interested in the game or just being in the two men’s company.


Not about to get sidetracked for long, Eli assured Marty he’d found a fourth and quickly made his way to the mail room. He inserted his key, turned it, and peered into his box to find it crammed full of the usual clutter. Muttering under his breath, he immediately began purging extraneous letters, thankful to the building staff for their strategic placement of trash and recycling bins. He riffled through catalogs and bulk mailings from realtors, marketers, other retirement homes, and travel agents, pausing at a cream-colored envelope that looked like an invitation. He noticed his name handwritten in a neat script, the return address from a Holocaust museum in Farmington, Michigan. He kept this piece of mail, along with two bills, and headed upstairs to his apartment.


With the phone ringing as he approached, he pulled out his key and clumsily tried to unlock his door. He could make out classical music playing in the Cohens’ next-door apartment—they turned it up because Greta was so hard of hearing—and he strained to identify the composer. Schubert’s sonata for violin and piano? Turning the doorknob and scuffling across to the kitchen, he grabbed the phone, already agitated even before the caller greeted him. He grew weary of all the scams, with hucksters targeting old people, tricking them into divulging their bank account or credit card numbers. He’d almost learned the hard way a month back, answering detailed questions and providing his personal information until his daughter, who happened to be visiting, stopped him. After he hung up the phone, she gave him a lecture as if he were a half-wit.


“HELLO? WHO IS THIS?” He knew his voice had an edge to it. This would be the fourth crank call already today.


“Daddy? It’s me. Lucy.”


He felt himself starting to breathe again, his previously strained and gravelly tone turning soft and affable. “Hi, honey. Missed you this morning.”
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AFTER IT WAS DECIDED that Lucy would come by at three after bridge, Eli situated himself at the table where Joey had devoured his banana bread just an hour earlier. Using a paper knife, he quickly opened the two bills—phone and electric—and put them aside. He treated the letter from the Holocaust museum with greater care, careful to slice the envelope while keeping it intact. As he unfolded the paper, his eyes were drawn to the salutation at the top: “Dear Ritchie Boy.” His breath caught at the sight of those words, gone from his vocabulary since the war. He began to read about the planning of a reunion to be held the next summer at the Holocaust Memorial Center in Farmington Hills, Michigan. The occasion was the seventy-fifth anniversary of Camp Ritchie’s opening in June of 1942.


It was in 1944 that Eli arrived there.


He folded the invitation, his old heart beating hard as a swell of memories and a flood of emotions came over him. Thinking back, at first, was like having a dream that happened to someone else. He thought how easily a man’s life could slip away, so much put aside and forgotten. It seemed that in middle age, he’d had more balance. He’d remembered the past without dwelling on it, lived in the present—focusing on his family, his business obligations, his connections with his community and temple friends—and still dreamt of the future. Now, at ninety-three, he engaged fully in his present moments; there was not much future to ponder but Forest Lawn Memorial Gardens. It kept him steady and pleasant, and Eli was a practical and logical man. When his wife died last spring, he’d adjusted because that’s what he’d learned to always do. He took great pleasure in his daughters and sons-in-law, their children and grandchildren. He had much and was grateful for all of it.


But now, memory beckoned him with its gentle invitation. The letter drew him backward. To Camp Ritchie, of course. But more, to how his fate had changed when he became a “Ritchie Boy.” Camp Ritchie was the bridge between his lost Viennese childhood and his payment to America for his freedom. His thoughts rolled like passing clouds to his boyhood and formative friendships, to Toby and Hershel and his Army buddies.


He’d spent so little time considering that distant past, warmly enveloped inside the wonderful life he’d built for himself in America, in Ohio, with his wife and their daughters. He suddenly recalled their weekly visits to see his in-laws who’d moved to Columbus, to see his own parents—all four gone for decades. That spurred him to more recent days, to his wife’s decline that prompted their move to Hillside—her short-term memory fading bit by bit, a few falls that left her more fragile and tentative. Eli settled into caring for her as he had managed all the responsibilities that had come before. He’d embraced the singular importance of the task, a renewed purpose to his life in the midst of his lengthy “third act.” Then, left alone after nearly sixty-eight years of marriage, he quickly realized he needed to “reinvent” himself, as he told a close friend after Tasa’s funeral.


His whole being swelled and felt hollow at once as he considered the course of his life. He pondered how, over time, his past became so blurred and distant—that particular history now gone from the physical world, only remaining in boxes of photos and letters and within his own memory. He’d kept the old albums and a few mementos in the credenza adjacent to his porch-like office space overlooking the hill from which the retirement facility took its name. He rose from his chair and, in just a couple of strides, crossed the living room to retrieve them.


He wanted to remember. It was time. The letter, somehow, made that urgent.


[image: Image]


LUCY SAT ON THE COUCH as Eli carried a flat and tattered cardboard box and set it down on the table in front of her. He removed the lid and pulled out an oversized leather album: a silver ship embossed at the center; a gold eagle design, its wings spread, across the top. The book was extremely old in style, worn at the edges. Inside, triangle-shaped corners held each photo, but several were missing, leaving many pictures at a slant; others were loose and would have slid out if the album were tilted. The somewhat smudged photographs, monochrome and tiny, were as creased as his hands grasping them now.


“That’s my father’s store in Vienna.” He pointed to the photo of a European storefront showcasing his father’s name in bold, black letters atop a white banner—BARTHOLOMEW stoff—with much smaller German wording beneath. Collared shirts and trench coats filled the display windows. A hollow ache tugged at his heart as he locked his eyes on the image.


“Was it destroyed during the war?” Lucy’s face bore a solemn expression as she took in each image. Eli knew she was trying to fit what seemed like pieces of a puzzle into a time and place.


So this was when you were in the ski troops in Colorado?


Was this when you were training at Camp Ritchie?


What’s this coastline?


It had been years since he’d looked through this scrapbook. Now it transported him to another lifetime. As a toddler on a sled. With his Viennese classmates. In uniform at Camp Hale. His mother as a young woman. His Gramma Jenny. Uncle Arthur. On furlough in Nice with his Army buddies. With them, he was always holding a cigarette, though he’d quit more than fifty years ago.


“That’s Max Schultz, one of the GIs I trained with at Camp Ritchie.” Lucy bent forward to get a closer look, her auburn hair falling across her face, but Eli had already moved to the next photo, pointing. “That’s my favorite of Henry White—he was with us in Maryland too. We were all assigned to the same military intelligence unit in France. See that impish look on his face?”


Henry was as tall as Eli, in the same Army khakis, his cap pushed back on his head. Eli gingerly turned each album sheet, thick and brittle with age. There stood Henry and Eli and Max, the three with their arms draped around each other’s shoulders. Next to it, the men were joined by two slender women with wavy dark hair, wearing V-cut dresses.


“Ooh. Who are the ladies?”


“I don’t remember. Just some gals we met up with during furlough. That one was taken while we were still in training in the States.”


He slowly closed the tattered album, moving it aside so they could look through his wedding book. Here the black-and-white images were crisp, each on a full page inside a transparent plastic slip. Each recorded by a professional. All those photos so long ago. 1948. Sixty-eight years felt to him like yesterday. When he and Tasa were pronounced man and wife. On the dance floor. Cutting the cake.


Lucy turned the pages slowly and in silence, holding her gaze on a final posed photo of her parents, outdoors in casual clothes. She then returned to the beginning, shuffling the pages as though looking for one particular shot. She stopped at the image of her father the instant he stomped on a linen-wrapped glass, his face filled with intent and joy.


“Look how handsome you are, Daddy.”
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MOST OF THE PHOTOGRAPHS in the wartime album were without dates or locations. But Eli knew where each was taken and when. The collection was a memento he revisited thanks to an invitation to a reunion he, at first, had no intention of attending. The organized and well-maintained wedding album he later viewed with Lucy before they went downstairs for dinner seemed like yet another lifetime, removed from his childhood and Army days. Odd, he thought, given the tight chronology: Leaving Vienna in ’38, joining the Army in ’43, marrying in ’48.


That night, he dreamed backward. To Vienna before the Anschluss when Gramma Jenny still lived with them in their spare apartment in the sixteenth district. He smiled at his mother as she brought a platter of Wiener Schnitzel to the table. How young she looked! Toby was over for dinner, and there was talk about a ski trip. Suddenly, Eli was pleading with his mother about bringing his skis to America. Images and people flashed in and out of his unconscious mind like the films he’d seen with Hershel. At times, he found himself inside a ship at sea, then looking out the window of a fast-moving train. He was in the dream, and he was watching the dream. There were soldiers—Nazis—at a distance. He blinked and saw himself wearing an Army uniform. Surrounded by his Camp Ritchie buddies: Max, Henry, Bobby Saltman. Time didn’t make sense. Where was he? Mountains were covered in glistening snow, and he was laughing until another scene took its place, one in which he sat in a stark room conducting an interrogation. These impressions blurred and morphed from one person and place to another. He was playing bridge with Hershel one moment, listening to jazz with Toby the next. There was Zelda Muni, John Brandeis, Arthur. His parents were still alive. Tasa was still alive, pressed in next to him.


Much of the detail faded when Eli woke, although the vague residue of his dream left him foggy, unsettled. One memory remained fixed: that of frozen farmland slipping past parted curtains of a train window. He considered how the frosty field flickered rapidly past him, much like the nearly eight decades had since his boyhood ski trip in the Austrian Alps. He tried to get past this reverie and move into his day, one that passed, on the surface, much like the one before—breakfast with friends, a quick trip to the grocery, calls from his daughters, a game of bridge, an evening with music and a book. Hour by hour, though, he kept imagining going to Michigan and joining up with his MI buddies, not even sure which were still alive and if they’d be physically capable of making the trip next summer. Or if he would be around by then.


By dusk, Eli gazed out his office window, lulled by the hypnotic ticking of the clock on his desk. All that remained of the light was an orange glaze on the western horizon.





Part One






SKIING IN TYROL


March 1938


SNOW HAD BEGUN TO fall as the train pulled out from the Wien Sudbahnhof station. It continued steadily through the morning, thickening over the countryside until there was no edge to the land where it met the chalky sky. A series of fast-moving frozen images floated past Toby’s window. He caught a glimpse of a farmhouse and an old oak tree. Then open terrain.


Despite the rhythmic vibration, Toby couldn’t help fidgeting in his seat. He felt hot in his heavy wool sweater. And his stomach growled. The ham sandwich his mother had packed him was in his rucksack in the overhead bin. To get to it, he’d have to climb over Eli.


He looked over at his childhood friend who was fast asleep. Eli Stoff lived in his apartment building. They’d attended Volksschule together since they were six, were both accepted into the Gymnasium in their Vienna neighborhood. They were like brothers: Eli taking the role of protector, keeping Toby out of trouble, and pushing him to engage more in school activities.


The long train ride gave Toby plenty of time to consider how he found himself heading to the western province of Tyrol with—other than Eli—eight boys he disliked. He would have rather spent these two days doing almost anything but skiing in the frigid cold. He could still be in bed, reading Kafka’s The Trial that his father had lent him or, better yet, listening to jazz on his parents’ phonograph.


He’d told Eli as much when their teacher, Herr Bohm, first announced the class outing. He reminded Eli he didn’t even own a pair of skis. His lack of interest in the national pastime set Toby apart as a contrarian, but he didn’t care. “Come on, don’t be a spoilsport,” Eli had chided him. “I have an old set you can borrow. Other stuff too.”


His friend’s prodding hadn’t really persuaded him. It was what had been brewing at school, an undercurrent of tension that gnawed at Toby all year. It came to a head last December when two students approached him and Eli in the cafeteria.


“Hey there, Stoff. You took my seat. Think you own this space?” The bigger of the two boys, Bruno Maurer, had seemed eager to stir things up. His black eyes narrowed when he spoke; his voice bellowed. Franz Haider, stout with a mop of blond hair, plunked down on the wooden bench and slid his tray across the table hard enough to spill the water glass onto Eli.


Eli took his napkin and sopped up the liquid, his voice controlled, unperturbed. “This table is all yours, fellas. We were just leaving.” Eli motioned for Toby to get up, his expression hovering between resignation and puzzlement. As he stepped away, he said, “Enjoy your lunch,” without even a faint trace of sarcasm.


Toby remembered his own rage as if it were yesterday. Eli was sturdy and broad-shouldered and could have posed a threat to the roughnecks. When they were out of earshot, he had asked Eli why he didn’t stand up to them. It wouldn’t work, was all Eli replied. “They’ll just keep at it. Up the ante.”


While he was thankful not to be the butt of jokes or ploys, as were Eli and the other Jewish kids, he burned with humiliation on his friend’s behalf. Eli never let on how he felt. Toby watched Eli calmly deflect every confrontation so it wouldn’t escalate. He gave Eli a lot of credit for his self-control. Meanwhile, he bore enough worry and angst for the both of them.


“Approaching Kitzbühel Hahnenkamm.” He felt the train slowing as Herr Bohm’s booming voice rang through the confined space. “Collect your belongings, boys.”


Eli stretched his long legs in the cramped space and stifled a yawn. “How long was I asleep?”


“Two hours. You were really great company.” Toby climbed over Eli into the aisle, retrieving his soggy ham sandwich. “At least you didn’t snore.”


Toby shoved the last bite in his mouth as the whistle announced their arrival. He closed the flap on his bag and grabbed the borrowed ski gear. The rail guard unlatched the door and moved aside while passengers scrambled past him onto the platform. Toby followed Eli down the aisle. When he reached the opening, a thick smoke sprayed up from the train’s chimney like a cloud of steam. A hissing noise cut across the crisp ether. Just as Eli was about to step down, Toby felt himself being shoved from behind and he pitched forward against him. Eli lost his footing and fell to his knees, but he sprang back up and brushed the snow off his pants.


“Hey!” Toby spun around and found himself face-to-face with Rudy Kraus. “Take it easy.”


“Relax, Wermer.” Rudy smirked. “I didn’t mean anything.”


Toby knew better. “So, you’re just naturally clumsy?”


The remaining boys piled out, some jumping two-footed onto the icy ground. A few jabbed playfully at their nearest classmates. Excited voices glazed the cold air with a frosty mist. Herr Bohm instructed them to line up along the platform to take the roll. “Christoph Eisler, Stefan Frece, Rolland Gerg …”


Slapped by a gust of wind, Toby pulled down the earflaps on his cap and waited for his name to be called, last as always. Everything about this trip bothered him. Labeled “optional” since students were responsible for the train fare and overnight fee at the youth hostel, it discouraged participation from working-class families. : And the trip was scheduled on a March weekend when Jewish classmates observed their Sabbath, instead of during the week of winter break.


“… Franz Haider, Rudolf Kraus, Karl Langer, Bruno Maurer …”


Toby glared at the pair of ruffians who’d taunted Eli months back—Bruno the instigator, Franz his lackey. Along with Rudy, they injected threat and intolerance into a school culture where Jews were in the minority. In the class of twenty, there were only two—Eli, and Freidel Shamansky. Freidel had passed on the trip. Eli’s family was more secular, and Eli insisted on going, perhaps the rebel in him striking back against the bad guys. Eli’s mother at first cautioned both boys about taking the trip because of the steep slopes and possible icy conditions. But at last night’s dinner, she urged them to stay watchful given the “mood” of the times.


“… Dietrich Rauch, Eli Stoff, Tobias Wermer.”


“Look where we are!” Eli whispered the words to Toby, his face shining.


He pointed beyond the train station, which bisected the village of Kitzbühel. Toby took in the mountain flanks surrounding them. They stood deep in the valley of this medieval town with its buttressed walls, as if on the floor of a giant amphitheater chiseled out of the earth.


Following Herr Bohm’s even pace, the boys marched down the narrow, cobbled main road, the snow squeaking under their feet. They passed hostelries, cafés, and taverns with hand-drawn signs, until they reached their lodgings. Toby stared up at the frescoes of double-headed eagles on the lobby ceiling as his teacher assigned roommates, predictably placing Toby and Eli together. Bohm told them to unpack their things, change clothes, and meet back downstairs in half an hour.


The room was large and comfortable with big windows, through which the sun’s reflection off the snow streamed into the chamber. Squinting, Toby plopped on the bed, its surface overlaid with a feather coverlet. “Can you believe this? We’re almost on our own!”


“You sound like you’re finally happy to be on this trip.” Eli’s broad smile softened the deep cleft in his chin. “Ready to hit the Alps?”


Toby held his tongue rather than express his true preference—to stay in the hostel and warm himself by the fireplace in the lounge. Eli was already pulling out their ski trousers, boots, mittens, and caps. Toby tightened his suspenders to keep the trousers taut as Eli had instructed. Even though Eli’s hand-medowns were from years earlier, they looked baggy on Toby’s short, thin frame. He tucked the pant legs into the tops of his boots—ankle-high and uncomfortable.
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THE SNOWFALL HAD FINALLY LET UP. Under the cobalt sky, the boys faced an endless series of mountain peaks still warm from the sun, the snow deep and powdery in spots. They headed for the slopes, carrying their wooden skis in one hand, the bamboo poles in the other. Herr Bohm had divided the students into two groups. The teacher took six and assigned Eli, the best skier in the class, the responsibility for the remaining three: Toby, Franz Haider, and Karl Langer. Toby was pleased. Separating Franz from Bruno and including Karl—the most agreeable of their classmates—might help the four to get along.


After they clamped on their skis, the boys began the slow work of traversing up the mountain trails. Toby stabbed his pole in the ground, sliding his opposite leg forward as he propelled himself upward. His heart pounding, he sucked in deep breaths until his throat became raw and dry. Eli slowed his pace, letting the small group catch up to him. Grateful for the brief respite, Toby regarded his three classmates. Only their cheeks were exposed, reddened from the frigid air and revealing traces of downy new facial hair.


“Let’s hike toward the Streif to get a better view.” The frozen moisture on Eli’s lips cracked. His teeth chattered as he spoke. “Then we’ll head for slopes we can ski.”


Toby didn’t care much about this legendary ski run, although he wasn’t clueless about all the Olympic champions who had competed here. He tried to follow Karl’s measured strides while eyeing the rolling moguls obstructing his view. Once he got his bearings, he had to admit the trek was invigorating. Beads of perspiration trickled down his back. He pulled off his hat and, realizing his typically unkempt hair was matted up with sweat, shoved it back on his head. He may not have been in the best condition to battle the climb, but at least he wasn’t overweight like Franz, who was struggling to keep up.


“Wait up!” A voice rang out behind them. It was Rudy.


Toby locked eyes with Eli and mouthed, Trouble. Eli shrugged and shortened his steps to allow Rudy to catch up.


“Heading to the Streif?” Rudy was breathless, each word pushing frost into the space between the boys.


Eli nodded. “Just close enough to see it. Then we’ll find tows for some easy runs. Bohm okay with you leaving his group?”


Rudy gave a thumbs-up, and the five continued their steady march in near silence but for Franz’s grunting when the incline grew steeper. They built a meditative rhythm that kept them equidistant from one another, picking up speed as the terrain flattened. Their path narrowed between two rows of trees, the snow a fresh powder barely packed down by the skis of others. Puffs of cloud drifted in the indigo sky as they trudged toward Hahnenkamm, the mountain enormous before them.


Toby felt almost lightheaded and wasn’t sure if it was the altitude, the physical strain of the climb, or the awesome sight in front of him. Wide-open slopes blanketed in white were flecked with evergreens that blurred into a maze of ridges. Rays of sun fell through the tall trees like cathedral light.


Arriving at a midpoint where the summit came into clear view, the four classmates encircled Eli and stopped, fixing their poles into the snow, stretching their necks to take in the mammoth pinnacle in all its splendor. As they continued to stare at the panorama, their silence felt peaceful to Toby as if, for that moment, the boys were of like minds.


He wasn’t sure how long they stood there spellbound before Eli summoned them to move on. A biting wind sent a shiver through Toby’s body.
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IT WAS MIDAFTERNOON BY the time they reached gentler slopes. Toby clutched the old-fashioned rope tow but could barely hang on to it at first. The line was stiff and icy. It took all five skiers to steady and balance it. On his second try, he was jerked off his feet when he grasped the cord too quickly. When he fell, he nearly dragged all of them down into the snow.


“Look, guys, I’m a clod. You’d do better if I headed back to the hostel.”


“We’re in this together, Wermer, even if you do ski like my little sister.” Karl used his mitten to wipe his runny nose.


“I’d say Ida skis better than Toby,” Franz added as he nudged Rudy, and the boys began laughing.


Toby felt the camaraderie despite being the butt of their fun.


“I’ve got an idea. Follow me,” Eli announced. He led the way and before long they found newer lifts—contraptions with continuously circulating overhead wire ropes that could carry the skier.


“I gotta say, you know these slopes, Stoff.” Karl grabbed a horizontal bar coming around the drum wheel, and it immediately pulled him forward as it lifted him upward. “Wow, this is easy.”
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