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CHAPTER ONE


December 24, 1943 Lincoln, Nebraska



The call announcing Max Koenig’s fate finally came at six o’clock. He had spent the afternoon staring at the snow falling outside his apartment window and alternating between whisky and Lucky Strikes in a feeble attempt to calm his shattered nerves. Even so, the phone’s shrill ring nearly pushed him over the edge.


‘I’m sorry for the delay, Professor Koenig.’ The chair of the university’s history department, Dr Watkins, sounded brisk but genuine. ‘The committee has made its decision. We have determined that the accusations brought against you are false and malicious. The FBI has also found no evidence against you.’


Max’s grip on the receiver relaxed. It was all right then. ‘I am glad to hear it.’


‘However,’ Watkins continued, ‘we feel that in these times, we cannot afford to have schisms within our department between colleagues. It reflects poorly on us all when the integrity of one of our professors is in question, especially on the subject of Nazism.’


Panic began to edge its way around Max’s ribs. ‘But I’ve been in America for over five years. I am not a Nazi.’


‘Yes, we know that,’ Watkins said patiently, ‘but you must admit, the circumstances surrounding your time at the university in Berlin are somewhat… questionable. The fact that you stayed on as long as you did when so many in academia were forced from their jobs or quit in protest is telling. It doesn’t exactly endear you to your Jewish colleagues.’


What did Watkins know of Max’s life in Berlin, of what it was like to try to survive in the midst of that madness? And why must every action a person took be under scrutiny, no matter if it happened last week or five years ago?


‘I am not a Nazi sympathizer, nor have I ever been.’ His voice trembled and he despised himself for it because part of that statement wasn’t exactly true. ‘I have nothing against my colleagues, Jewish or otherwise. Nothing at all. I respect them a great deal. We’ve worked together well in the past.’


Until a professor named Elijah Goldberg had arrived in Lincoln, that is, and started questioning Max, digging and scraping until the old wound became raw and bleeding. And still the man had not stopped harping.


‘Why did you stay? Did you denounce your colleagues? Did you throw them to the wolves? Did the Abwehr pay you to come here and spy on us?’


‘Professor Goldberg suffers from episodes of paranoia. He overstepped his bounds this time.’


‘Overstepped his bounds?’ Max repeated incredulously. ‘He accused me of being a spy.’


‘A most unfortunate incident, but you’ll allow, I’m sure, that Goldberg’s time in a German concentration camp affected him deeply. We cannot begin to comprehend what he went through.’ Watkins cleared his throat and assumed a more authoritative tone. ‘But it still doesn’t change the fact that we cannot have a culture of learning with something like this hanging over our heads. It’s a minor miracle we managed to contain this to our department. God forbid the student body should catch wind of it. Do you know what a scandal it would cause? It would be the trials all over again.’


Max suppressed a groan. How many times had he been warned about those damnable trials? It seemed unbelievable that professors at UNL had been forced to prove their loyalty to America during the First World War and, worse, that some lost their job because of it. Surely that kind of thinking belonged in fascist Germany and not the United States.


‘But I’ve done nothing,’ he said, trying to keep hysteria out of his voice. ‘No one but Goldberg has accused me of disloyalty. None of my students have complained.’


‘Be that as it may, it doesn’t change anything. We are at war, and in that climate, we must tread carefully for the good of the university. Enrolment is low as it is. We cannot afford any kind of negative publicity.’ He sighed and Max could almost feel the other man’s regret. ‘I’m sorry, Max, but our decision is final. Your employment with us is hereby terminated. We will announce that you went on sabbatical and then, in a few months’ time, no one will be the wiser.’


Max didn’t even say goodbye. He slowly replaced the phone in its cradle and watched the blowing snow blur the green and red Christmas lights on the houses below. Fired on Christmas Eve. How incredibly un-American. Wasn’t this the season of eternal hope and joy? He glanced at a Christmas card sitting on the wireless, a frothy white thing with smiling, rosy-cheeked men and women singing carols in front of a decorated evergreen, Wishing You Tidings of Great Joy written in embossed gold letters underneath.


The images were meant to inspire feelings of warmth, family and home, but it did the exact opposite. It only reminded him of everything he’d lost. And now he could add his job to the ever-growing list.


He sank into the old, ratty couch next to Katya, his sleeping golden retriever, and absently began petting her fur, too numb to even reach for the bottle of whisky on the coffee table. Goldberg had made insane accusations. But the Jew had come uncomfortably close to the truth. At one point, Max had almost given in to paranoia himself, fearing that Goldberg was the spy, and that he knew all about Max’s activities in Berlin.


But that was such nonsense… wasn’t it? He wasn’t so sure anymore. One thing he did know: his remorse over what he’d done in Berlin had only grown stronger. He’d been in America five years now, and the guilt continued to burrow a hole in him, like an insidious worm.


Downstairs, his neighbours were starting their Christmas Eve celebrations, and the raucous sound of jingly carols and laughter drifted through the floorboards. He couldn’t stand to listen to it, to hear family and friends enjoying the season, when his world had just collapsed.


He went into the kitchen and put on a kettle for some tea, his gaze drawn to the knife in the sink. Its jagged edges taunted him.


It might be easy, so very easy, to use those silver teeth and open his wrists. He could just stand here, let the blood flow over the white porcelain and into the drain. End it. End it all.


He picked up the knife, stared at the breadcrumbs still stuck to the blade. A few quick strokes…


Beside him, Katya growled. He looked at the dog in astonishment. Mein Gott im Himmel. What was he thinking? The knife clattered into the sink and Max stumbled over to a kitchen chair.


Infected by a brief bout of madness. That had to be it. There could be no other explanation for such thoughts. He fumbled a cigarette into his mouth and struck a match, but he could barely hold his hands still long enough to light the cigarette. Finally, the end burned orange and he took a hard draw, inhaling deeply. Was he really so far gone?


The shrill jangle of the phone startled him so badly that he jumped to his feet and knocked over the chair. His heart quaked and Katya’s wet nose in his palm only made it worse.


The phone rang again and he hurried to answer it, wondering for the second time today if a phone call could be the cause of death by heart attack. He yanked the receiver to his ear and croaked out a spattering of German.


‘Max! Are you all right?’


It was Bruce. Max switched to English. ‘Hello, Bruce. Yes, I – I’m fine.’


‘You don’t sound it.’


‘Never mind.’


Bruce muttered on the other end, then: ‘I heard about the committee’s decision. I’m sorry, Max.’


‘It’s not your fault.’


‘No, but I feel a certain responsibility to you. After all, I’m the one who convinced you to come to Lincoln in the first place.’


‘I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t want to.’


But that wasn’t entirely true. He’d had two choices: leave Berlin or die.


‘Let me guess,’ Bruce continued. ‘Watkins brought up the Loyalty Trials again.’


‘He did.’


Bruce swore. ‘Doesn’t he realize the difference here? Good God, you left your family, your career, your whole life because of the Nazis. And he has the audacity to listen to some crackpot question your loyalty to this country?’


‘Goldberg has been through a lot.’


‘You’re going to defend that louse? Look, I don’t begrudge the guy his suffering, but he’s got a helluva nerve to take it out on you just because you didn’t leave when he thought you should have. He doesn’t know your story.’


Neither did Bruce, Max thought. Not all of it.


His silence must have worried Bruce because his friend’s next words were rushed. ‘Say, I think I can help you out.’


‘I can’t take money from you.’


‘It’s not money. It’s a job.’


Max tensed. Bruce could be about to offer him anything. He might be a professor at the university, but he was invested in nearly every big business in town.


‘Do I dare ask what kind of job this is?’


‘Can you afford to be picky?’


Max shuddered, thinking of the knife in the sink.


‘I’m listening.’


‘I got a call this week from Mrs Celia Draper. She’s the director of a museum in Meadow Hills, a little town east of here. Have you heard of a mystery novelist named Tallulah Stanwick?’


‘I’m afraid I don’t read mysteries.’


‘I don’t either, but Betty says Stanwick is kind of like America’s Agatha Christie. Anyway, this Mrs Stanwick lived in Meadow Hills, and after she passed away last year, they opened up a museum about her. The curator found Mrs Stanwick’s diary.’


Max rubbed his forehead, wishing Bruce would get to the point. ‘I’m not a literature professor.’


‘You don’t have to be. The diary is in German, and they’d like it translated. I was going to give the opportunity to one of the graduate students, but then I heard about the committee’s decision.’


That dark, twisted thing inside of him bit out, ‘So you’re giving me this “opportunity” out of pity?’


There was a moment of stunned silence. Then Bruce growled, ‘Why you ungrateful son of a bitch. What the hell is wrong with you?’


Max flinched and shook out another cigarette from his pack. He was acting like a dummkopf to one of the only friends he had.


‘I’m sorry. It’s been a long day. But I have no right to take it out on you.’


‘Damn right you don’t,’ Bruce huffed. ‘So are you interested or not?’


He wasn’t interested. At all. All he wanted to do was drink the rest of the whisky in one bottle, open up another one, and then fall into a drunken sleep until the war was over or he didn’t wake up.


But then Katya sat on her haunches in front of him and put her paw on his knee. Her dark brown eyes stared up at him and he knew he couldn’t give up. Once again, this dog was saving him from himself.


‘Ja, of course,’ he said, pulling smoke into his lungs. ‘Are they willing to pay?’


‘Yes, though it’s not much. But even so, they’re offering you the guest cottage on the grounds. That way if you have any questions, you’ll be right there.’


Weary resignation settled into his bones. It would do for the short term, give him time to plan. He’d have to look for other teaching positions, maybe in Chicago or Kansas City, even though the mere thought of picking up, moving again, and dealing with his visa paperwork made him want to curl into a tight ball.


‘Danke, Bruce. I’ll do it.’


‘Good man. I’ll call you later when I get all the details confirmed.’ He paused. ‘Just one thing though.’


Uh oh. Bruce had a terrible habit of roping you into doing something and then revealing what was usually a critical piece of information.


Max steeled himself. ‘What is it?’


‘Betty dragged me down to Meadow Hills once to see where Mrs Stanwick lived. The town is kind of screwy.’


‘Screwy? What does this mean?’


‘Verrück. You know, crazy. The sign outside of town says that it’s the most patriotic town in Nebraska. Place has lots of flags, Uncle Sam, that sort of thing.’


The news punched Max in the stomach. ‘Scheiße! What are they going to think of me, then?’


‘Aw, you worry too much.’


‘And you don’t think what happened at the university gives me a reason to worry?’


‘No, I don’t. For one, you won’t have some idiot accusing you of being a Nazi spy, for heaven’s sake. Two, you won’t have to worry about some bureaucrat concerned about his department’s reputation. So relax.’


But now the whole idea just sounded insanely ridiculous. Here, in the city, he’d been able to blend in, keep a low profile. There was no chance of that happening in a small town.


‘Say, you still coming over for Christmas dinner tomorrow?’ Bruce asked, apparently considering the subject closed. ‘Betty will be awfully sore if you don’t.’


Max sighed. ‘I’ll be there.’


‘Good. Bring Katya with you. I’ll give her the drumstick.’


After he hung up the phone, Max pressed his face against the window, letting the cold seep into his skin until it burned.


Foolish boy, Ilsa whispered in his mind. See what you’ve done? If only you’d stayed with me like you promised, none of this would have happened…


December 25, 1943 Meadow Hills, Nebraska



It was the ultimate irony to realize on the day of Jesus’s birth that she was pregnant with a child conceived in sin.


Twice now, while Marty opened his presents underneath the red and green glow of the Christmas-tree lights, she’d had to run to the bathroom and retch into the toilet. She couldn’t deny it any longer, though she’d certainly done her best to ignore the signs.


Idiot. How could she have been so stupid?


‘Mom? Are you okay?’ Marty asked when she stumbled back into the room, hands clammy, head pounding. She swallowed past the nausea and forced a smile.


‘Just swell. It must have been Grandma’s fruit cake we had last night.’ She reached down and tickled his tummy, though the movement cost her dearly. ‘You know how bad it tastes!’


Marty giggled and made a face. ‘Really bad! I took one bite ‘cause she made me. But it tasted like rotten apples.’


That only made Jenni’s stomach flip flop more and she sank onto the couch and swallowed several times. Marty didn’t notice, thank goodness, too fixated on oohing and ahhing over the toy B-17 bomber she’d given him.


‘Is this like Dad’s plane?’ he asked, running his fingers along the sleek lines.


‘Yes,’ she whispered. Except that plane was gone now, just like Danny. The telegram had come a month ago. She’d nearly fainted when she read those words: killed in action. So final.


‘Maybe I should be a pilot like Dad.’ Marty flew the plane around his head, making soft zooming noises, his eyes bright. ‘Can I, Mom?’


She should say no, dissuade him from even thinking of doing such a thing. He was barely eight years old. But she knew how such discouragement stung a child. She wouldn’t do it to him.


‘You can be whatever you want when you grow up.’ Her voice was hoarse, and Marty, always so attuned to her moods, especially in the last month, abandoned his plane and knelt in front of her chair, snaking his arms around her waist.


‘It’ll be all right, Mom,’ he whispered, burying his head in her stomach. ‘I’ll take care of you. Promise.’


She stroked his brown curls, so much like Danny’s, and the lights on the tree cast a bittersweet glow on the gold star flag hanging in the window. Danny may be gone, but she’d never let her son forget his father.


Later, after Marty fell asleep on the couch, his plane tucked under his arm, Jenni picked up the phone and gave the operator a number in New Orleans, a number she’d never wanted to call. But the tiny life growing inside her made that a moot point. She was taking a chance, calling him on Christmas Day, but waiting until tomorrow wasn’t an option.


When he answered, she noted how that deep Cajun drawl didn’t make her pulse race anymore. Instead, it sounded contrived, false.


‘Rafe, it’s Jenni.’


A hasty, indrawn breath. ‘Oh, hello, Mrs Fields. Merry Christmas.’


She flinched, hating how he used her married name after what they’d done together. It was so cold.


‘Merry Christmas to you.’ A pause. She could hang up the phone, not even let him know. ‘Rafe, do you have a moment to talk?’


She could hear laughter in the background, Bing Crosby’s ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentleman’ playing on the radio. A female voice called Rafe’s name and asked him to hurry so they could open presents.


‘I really don’t have time. I’m sorry.’


It wasn’t in her to hold back and hee-haw around. ‘I’m pregnant. It’s yours.’


Shocked silence. She’d spooked him good and on today of all days, but he was part of this too.


‘You can’t be serious!’ he hissed.


‘You have to marry me, Rafe.’ She didn’t want to marry him, but Danny hadn’t been home in two years; it didn’t take a mathematician to realize he wasn’t the father.


Another frantic pause, another female voice pleading with him to hurry. ‘I can’t,’ Rafe whispered. ‘I’m already married. Last night, on Christmas Eve.’


There was a rush of relief soon replaced by raging panic. ‘What am I supposed to do?’


‘Look, I’ll send you some money. You can go somewhere and get rid of it.’


Fury filled her veins and she cradled her still-flat stomach. ‘Never.’


‘You have to,’ he insisted. ‘I won’t jeopardize my career because you want to keep the bastard.’


‘You slimy heel.’


She slammed the phone down. Marty stirred on the couch, but kept sleeping.


Jenni slid to the floor and buried her head in her arms.


Dear God, what am I going to do?









CHAPTER TWO


The letter had come on a Monday, two days after New Year’s, 1944. When Jenni had seen the return address, some fancy street name in New Orleans, her heart had lurched. Maybe Rafe had changed his mind and decided he’d take care of her and the baby after all. But no. Not that louse. His words were short and to the point.


I will not be responsible. Get rid of it.


He’d enclosed a cheque for one hundred dollars, an obscene amount. Blood money. She’d promptly torn it up and mailed it back to him, then started a new short story, a scathing tale about a morally corrupt man and the havoc he caused in the lives he touched. She’d finished the rough draft in an hour, her fingers moving so quickly on the typewriter that she didn’t even notice the clock chime.


Usually she found writing cathartic, but it had been three days since she’d received the letter, and still the anger over Rafe’s incredible callousness burned deep. The holidays were over now though, and it was time to go back to work. That, at least, would offer a respite from dwelling on him and her stupid mistake.


Though she couldn’t call the life growing inside of her a mistake. She just couldn’t.


Jenni wound her scarf around her neck and pulled on her wool coat and gloves, actually glad to step out into the frigid January morning. Overcast skies and a biting wind made her hurry down the pavement, sidestepping sheets of black ice. A fresh coating of snow blanketed the ground and, yes, it looked pretty, but enough of the white stuff already, for heaven’s sake. She gazed longingly at the bare tree limbs, wishing for tiny green buds and orange-breasted robins singing outside her front window. Spring couldn’t come soon enough.


The three-block walk from her simple bungalow to the Tallulah Stanwick House took only five minutes, and she scurried up the back steps of the museum, eager for heat. Once inside, she sighed in relief and then inhaled the scent of old wood, pine-scented floors and sweet rose blossoms. Tallulah Stanwick had loved roses, and even though it was the middle of winter, the greenhouse on the south side of the house ensured they had fresh blooms all year long in vibrant shades of pink, red, white and even peach.


Jenni hung her coat, hat and scarf on the hook in the hallway, then slipped her overshoes off. Dizziness hit her and she gripped her coat, leaning into the soft wool as her head swam. Drat! Why couldn’t she be one of those women who sailed through their pregnancies, glowing with joy instead of feeling so wretched and miserable? But at least those with legitimate pregnancies could find commiseration with others. She had to keep hers a secret for as long as possible.


‘Jenni!’


She heard Celia’s footsteps running down the hall, but she couldn’t open her eyes, not yet, not when the world still spun.


‘Are you all right?’


Finally, the dizziness passed. She gave Celia a wan smile. ‘Yes, now I am.’


Celia Draper, her employer and best friend, didn’t look convinced and promptly marched her into the kitchen for a cup of tea and dessert. Jenni hadn’t had any nausea the past few days, so the warm, cinnamon-flavoured coffee cake tasted good. At least she didn’t have to pretend around Celia. The day after Christmas, Jenni had invited Celia over for coffee and spilled her dirty little secret. Celia had pulled her into a hug and told her not to worry, and then threatened to drive down to New Orleans and castrate Rafe. ‘That louse deserves it,’ Celia had said. On this, the two women agreed.


‘Have you been getting these dizzy spells often?’ Celia asked later while they washed dishes.


Jenni shook her head. ‘Mostly in the morning or if I move too fast. About another month and I’ll be past it.’


‘Gosh, seeing you go through all this makes me wonder if I have the gumption to have a baby.’


Jenni clutched Celia’s arm, heedless of the soap suds pressing through Celia’s blouse. ‘Don’t think like that. It’s worth it all, every little thing you go through. It’s worth it when you hold your baby for the first time.’


Celia studied her and then smiled. ‘You really amaze me sometimes.’


‘I’m sure I’ve amazed a lot of people over the years,’ Jenni muttered.


‘No, silly,’ Celia laughed. ‘You’re so strong. I know you’ll get through this.’


Jenni said thank you but only because it was the polite thing to do. Usually, she’d agree with Celia, say yes, she’d get through it because she was tough. Growing up on the farm had made her tough. Fending for herself against three brothers had made her tough. Living with short-tempered Danny had made her tough. But this… this was different. And because she didn’t want to talk about it, even to her best friend, she changed the subject.


‘I still can’t believe you got permission from the board to have Tallulah’s diary translated. After they took the vote at the meeting, I about fell over.’


Celia breezed easily into this new conversation. After all, she was the one who’d found the diary underneath the floorboards of the museum’s upstairs bedroom.


‘My little strategy had something to do with it,’ Celia said. ‘I let Avery Boon write a story on it before I even told the board so it was already out in public. Evan Lowe and his cronies had to agree or face a public relations crisis.’


Jenni folded her arms and leaned against the kitchen counter. ‘I don’t know. Something’s not right about it all. I still don’t understand why the board has gone to such lengths to keep Dietrich out of the museum. He was Tallulah’s son, for goodness sake!’


‘I know. I’m sure Tallulah probably mentions him in her diary. How could she not? Maybe they just want to forget about the way he died? So awful.’


‘And you know how this town is about that night.’ Jenni mimicked a zipper being shut across her mouth. ‘Zip yer lip or else!’


‘I know all too well.’ She grinned. ‘I think I might get one of those posters that says “Loose lips sink ships!” and hang it in the foyer.’


‘That’d be a riot! But I doubt they’d get the irony.’


The two spent a few moments laughing, and Jenni revelled in this simple pleasure. How fortunate she was to have such a good friend in Celia.


‘Oh!’ Celia said. ‘I almost forgot to tell you.’ She flung the towel over her shoulder and beamed like a schoolgirl. ‘I already found someone to translate the diary.’


‘You’re kidding. That fast?’


‘Yep. It’s almost fortuitous, in a way.’


‘How so?’


‘He’s a German refugee named Max Koenig. He escaped Germany before the war and he speaks fluent English. He also did translating work when he was a history professor at Berlin University. He’s currently on sabbatical from UNL, so it’s perfect timing.’


‘Impressive. When will he be here?’


‘In a few days. Avery Boon’s going to write an article about it for tomorrow’s paper and I also contacted the Omaha World-Herald and the Lincoln Star. Mrs Stanwick’s previous editor is putting something about it in the New York Times.’


‘My goodness. That will certainly bring more people to the museum.’ Jenni paused. ‘I’m just worried about how everyone will react to a real German coming here…’


Celia giggled. ‘A real German? As opposed to what… an ersatz German?’


Jenni stuck out her tongue. ‘You know what I mean, goofball. Heck, it would be the same if it was someone from Japan or Italy. Even Russia.’


‘Don’t forget Brooklyn,’ Celia said. ‘You would have thought I was from outer space the way they carried on.’


‘Precisely my point. If they treated you that way when you came here, a full-blooded American, what are they going to do to someone who came from a country our boys are fighting?’


‘He isn’t a Nazi.’


‘They won’t make the distinction.’


‘Maybe not.’ Celia put the coffee mugs in the cupboard. ‘But I don’t think we’ll have any problems.’


‘You forget, I’ve lived here my entire life. I know how this town works.’


‘Everything will be just swell.’ Celia firmly closed the glass-front door. ‘I refuse to believe otherwise.’


God love her for her optimism, but Jenni knew better. ‘I wish I shared your confidence, sister. But I don’t think anybody is going to be happy about this.’


‘They’ll get over it.’


Something in Celia’s voice made Jenni frown. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’


‘Nothing is wrong, exactly,’ Celia replied, though she evaded Jenni’s gaze. ‘But I did want to tell you that he is staying in the guest cottage.’


‘Well, why shouldn’t he?’


‘That doesn’t bother you? Him being a German, and all? And, well… the other thing.’


Jenni’s lips set in a grim line. The ‘other thing’ was the one and only night she’d visited Rafe in that guest cottage.


‘No, not at all. He was against Hitler and that’s good enough for me. As far as Rafe… I wish I’d never met that jerk,’ she muttered. ‘He sent me a cheque, you know. Wanted me to get rid of the baby.’


Celia gasped. ‘He didn’t.’


‘I tore it up and mailed it back to him. Maybe he’ll get the hint.’


‘He’d better. You don’t need that kind of help.’


Celia opened her mouth to say more, then snapped it shut, and Jenni folded her arms. ‘Better spill it. Something’s on your mind.’


Pink tinted Celia’s cheeks. ‘Sorry. I just don’t quite know how to say it.’ She took a deep breath, letting it whistle through her teeth. ‘All right. But feel free to tell me off if you want to.’


‘I’ll let you know.’


Celia laughed at that. ‘I can always count on you to be frank. So here it is: Professor Koenig is going to need a secretary of sorts to help him. He’ll translate the diary, but he needs someone to type it up and maybe fill him in on Tallulah’s history. Do you think you could do that?’


Jenni shrugged. ‘I don’t see why not, but how can I be in two places at once? I have to give tours too.’


‘Not necessarily. Look, I know you haven’t been feeling well and I thought this would give you a chance to rest more instead of being on your feet all the time.’


Suspicion made Jenni clench her jaw. ‘And I’d also be out of the public eye then, right? So no one would see my little weight gain?’


The cake pan Celia held came down on the counter with a bang. ‘Absolutely not. You know I don’t give two figs for what people think. I’m hurt you’d even consider it.’


When will I learn to keep my stupid tongue still?


‘Oh, fiddlesticks,’ Jenni murmured. ‘I’m sorry. Really I am. I shouldn’t have said it.’


‘It’s all right.’ Celia pulled her into a quick hug. ‘Let’s forget about it, okay? And if you don’t want to be Professor Koenig’s secretary, you don’t have to. I just thought you might enjoy it. You’ll get to read Tallulah’s diary before I do, at any rate, and you can also fill him in on the town’s history. Being a historian, he will probably find it fascinating.’


‘Or just plain scary.’


‘That, too.’


It might be a nice change of pace, Jenni considered. And resting more sure wouldn’t hurt. But stepping foot inside that cottage again… She shuddered. She’d had dreams about it, about that fateful night when she’d ignored common sense and let a devilishly handsome man kiss her, touch her like she hadn’t been touched in so long…


Stop. Don’t go there.


‘Of course I’ll do it,’ she said to Celia, forcing her lips into a smile. ‘I think I can handle a stuffy old history professor.’





After navigating twenty miles of icy roads between Lincoln and Meadow Hills, Max’s shoulder and neck muscles ached from tension, and he wasn’t even driving. He badly wanted a cigarette and held back only because he was in no mood to hear Bruce complain about the smoke.


But the headline blazed across the top of the Omaha World-Herald’s front page made his hands shake more than Bruce’s erratic driving. German History Professor to Translate Tallulah Stanwick Diary.


Bruce had been ecstatic to show it to him and told him Mrs Stanwick’s publisher had issued a press release all across the country. But all Max could think about was, So much for slipping into Meadow Hills quietly.


In Lincoln, he’d deliberately kept a low profile and everyone at the university – save for Goldberg – had accepted his nationality without a problem. He was a political refugee, after all, someone who’d had sense enough to flee Germany, a good German. At least, that’s what he’d told everyone.


And if they ever found out the truth…


Don’t go there. Don’t think about it. Bury it. Deep.


‘Say, you okay? You turned white there.’


Max forced a laugh. ‘It’s your driving. It terrifies me.’


‘Why? We’re still on the road, aren’t we?’ Bruce turned up the radio and Max continued reading the newspaper, if only so he wouldn’t have to stare at the long stretch of winding, snow-packed highway ahead of them, pondering just how easy it would be to skid off the edge.


The article didn’t say much about him, only that he’d been living in Germany until 1938 when he’d immigrated to America and begun teaching at the University of Nebraska, but was now on sabbatical.


How ridiculous. Being fired was certainly not the same as being on sabbatical! Fortunately, no nosy reporter had tried to contact him. But given Mrs Stanwick’s national popularity, it might only be a matter of time before they did. And, once more, he’d have to field questions about his past.


The university had questioned him almost reluctantly. Not so FBI Special Agent Williams. The agent had treated him like a Nazi saboteur, asking questions Max couldn’t possibly answer in an effort to trap him into a confession. In the end, Williams gave up simply because he didn’t have any evidence. Goldberg had erupted at this news, nearly landing himself in hospital with a heart attack.


Now, Max was voluntarily putting himself back in the spotlight. This was all a very bad idea.


An Artie Shaw tune came on the radio and Bruce sang along, doing a perfect job of assaulting Max’s ears. He had one meaty hand on the wheel, the other tapping on the door. The car swerved slightly and Max’s stomach lurched, but Bruce didn’t bat an eye.


‘Don’t you think you should slow down?’


Bruce’s grey, bushy eyebrows bristled. ‘You need to settle down, chum. You’ve lived here long enough to know what the winters are like. Roads like this are the norm. I’m an old pro at this.’


‘If you say so.’


He stared at the white world of eastern Nebraska. Snow-covered trees dotted the hilly landscape, and acres of corn stalks jutting up from the frozen ground offered a stark beauty he’d never seen before. One thing he couldn’t get used to was the amazing, open expanse of sky. A person could see for miles and miles, the view unhampered by trees or mountains. One could never feel claustrophobic here. But for him, the effect wasn’t a pleasant one. He felt exposed, vulnerable and profoundly unsafe.


He’d come to appreciate Nebraska’s gentle, rolling prairie, but it would never be equal to the thick woodlands of the Black Forest region, nor could the tall buildings of Lincoln compare to Berlin’s soaring architecture. Of course, there might not be anything left of Berlin after the Allies claimed victory…


He didn’t even want to think about Stuttgart and the family home.


When they finally entered town without running off the road, Max allowed himself to relax. But then he read the welcoming sign painted in red, white and blue – Welcome to Meadow Hills: The Most Patriotic Town in Nebraska – and his tension returned. What kind of reception would he get from these people?


They passed quiet streets with neat two-storey Victorian homes, brick bungalows and modest Cape Cods. An empty lot housed the town’s scrap pile, and the heap looked like a bizarre sculpture with snow dusting haphazardly stacked pots and pans, old stoves, pieces of farm implements and other items. The Omaha World-Herald had created the Scrap Metal Drive contest in July 1942 and pitted county against county in Nebraska. Max could just imagine how this patriotic town must have responded. No doubt they’d finished near the top.


They drove down the main thoroughfare, waves of anxiety tearing through Max as he saw the explosion of red, white and blue on shop windows, signs and awnings. They passed by a café called the Stars and Stripes and even inside the car he could hear ‘Remember Pearl Harbor’ playing through a speaker near the entrance. Signs urging people to buy bonds adorned windows and buildings, and a giant bronze statue of George Washington stood in the town square, an American flag tucked into his hand.


It reminded him of Berlin, the swastika flags flying everywhere, posters proclaiming the Jewish menace, the headlines screaming about communist conspiracies and traitorous Germans, der Führer’s stern gaze watching them all at every turn, and his voice filling the streets through the loudspeakers.


‘Pretty amazing, isn’t it?’ Bruce said, turning into a residential area. ‘You can’t accuse this place of ignoring the war, that’s for sure.’


‘No,’ Max murmured.


Bruce must have sensed Max’s unease. ‘I don’t think you have anything to worry about,’ he said.


‘I don’t share your confidence.’


Bruce waved his hand. ‘Aww, quit worrying for once, Max, and relax. You’ve got a job and a place to stay. Hell, they didn’t even care if you brought Katya along.’


The dog lifted her head from the back seat and sat up on her haunches. Max ruffled her fur, but couldn’t shake an impending feeling of doom. Bruce had the luxury of being flippant. He didn’t know what it was like to be the outsider, the foreigner.


After he’d left Germany, Hitler had officially categorized him and other refugees as criminals and revoked their German passports. The directive even stripped Max of his academic degree. He was officially a man with no country. To be a temporary outcast was one thing. But permanently? All these years in America, he’d wondered if he could ever go home.


But no doubt, even if he could, he’d be arrested the moment he set foot on German soil. Ilsa had high friends in very high places. His name was probably on every list, from the Gestapo to the Kripo.


‘Here we are,’ Bruce announced as they pulled up to an immaculate, two-storey Victorian-style home painted light blue with white trim. The wrap-around porch was swept free of snow and lights glowed in the windows. On the lawn, an ornate black iron sign with gold letters read: The Tallulah House: Home of Tallulah Elvira Stanwick.


‘The cottage is out back. Mrs Draper told me to meet her in the museum first.’


Once, meeting new people hadn’t bothered Max. He’d hobnobbed with diplomats and professors from all over Europe, not to mention the new crop of friends he and Ilsa had carefully cultivated. But too many years of looking over his shoulder had taken their toll, and his nerves twisted as he got out of the car.


It was so quiet compared to the city. Too quiet. He followed Bruce’s rotund frame up the pavement to the front steps and fought to keep from running like a coward back to the car and driving it as fast as he could back to the noisy city. They’d received several more inches of snow here in Meadow Hills than in Lincoln, and it muted everything, giving him an almost surreal feeling of being trapped in one of those snow globes he’d seen during his skiing trip to Bavaria.


The sign hanging on the museum’s front door said ‘Open’ so Max followed Bruce inside, his feet sinking into the carpeted floor runner as he took in the gleaming mahogany stairs, floral wallpaper and polished antique table.


Heels clicking on the wooden floor soon materialized into a striking redhead in a dark blue wool suit. ‘Good morning, gentlemen.’ She held out a hand. ‘You must be Professor Koenig and Professor Jeffries from the university. I’m Mrs Celia Draper, the museum director.’


At that moment, Bruce looked every inch the bumbling professor as he introduced himself, took her hand, shook it, then changed his mind and kissed it. Max bit his lip to keep from laughing and saw an answering gleam in Mrs Draper’s green eyes.


‘Professor Koenig,’ she said, ‘welcome to Meadow Hills. I hope you’ll enjoy your stay with us.’


Max inclined his head. ‘I am incredibly grateful for the opportunity.’


‘I’m just glad you could come on such short notice.’


He thought of the knife in the sink. ‘Yes. Your request came at the perfect time.’


She studied him for a moment and he wondered if she could somehow see the desperation. Did his fingers tremble, his eyes flicker?


‘I’ll take you out to the cottage and show you around, and then we can have lunch. Chilli and cinnamon rolls sound all right?’


Bruce patted his stomach. ‘It sounds swell. Perfect for this kind of weather.’


Once Celia had put on her coat, they went through the back door and Max winced as a blast of icy wind sliced through his eyes. He wanted to mumble a curse word, but that would mean opening his mouth and his lips were cracked enough as it was. He loathed Nebraska winters.


They walked through a narrow garden path shovelled clear, the snow on either side like giant slabs of frosting on a cake. Bruce listened to Celia’s every word while Max hung back, staring at the cottage ahead. It was a replica of the main house with light blue paint and white shutters, a covered porch in the back. He probably wouldn’t be here long enough to enjoy an evening on the porch in the springtime. Who knew where he’d be by then.


Celia gave them a quick tour of the one-bedroom cottage, a cosy, clean space with everything he’d need, including a nice bookshelf full of hardbound books and a console radio with a record player in the snug sitting room. Upon closer inspection, he saw that the books were mostly Mrs Stanwick’s novels.


‘I hope you’ll be comfortable here,’ Celia said, taking them into the quaint kitchen with a small stove, a table with two chairs, and an icebox. ‘We’ve stocked the pantry for you, so you shouldn’t have to worry about groceries for a while.’


He smiled. ‘That is very kind of you, especially considering rationing.’


‘We make do. You are our guest, so if there is anything you need, just let us know.’


He kept looking for signs of discomfort from her, something to show she wasn’t pleased to have a German so close, but so far, nothing.


‘I’ll bring the car around,’ Bruce said, ‘and you can unload your things.’


Celia went to check on lunch and, left alone, Max wandered into the sitting room and sank into the brown leather chair in front of the fireplace. The fire crackled and he warmed his hands. He had a place to stay, with food and a bed and, most importantly, work to do. He would be able to get through the next few months, at least, and then… well, he’d think about then later.


The front door opened and closed. Assuming it was Bruce, Max stayed where he was, but when a woman’s voice began humming, his heart rate skyrocketed and he sat bolt upright in the chair. Light footsteps crossed into the bedroom and he heard a sheet being snapped. Surely it couldn’t be Celia back so soon?


He should wait until the mystery woman left, but it felt like he was skulking in the wings. Better to announce his presence.


When he moved to stand in the bedroom doorway, his heart shuddered. The woman making the bed had silken golden brown hair like Ilsa, but as he watched her slim hands smooth the wrinkles in the crisp white sheet, the movement wasn’t cat-like, but natural, relaxed. Relief made him grip the door. Not Ilsa, then.


You’re truly losing it, old boy. Ilsa will never bother you again.


Max stared at her as she worked, knowing he should say something, but there was something mesmerizing in how her lithe legs bent and moved in her black slacks, how the light from the bedside lamp cast a shadow on her pretty face.


She was humming a tune he didn’t recognize, something upbeat, and he could imagine her moving on the dance floor, hair bouncing at her neck as she twirled and bowed and jumped.


Ilsa never danced that way. Ilsa thought American jazz undignified, made for the Negro and not for the superior Aryan race.


Inky darkness started creeping into his vision and he cleared his throat, needing this woman to see him there. ‘Excuse me.’


She gave a squeak of surprise, and he got the full blast of her striking eyes with their long lashes and dark blue irises.


‘I’m sorry to have startled you.’


She smiled easily. ‘Oh, that’s all right. It doesn’t take much with me.’


‘I’m Professor Koenig.’ It sounded too formal and he hastily inserted, ‘But please, call me Max.’


She scooted around the bed and held out her hand. ‘Jenni Fields. I’m a tour guide at the museum.’


Her fingers weren’t long and smooth, but short and delicate. Max took them briefly, then let them go, surprised at how cold they were.


Jenni laughed and rubbed her hands together. ‘Cold, aren’t they? But you know what they say.’


He didn’t, and when she saw him frown she laughed again. ‘Cold hands, warm heart. They don’t have that saying in Germany?’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever heard it before.’


Jenni pulled a blanket off a nearby chair and unfolded it over the bed. ‘I suppose there’s a lot of things we have here that you don’t in Germany. How long have you been in America?’


‘I came in November of 1938,’ he said, taking hold of one edge of the blanket and tucking it under the mattress. ‘But I still am not familiar with all of your customs.’


‘I bet.’ She nodded towards the bed. ‘Do you think this blanket plus a quilt will keep you warm enough? I can get another one if you need it.’


‘This should be sufficient.’


Jenni grabbed the thick quilt, and he helped her spread it over the bed. When they finished, she plumped the pillows and turned to him.


‘Thanks for the help.’


‘It’s the least I can do.’


He followed her into the kitchen, feeling absurdly like a puppy tagging after its master. He didn’t know what to say. His tongue felt wrapped in glue.


‘Have you ever been to Meadow Hills before?’ Jenni asked, taking a rag and wiping down the sink.


‘No. I haven’t been out of Lincoln much since I came to America.’


She pushed back a thick clump of curls from her forehead. ‘Really? Don’t you get tired of being in the city?’


How to explain? There was anonymity in the city, plus a certain amount of safety in numbers. He could walk down the street and have no one take any notice of him. And, dare he say it, staying in the city also made him harder to find.


‘I’ve lived in a city my entire life,’ he said. ‘It’s where I’m most at home.’


‘Not me. I’ve lived on the farm and here in town, but that’s it. I hope I’ll get to go to the big cities someday, especially in Europe,’ Jenni said. ‘I’ve always wanted to see Paris, Venice, Rome…’


‘Berlin?’


Now why had he said that?


Jenni avoided his gaze and busied herself with meticulously folding the washcloth over the sink. ‘No, not Berlin.’


The dismissal in her voice made something inside him snap. ‘There’s probably nothing left to see anyway,’ he said, his voice clipped. ‘The Allies don’t care where they drop their bombs.’


She went very still, her hands gripping the edge of the countertop, but he only noticed it peripherally.


‘Hitler must be stopped, of course,’ he continued, ignoring his inner voice of caution, ‘but it is when civilians are killed that I question how this war is fought. Look at the catastrophe in London. Such destruction and loss of life. Air raids do not seem to be the answer, though I do not know what other choice they have—’


‘My husband died bombing Germany.’


It was as though she’d smacked him across the face. She stared at him now, eyes narrowed, cheeks bright red. He backed into the stove, hitting his hip on a protruding knob, the instant pain nothing compared to the chagrin washing over him.


‘I’m so very sorry.’ His mouth went dry. ‘I didn’t mean… that is, I certainly think military targets should be…’


He trailed off. The words sounded pathetic and hollow, and they both knew it. Why had he violated his one rule, of never discussing the war with strangers? But the answer was simple. He missed home, missed Mutter and Vater, missed his sister. Had this woman’s husband dropped bombs that might have killed his own family? He didn’t know, but thinking in such a way was dangerous.


And because a longing for home rose so fiercely inside of him, it was doubly dangerous that Jenni’s dark blue eyes, almost navy in colour, reminded him of twilight in the Black Forest at Opa and Oma’s farm.


The quiet yawned between them. Max stared at his scuffed shoes. This was perhaps one of the worst first impressions he’d ever had the misfortune to give. He wouldn’t blame her one bit if she disappeared into the museum and never stepped foot in here again.


‘Mrs Fields,’ he began quietly, ‘I hope you know that I am deeply sorry for your loss and for any pain my insensitive comments might have caused. I miss my home, and it is difficult to watch its destruction.’


Jenni folded her arms and nodded, not looking at him. ‘I can understand that.’


He wanted to say more, but she’d cut herself off from him, her body language warning him away. Yet he couldn’t leave it like this.


He opened his mouth to say something and then the door flew open. Bruce came inside, Katya at his heels, and the moment vanished as Max made hasty introductions and tried to heel in the rambunctious dog. Jenni smiled and acted like nothing was wrong, but he knew better.


When she slipped out of the door, he watched her walk down the pavement, arms folded across her chest, head bent. He wanted to call to her and somehow make amends. Instead, he let her go.









CHAPTER THREE


The invitation to dine at the Drapers’ the night after he arrived made Max sick to his stomach. They’d want to make conversation, of course, and he would be the main topic. He was an oddity, with his thick German accent and strange colloquialisms, a sideshow in the circus’s rear tent. Five years in America and still people found him alternately fascinating and ghoulish, a living link to the madness of Nazi Germany they saw replayed on the Movietone newsreels and read every week in LIFE magazine.


The Drapers would be no different, he thought, walking the five blocks to their house, scarf wrapped around his face, hat pulled low over his ears. They would ask him what it was like to see the Jews rounded up and be helpless to stop it because, naturally, if you could intervene without losing your life, why, most certainly you would.


But they didn’t know that the German people, with the exception of a few brave souls, had given their tacit consent to murdering those not of the superior Aryan race, either because they truly believed the drivel Hitler spouted or were too afraid to speak against it.


Max fell into the latter category. He hated Hitler’s anti-Semitic rhetoric, and worse, the saturation of Nazism into every level of society. Hitler and his goons had single-handedly transformed German culture, stripping it of dignity and honour, and replaced it with a twisted and warped facsimile gilded in a superficial layer of shiny gold.


And what had Max done about it? Not a bloody damn thing.


No one would understand why because he didn’t understand it himself. He could blame Ilsa for it, or the fear of having his fingernails ripped out by a sadistic Gestapo man, but neither of those excuses was true. Ilsa’s brother was a member of the SS. How many times had they all gone out together, Max drinking and carousing with a bunch of Nazi lunatics while those same Nazis persecuted his colleagues and friends? God, it made him sick.


By the time he arrived on the Drapers’ front doorstep and heard Tommy Dorsey playing on the wireless inside, he remembered what Mrs Draper had told him about her husband, Hank. He’d tangled with Rommel’s Afrika Korps in North Africa and almost lost his leg.


Hank Draper might not take too kindly to a German sitting at his table.


Max nearly vomited in the potted evergreen sitting by the front door and forced the sensation down only by sheer will.


Mrs Draper answered his knock with a welcoming smile and ushered him into a wood-panelled foyer very similar to the one at Tallulah House. She took his coat while her husband hovered behind her, leaning on a cane, his tousled dark hair and rumpled shirt at odds with his serious brown-eyed gaze. The two men watched each other uneasily, but then Hank put out his hand, said, ‘Nice to meet you,’ and they shook like civilized men the world over were wont to do.


On an ivory-cloth-covered dining-room table, Mrs Draper served baked ham, mashed potatoes and sweetcorn from last year’s garden on what looked like brand-new gold-rimmed china plates. Max’s mouth began to salivate, and he pushed past the nausea. After too many meals of tinned soup and baked beans, he craved homemade food. He scooped up a heaped serving of potatoes and slathered them in brown gravy, deciding not to care if the Drapers looked at him strangely.


‘Eat up, professor,’ Hank encouraged. ‘Celia and I have only been married for a month or so, but she’s got the hang of this cooking thing.’ He patted his stomach. ‘Keeps me satisfied, that’s for sure.’


He winked at his wife and she blushed. Max was envious of their easy relationship. He had seen how they finished each other’s sentences, and were completely relaxed in each other’s company. Such ease never existed in his relationship with Ilsa, and he wondered what it would be like.


‘So tell me, professor,’ Celia asked, and he instinctively cringed. Here came the questions. ‘Have you ever read any of Mrs Stanwick’s novels?’


His shoulders relaxed. Good. This he could discuss.


‘Yes. After I found out about the job, I borrowed a few from the library in Lincoln. Moonlight Murder and Cardinal’s Feast. They were quite enjoyable.’


Despite his initial reluctance to read popular fiction, he’d liked them. They’d offered a brief escape from reality, and Lord knew he could certainly use it.


‘Those are two of her most popular, written during her later years,’ Celia replied. ‘Of course, as I’m sure you probably noticed, all of her novels are on the cottage bookshelves.’


He smiled. ‘I did notice. She was very prolific.’ His mind raced to come up with several different questions he wanted to ask to keep the conversation on topic. ‘But I was hoping to find out more about her life. I couldn’t find a biography of her anywhere. I checked with the state historical archives in Lincoln to see if they had any information on her, but they said they mostly had the Stanwick family history and some of her original manuscripts. No personal letters or anything of that nature.’


‘Mrs Stanwick was a bit of a mystery,’ Celia admitted. ‘We don’t know a whole lot about her personal life, which is why I was so excited to find the diary.’


‘When was it written?’


‘She started it in November 1918, and I believe it ends in 1919 or 1920. It’s not a daily record, quite sporadic, so it’s not very long. I don’t read any German at all, but from what I’ve been able to tell, it looks like she was writing it to her son.’ Celia took a sip of water and slowly set the glass down. ‘He died in October of 1918.’


‘In the war?’


‘No.’ Celia shook her head. ‘Here, in Meadow Hills. It was so tragic. He’d just finished seminary and was engaged to be married to a local girl, Rebecca Macintosh. They appointed him junior pastor at St Luke’s Lutheran Church. But during the church’s Oktoberfest celebration, a mob attacked the congregation. Dietrich died.’


A mob. The word conjured up crowds of drunken Sturmabteilungen and teenaged Hitler Youth roaming the streets of Berlin, smashing windows, setting fire to synagogues, hurling Jews into the street to beat them senseless.


‘It’s hard to read the newspaper account of that night,’ Celia continued. ‘This group of men just showed up and dragged the people out of the church. Forced them to kiss the American flag, sing patriotic songs, things like that. Then they started burning all the German books used in the parochial school and set fire to the church. Dietrich was inside when it happened. A terrible accident.’ She shuddered. ‘Awful. I can give you the article if you’d like to read it.’


The ham he was chewing started to taste like rubber, and he had to force himself to swallow it. This all hit far too close to that night in Germany in November of 1938, when the Jews became innocent targets simply for having Jewish blood.


As a historian, he should follow his training and say yes to Celia’s offer, gather sources, learn as much about Mrs Stanwick’s past as he could. But already the content he would be translating – the words of a mother writing to her son beyond the grave – was absolutely the last thing he wanted to absorb himself in for days on end.


This was going from bad to worse, and he’d only been here two days.


‘I doubt it will be necessary,’ he said finally. ‘My colleagues at the university told me about the anti-German hysteria here during the Great War. I assume this incident was part of that?’


Celia nodded. ‘I think so. They even renamed the town. It used to be called Schoneburg.’


‘Roughly translated, Schöneburg means “beautiful hills”. I imagine that is why they went with Meadow Hills.’


‘Lots of other German-named towns changed their names as well,’ Celia said. ‘As a history professor, I imagine you know of it?’


‘That part of American history is not my specialty, but of course I learned of it from my colleagues at the university. It was very fresh in their minds when America entered the war in 1941.’


‘You should have seen this place after Pearl Harbor,’ Hank said. ‘We were patriotic before, but wowsers, this town pulled out all the stops and never quit.’


‘Yes. It is a bit… overwhelming.’ Max set down his knife and fork. ‘Do you think…’ he began, then stopped. How to ask this question? He tried again. ‘Will my being German disturb the people here?’


Celia took a long time cutting a piece of ham before finally responding. ‘That question isn’t easy to answer. This town was settled mostly by Germans, but ever since that night in 1918, you’d never guess it.’ She shook her head. ‘There’s no nice way to say it, but yes, some will be upset at you being here because you’re German, but they’ll mostly be suspicious just because you’re not from here. I’m from Brooklyn. You would have thought I came from Timbuktu the way they treated me when I arrived to take the curator position. Truth is, it hasn’t got a whole lot better, even though I married one of their own.’


Hank frowned. ‘You make it sound like it’s a secret club or something. “One of their own”.’


‘It feels that way, Hank,’ she shot back. ‘This town is very unwelcoming to strangers.’


‘I know, I know.’ Hank held up his hands, though whether it was a placating gesture or one of surrender, Max couldn’t tell. ‘But it’s the same in every small town in America. That’s just how they are. Give them time.’


‘Time? It’s been a year.’


Max spoke up, as much to stop their bickering as to reassure them. ‘Please know that I will not cause any trouble while I am here.’


‘Oh, we know you won’t,’ Celia reassured him, though he knew she couldn’t possibly know anything of the sort.


‘Honest truth is,’ Hank said, ‘you will stick out like a black eye around here.’ He shrugged. ‘But I don’t think they’re going to charge over to your place with pitchforks and burning torches. You might get a few snide remarks and stares, things like that. But most folks are pretty decent.’


‘After a while, you get used to it,’ Celia mumbled, shoving corn around on her plate. Then she put her fork down and gave him a bright, though clearly fake, smile. ‘I’m sure it will be just fine.’


Which meant he’d better be prepared. Underneath the table, his hand twisted his trouser leg. Scheiße, he needed a cigarette.


‘Anyway, I’m sorry I don’t have more information for you on Mrs Stanwick,’ Celia continued. ‘I would suggest you go on one of the tours and then I’ll give you the short biography of her that I wrote up for the museum. We do have a lot of her journals that discuss the plots of her novels. I don’t know if those would be of interest to you or not.’


‘Sometimes the oddest sources yield the greatest results.’


‘I suppose as a trained historian, you’re more equipped to find those things than I am. Y’know, I’ve always found history fascinating.’


‘It is.’


‘What area do you study?’


‘I focused on the French Revolution and Napoleon’s impact on Prussia.’


He was hoping she wouldn’t pick up on his use of the past tense.


‘How interesting. But now you’re on sabbatical?’


Here it came. A cold sweat broke out on his neck and he tried to disguise his discomfort by buttering his third piece of bread that evening.


‘Yes, I am.’


Celia stared at him expectantly. He cleared his throat and took a sip of water to wet his dry mouth.


Think, man! Say something, anything!


‘It was time,’ he blurted. ‘A long break from academia is necessary to keep one’s mind sharp. It is a demanding profession.’


There. A response full of absolute drivel. Hopefully that would put an end to it.


Without missing a beat, he said, ‘Were you able to find someone to help me with the diary’s transcription process? I’m afraid I’m rather helpless with an American typewriter.’


Celia appeared to accept the change of subject, though he felt Hank’s gaze on him for a moment longer than necessary. He tried to ignore it, but he knew he’d aroused suspicion. Professor Watkins assured him the university would maintain the sabbatical story should anyone ask. Heaven help him if they changed their mind.


It had been so much easier in Lincoln. No one asked him about his past. With Bruce’s help, he’d established an unwritten rule that talking about Germany caused him too much distress, and everyone understood. No one ever came close to guessing the real reason he refused to discuss those years in Berlin. Until Goldberg, that is…


‘Yes, I found someone to help you,’ Celia said, bringing him back to the conversation. ‘In fact, I believe you’ve already met her.’


Max furrowed his brow. ‘I’m not sure who you’re referring to.’


‘She works here at the museum. She said she met you in the cottage yesterday.’


The comment hit him like a fist. ‘Mrs Fields?’


He didn’t mean to make it sound like a gunshot, but there it was. Celia looked taken aback at his outburst and he couldn’t say he blamed her. He sounded half insane.


‘You did ask for help…’


Mein Gott. Yes, he had, but he’d had in mind some grey-haired biddy with tiny glasses perched on her nose who did her job and didn’t ask questions, not a beautiful girl who’d already taken an active dislike to him.


‘Of… of course.’


Celia lifted her water glass, but when she saw his expression, she lowered it. ‘Is there a problem?’


‘No. When I met Mrs Fields, she told me she was a tour guide, so I naturally assumed…’


‘Oh yes. She’s one of our best. But she’s also a writer and an excellent typist. She’ll be able to help you with any grammar issues, things like that.’


Grammar issues. If only that were the only thing he needed to worry about! Good heavens.


Max took a bite of bread and nearly choked on all the butter. He made a half-hearted attempt at conversation after that, asking how many visitors the museum usually had, the different events they held, anything he could think of that had nothing whatsoever to do with him. But his hands were shaking, his craving for a cigarette almost unbearable, and he declined a mouthwatering piece of hot, tart apple crisp simply because he didn’t want to embarrass himself by possibly dropping his fork.


After supper, Celia handed him the diary. ‘Would you mind looking at the first few pages, see if I was right about her writing to her son?’


‘Of course.’


It was a small, leather-bound book, with Mrs Stanwick’s full name embossed in gold on the cover. He carefully opened it to the first page, then read out loud.


‘ “November 25, 1918. My dearest boy, it has been a month since your death. I don’t remember much about those first few days after you were taken from me. They say I was hysterical with grief. Of course I was. How could I not be?” ’


He swallowed and looked up at Celia. ‘It appears you were right.’


‘I’m sure it won’t be easy to read.’


‘No. But I will be as faithful to her words as I can.’


He closed the diary and placed it in his coat pocket. It sat like a leaden weight.


‘I do thank you for this opportunity, Mrs Draper,’ he said, meaning it. ‘I want you to know how grateful I am.’


‘We know you’ll do an excellent job.’


Hank shook his hand. ‘So long, professor. I’ll drop by sometime and take you out for a beer.’


Max nodded, wondering if Hank was just being nice or if the offer was genuine. ‘I’d like that. Goodnight.’


As soon as his feet hit the pavement, he pulled out his cigarettes and lit one, inhaling the smoke so quickly his eyes watered. But finally the shakes started to subside and he walked back to the cottage, the darkness enveloping him, the cold penetrating his skin.


Damn it. He didn’t want to be here. He didn’t want to go through this… this farce of lying about his job to these people, and he certainly didn’t want to translate a mother’s words to her dead son.


He wanted… He sighed, watching his breath steam in the air. He wanted to go home. He wanted to go back to the stately stone house in Stuttgart with its curved, marble staircase, its rooms adorned with paintings and tasteful furniture, the walls lined with bookshelves, his mother’s lilac perfume wafting through the hallway, his father’s jar of tobacco on the sitting-room mantel, Trudy’s discarded sketches littering her bedroom floor.


Only he didn’t know if their house existed anymore. And what about the family department store? Had Allied bombs found it? He had no way of finding out. And his family had no way of knowing his own fate. Besides, better if they didn’t know what he truly was: a coward.


When he allowed himself to think about home, the hole in his chest grew so wide and so deep that it encompassed the entirety of his body. If he pushed but a little, he knew the hole would consume him.


The frost-tinged glow of the cottage lights beckoned, pulling him out of that dark place in his mind, and he hurried towards it. America was to have been a new start, a chance to reform and repent. Instead, the demons grew stronger, more insistent, clamouring for all of his soul instead of just a piece of it. It was a constant battle to fight them off, but daily it grew harder instead of easier. In this instance, time did not heal all wounds – it only deepened them.
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