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TO


G.W.R.


(AS BEFORE)





APOLOGIA



POOR ZEBULON FINCH! • A man named Héctor cements him into a hidden space beneath one of the World Trade Center skyscrapers, where Zebulon begins to write his confession. • Born in 1879 to the well-heeled dynamitier Bartholomew Finch and the dour Abigail Finch, but raised by stifling tutors, he runs away at age fourteen. • Eager for adventure, he joins Chicago’s Black Hand gang and falls in love with Wilma Sue, a prostitute at Patterson’s Inn. • He mistreats her, she vanishes, and he steals an Excelsior pocket watch—Wilma Sue’s heart, he comes to think. • Heartbroken, he dedicates himself to extortion, terrorizing those he calls the “Triangulinos,” proud Italian immigrants with triangle tattoos. • On May 7, 1896, he is assassinated by the Black Hand’s Luca Testa (or so he believes!), who’d warned him, You gotta have fear in your heart.


Zebulon’s mysteriously resurrected body is dredged from Lake Michigan and sold to Dr. Whistler’s Pageant of Health, helmed by the Barker. • Renamed the Astonishing Mr. Stick, Zebulon is used as a human pincushion to sell miracle tonic. • He befriends Little Johnny Grandpa, a prematurely aged boy. • Johnny helps Zebulon relearn how to speak, first with a futile trinket called the Little Miracle Electric Mexican Stuttering Ring, and second with the word “indefatigable.” • While defending Johnny from the Barker, Zebulon discovers la silenziosità, an ability to force others to glimpse their future demise, but that also forces Zebulon to endure the Uterus of Time, a tantalizing look at a death he cannot have. • Medicine-show skeptics jail Zebulon in Xenion, Georgia, where he uses la silenziosità to help the unhinged General Hazard. • Released, Zebulon is visited by the wealthy Dr. Cornelius Leather, who pleads for Zebulon to decamp to Boston for medical study. • Instead, Luca Testa hunts down Zebulon and delivers unnerving news: He wasn’t Zebulon’s killer! • The Barker, tired of Mr. Stick, contrives a lucrative way to do away with Zebulon—a duel. • In the chaos, however, Johnny is killed, the Barker is maimed, and Zebulon absconds to Boston.


Dr. Leather houses Zebulon and uses a Revelation Almanac to track “meat etiquette”—experiments intended to unveil Zebulon’s mystical secrets. • He shows Zebulon the People Garden, where he studies corpses in assorted states of decay. • Zebulon finds comfort with Leather’s kindly wife, Mary, who is dedicated to her daughter, Gladys. • A scolding teenager named Merle arrives with shocking news: She is the daughter of Zebulon and the deceased Wilma Sue! •Leather’s obsession grows and drives the family, now including Merle, toward financial ruin. • Leather begins wearing an oxygen-delivery helmet called the Isolator, which emits a haunting rasp: Hweeeeee . . . fweeeeee. . . . • A dinner with the influential Dr. Cockshut is a fiasco. Leather, desperate to prove himself, cuts open Zebulon’s stomach at the table. • Merle persuades Zebulon to flee under cover of night; there is no time to fetch the Little Miracle Electric Mexican Stuttering Ring. • Mary and Gladys are left to uncertain fates.


Zebulon and Merle take refuge in Salem, Massachusetts, until the ireful Merle flees. • Unmoored, Zebulon seeks out General Hazard, who has died, but his daughters, the Hazard sisters, welcome Zebulon to Sweetgum Plantation. • WWI begins, and Zebulon chooses battlefield annihilation; he uses the sisters’ connections to enlist in the Marine Corps. • In France, he befriends Burt “Church” Churchwell, meets would-be poet Jason Stavros, and learns to accept the shell-shocked J.T. “Piano” O’Hannigan. • Church’s Theory of 17 hypothesizes that Zebulon must rescue as many people as he has killed. • Zebulon, though, is forced to renounce the theory to save the life of Church, who is badly disfigured but survives.


Post-war Prohibition finds Zebulon running hooch in a Tin Lizzie auto for bootleggers John Quincy and Mother Mash—until the KKK hangs both of them. • Zebulon nonetheless delivers their last shipment to New York City, where he moves into a squalid apartment with the jobless Church, who now wears a prosthetic cheek. • A man known as the Bird Hunter begins murdering flappers, and Detective Roseborough suspects Zebulon. • Zebulon pursues the Bird Hunter, only to discover that he is Dr. Leather. • Just as Leather is about to divulge the secret behind Zebulon’s extended death, Roseborough arrives and kills Leather.


The notoriety of the Bird Hunter case leads to a Metrotone newsreel produced about Zebulon. • Enticed by fame, Zebulon abandons Church for Hollywood, where he catches the fancy of movie star Bridey Valentine; they become lovers. • Bridey’s passion is to produce an epic script she’s written called In Our Image. • After Bridey begins having cosmetic surgery, Zebulon, too, seeks out physical repairs, from director (and avid taxidermist) Maximilian Chernoff. • The treatments fail. • Seeking peace, Zebulon brings Church to Hollywood, only to watch Bridey try to seduce him. • Zebulon tosses Church into a cab and finally has sex with Bridey, which robs him of his procreative organ.


Out of the blue, Merle calls Zebulon. She is nearby, held for ransom by the morphine dealer Sandy. • Zebulon kills Sandy and rescues Merle, though she rejects him for the Barker, who has reinvented himself as a burlesque promoter. • Despite being pursued by police, Zebulon escorts Bridey’s melancholy daughter, Margeaux, to a school dance. • Margeaux’s humiliation results, and Margeaux steers her mother’s Yankee Doodle roadster into the ocean. • Margeaux drowns; Zebulon cannot. • A young man drags Zebulon to the beach and tells him that Pearl Harbor has been bombed. • Will he enlist? • Zebulon thinks another war might be just the ticket. •How much longer, after all, can his Excelsior-watch heart keep ticking?





PART SEVEN



1941–1945
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In Which Your Hero Is Indoctrinated Into Matters Of Blood And Soil And His Breadcrumbs Are Lost In The Blackest Forest.





I.



ADOLF HITLER WAS A HANDSOME devil. It is a fact obscured by a half century of reckless caricature: his tenacious ball-peen chin lathed into a pusillanimous nub, his modest nose protracted to a frankfurter proboscis, his imperial cranium inflated with hot air. Distortions like these muddle objective autopsies. Hitler—take my word for it—was not lumpish. The brash asymmetry of his jaw suggested a brawler’s grit. His eyes were the passionate azure of a revolutionary. His ears were elfin, the one tell of his artist’s disposition. Had der Führer’s passions been channeled into pursuits more, shall we say, romantic, his scowl would have been one destined for T-shirts.


My Dearest, Dutiful, Patient Reader might be reading this one hundred, one thousand, one million years into the future, yet still I feel you cringe at the possibility that your Zebby has gone anti-Semite. Oh, darling worrier! You paint my disdain with too meager a brush. You should know by now that I am anti-Human, certain to my corroded core that our species, Jew to Gentile, true-blue to hateful, and black to tan, deserves extinction. I, our worst specimen, would volunteer to go first, if only Gød, that waggish hangman, would let me hang.


Let me try to resist aggrandizement. I admit to being oblivious to Hitler’s magnetism when a mousy member of a clandestine arm of the U.S. Government removed the dictator’s photo from a dossier marked J-1121 and asked me if I could identify him.


If you have tracked my insipid saga this many pages, Reader, you will be unruffled to learn that by January 1942, I found myself in the cold custody of Uncle Sam. After having flopped from the ocean grave of sweet, bitter—bittersweet—Margeaux, I’d taken the gee-whiz counsel of the young buck who’d rescued me and, after slapping down sand-crusted dollars for a set of clean clothes, had slunk, paranoid and fearful, to the Army recruiting center in Malibu. Not two days had passed since I’d killed a drug dealer named Sandy (plus an inexact number of his goons) while rescuing my morphine-addled daughter, Merle; the quicker I could be shipped off to foreign shores, the better.


But the lax white flesh that usually provoked the living to ignore me drew scrutiny when I queued among healthy young men with dazzling Southern California tans. I avoided their glares by studying the cheery banners (SMACK THE JAPS! GIVE THE HUNS HELL!) until I was called to sit opposite a recruiter. Rotten luck. His suspicion stunk like sewage. Sadness and regret over Margeaux’s death rendered me a careless stammerer, and, without thinking, I supplied my real name. He promptly excused himself and whistled for assistance, and before I could skedaddle, a posse of MPs had pinched me, and off to the local jail I was lugged.


They were not my first cell doors, and yet they made me afraid, both of a long (centuries long?) incarceration and of the guinea-pig procedures to which I might be subject by hot-to-trot medicos. Concurrently, I knew that embracing fright was the only option. You gotta have fear in your heart had been Luca Testa’s reverberant reminder that fear—for myself, yes, but more powerfully for select others—was the single taut rope to humanity from which I dangled.


In that holding cell I feared, and fiercely, my friend, fiercely!


Shock, however, became the emotion du jour when I was brought before interrogators, government clowns in tailored suits, and saw that they had a file on me, and goodness, was it a brick. With horror I watched them pass around such artifacts as a blurry group photo of my beloved Seventh Marine Regiment in a French trench and magazine pages detailing my parasitic fastening to the arm of Bridey Valentine—grotesque grandstanding I ought never have done. Each flash of image was a pounded nail.


“Please,” was all I could say. Say? No, beg. “Please put it away.”


Their questions, however, were more cagey than accusatory. Who else knew the truth about me? Why had I been enlisting? What were my political affiliations? Easy queries to satisfy, but for once I kept my cold lips sewed shut. As reward, I was stripped, photographed from every angle (including ones emphasizing my peckerless groin), showered, deloused, decked in prison stripes, and robbed of my every possession, right down to the Excelsior pocket watch, surrogate heart of my dearest departed Wilma Sue: tick, tick, tick.


“It is no weapon,” beseeched I. “Let me keep it? Show me mercy?”


The Excelsior was dropped inside an envelope that was licked, sealed, and bagged.


My carcass, bereft enough to feel filleted, was tossed into the empty stomach of a paddy wagon. I let the hum of pavement lull me into a stupor. Hours became days; hundreds of miles we drove, if not thousands. The vehicle’s stale asceticism drew contrast with the fireworks spectacle of war, the neon jitterbug of Harlem, the floodlit marquees of Hollywood, and afforded me time to bid farewell to what had been, on balance, a colorful death. I guessed that where I was headed would be more achromatic. It was red lights and stop signs and gas-station breaks I cursed, for at every pause I swore I heard the clack of women’s heels—Wilma Sue, Merle, Bridey, or Margeaux?—approaching to demand recompense for how I’d maligned them.


Years later, it seemed, the paddy wagon parked and the back doors opened. I was cold and numb and befuddled. The whimsical green fronds of palm trees had been replaced by alien veils of brilliant white snow, and the distant obelisk of the Washington Monument was a rocket ship built to fire my troublesome corpse to Mars.


That just might work, thought I.


My closed-mouthed captors marched me through a nondescript doorway, between saluting soldiers, past bolt-locked checkpoints, down sentried stairwells, and into a long, low-ceilinged basement of cafeteria tables and benches, a room concrete gray and cigarette-smoke brown, yet pulsing violet from overhead tubes soon to be marketed as “fluorescents.” The only daubs of color were orange ceiling stains from plumbing leakage.


It was a vault built to survive a bombing, and, at the same time, it sucked away all will to live. I was told to sit. I sat. My escorts exited. I looked at the other tables, where a dozen men dressed in identical outfits of loosened black tie and rolled white shirtsleeves wolfed cigarettes and grimaced into paper cups of coffee. Fluorescents made their skin yellow; nicotine made their teeth yellow; they gestured with yellow pencils at yellow file folders containing yellow paper. All the while, perspiring men in civilian clothing sat opposite, gobbling their fingernails and nickering in fright.


Presently I received my own shirt-sleeved chaperon of wearying mediocrity—late thirties, muscle-less, balding, wire eyeglasses, black tie, sweat-stained collar. So interchangeable was he with his associates that the bloom of red ink inside his breast pocket seemed a dazzling rose boutonnière. He padded his tedious way across the tedious room, sat, and slid aside the tedious ashtray to make room for his tedious briefcase. He dialed the combination locks, withdrew the bulging J-1121 dossier, showed me the aforementioned photo of Hitler, and then, satisfied that I was not a vegetable, introduced himself.


His name was Allen Rigby, and he undertook my case with all the emotion of someone taking out the trash. Like everyone else in the 1940s, Rigby smoked, but he did so as if the fate of the free world depended on it. The functionary lit a second cig off the first’s smolder, and gestured with it at the room. He spoke as if a puppeteer’s hand were operating from up his ass, giving so little inflection to his words that I had to demand that he repeat them.


“You’re at OSS,” said he.


“Oh-what-what?”


“Office of Strategic Services. An intelligence agency.”


I was jumpy and at a disadvantage. My defense, as ever, was rudeness.


“Intelligence, eh? Someone should inform those goons in L.A. who manhandled me.”


Nicotine had withered the lobes of Rigby’s brain designed to detect sarcasm.


“They had to make sure you weren’t a double-agent SS operative.”


“An excess operative? What is that, a triple agent? A quadruple agent?”


“SS.” He exhaled smoke. “You do know what the SS is?”


On top of all other indignities, I had to feel stupid? I shrugged my disinterest.


He regarded me, blank as a sheet, then took up a clipboard.


“Define these terms: ‘Deutschland.’ ”


“ ‘Deutschland.’ ” I rubbed my chin. “Deutschland, Deutschland. By Jove, I know! It was where Dorothy Gale met her Wizard.”


Rigby made a check mark. How about that? I’d aced it!


“ ‘Aryan,’ ” said he.


“ ‘ Aryan.’ . . . That, I believe, is a species of bird. No—a brand of tobacco. No, no—definitely a bird.”


Another check mark. Why, I was faring splendidly!


“ ‘Rudolf Hess,’ ” said he.


“The full name of Santa’s red-nosed reindeer. This is enjoyable, Rigby. Ask me another!”


To the contrary, Rigby set the clipboard several feet away, as if it were infected. Had my answers been insufficient? I could, at least, depend on the man’s comatose civility: He lit a third, perhaps fourth, cigarette and began to lecture with such remedial slowness that I identified the weight on my head as a dunce cap.


“The men who arraigned you in California were X-2, OSS counterintelligence. Their counterpart here in Washington is SI, Secret Intelligence. There’s also R&A, Research and Analysis; they’ve got a man who can estimate bomb damage to European railways by tracking the price of oranges in Paris. MO is Morale Ops, anti-propaganda. Recently they air-dropped German songbooks over Nazi soldiers and hid in the lyrics advice for deserting. Finally there’s SO, where I work—Secret Ops. That one we can’t talk about so freely.”


Now our disquisition was skipping off into worrisome woods. Some sort of plot was afoot, and my death, as you know, was already overplotted. Deportation and destruction, that was all I wanted as punishment for my evil deeds! Rigby paused to ash his cig, and I slapped my thighs (the right thigh, blown apart in 1918 but taxidermied in 1939, made a thunk) and stood into the violet vapor.


“ ’Tis a pity we must part, for as a conversationalist, sir, you scintillate. But as it is clear that my aptitudes and proclivities do not align to government standards, I shall monopolize no more of your time. Before I take leave, your colleagues cadged from me a golden pocket watch of sentimental value. Might you know where I can collect it?”


From the briefcase Rigby removed a stapled packet, and, in his deadpan, he read, “Alexander Griffith. Aka ‘Sandy.’ Forty-four. Dead on the scene, December 6, Los Angeles County, California. Cause of death, gunshot to the chest. Firearm recovered reported to be Griffith’s own. Multiple witnesses identify the gunman as a suspect approximately seventeen years of age calling himself  ‘Zebulon Finch.’ ”


Rigby indicated the packet.


“There are more pages,” said he.


I dropped back onto the bench.


“Say what you want,” growled I. “Your X-2 chums took plenty of photographs. My corpse is a bag and the cat is out of it. Why do you hold me here?”


“OSS doesn’t hold anyone. The choice is yours.”


“Choice? I think the word you mean is ‘blackmail.’ Tell me what it is you want.”


Rigby squared the paper edges. He was a crackerjack edge-squarer.


“I am not at liberty to say.”


“So I am to wait, is that it? In this dungeon?”


Rigby’s face was a blank chalkboard across which I wished to squeal my fingernails. I gnashed my teeth and, to my surprise, a single comma of sympathy contracted upon Rigby’s forehead. He lowered his already low voice.


“My superiors will notify me when I can speak frankly. But might I suggest that you see this as an opportunity? Not everyone is so specifically called upon to serve his country.”


The apocryphal compliment portended far more than the destruction I sought. I shuddered and searched for an escape route as I was led to a concrete-block bedchamber identified by a card reading J-1121. The compartment was doorless, but what good did that do me? My fellow cellar dwellers had their own open doors, their own case numbers, their own blackmails.


After I spent a productive afternoon flushing the toilet for kicks and a rewarding night counting the cracks in the wall, Rigby returned to room J-1121—new white shirt, same red-ink splotch—and waded us back into the fluorescents.


My toilet-flushing and crack-counting had induced reflection. I’d come to realize that every OSS agent who entered the compound deliberately removed himself of identifying traits: clothing choices that divulged any personality, accents that indicated regional affiliations, car keys that disclosed propensities toward style or speed, and so on. To know one of these men was to be able to manipulate him, and before my butt hit the bench, I’d eagle-eyed Rigby’s telling detail.


His left ring finger had a tan line from a removed ring.


Reviving fighting spirits is difficult when you can still feel the sand of a Californian beach in your deepest wounds. Yet my only hope was to get this man talking, root out his weaknesses, and connive a way out of the government spotlight.


“I worry we embarked upon a false foot,” said I. “Do go on about yourself. Your wife, for instance. Does she enjoy the perks that surely come with government work?”


Though it could have been the fluorescents, I believe Rigby’s eyes flashed with alarm. He busied himself with hefting a file that dwarfed the dossier. It was a good thousand-pages thick, and he winced around his breakfast cigarette as he dropped it upon the table. The bang drew pre-coffee snarls from area sad sacks, but instead of recoiling, I grinned, the portrait of conviviality.


“It is unsporting that you possess these reams of information about me and yet I know nothing about you. If we are to work together, let us take this morn to break bread as brothers. You must have children. What are the names of the adorable little crumbsnatchers?”


My impolitic tongue could not sell such saccharine sap. Rigby sank back into default drabness and nodded at the column of paper.


“You have to read this.”


I eyeballed the impossible tome.


“I did not think you capable of wisecrackery, old sport.”


“You’ll find it divided into daily allotments.”


“Homework, is it? Cover yourself—my heart might burst with joy.”


“My superiors wish you to establish a knowledge base before proceeding.”


“Proceeding with what?”


“I’m not at liberty to—”


“Yes, of course. Here in the land of liberty, there is precious little of it to share.”


Rigby, of course, did not react. How I loathed this bland bureaucrat! I pulled back the cardstock cover and found dozens of brown envelopes, each stamped with what appeared to be a due date. I untwirled the string latch of the first day’s assignment, extracted a medley of documents, and absorbed the title page as one might a left hook:


NATIONALSOZIALISTISCHE DEUTSCHE ARBEITERPARTEI:


A Conspectus


My instinct for scholarship hadn’t changed. I crumpled the page in a fist and zinged it at Rigby. It bopped off his temple.


“You and your so-called superiors are a pack of driveling dogs if you think I shall waste good hours attempting to penetrate phrases of such poison construction! Nay, they do not even qualify as words! They are a typewriter’s vomitus, a dictionary’s entrails!”


Rigby picked the balled paper from the floor and with maddening lack of temper smoothed it flat upon the table before placing it back before me. His orders, it seemed to me, were to unwad what I wadded, tape anything I shredded, replace with mimeographed copies anything I irreparably rent. Subtle sieges, Reader, are the most insidious sort.


“The German language is agglutinative,” said he. “That means the words are long but exceedingly logical. Consult the included guides. Everything is navigable.”


He folded his hands to show that he was ready to receive my next tantrum. The act robbed me of catharsis; I cheeked my cud of cussing. After a minute, he nodded, stood, remarked that he’d return on the morrow, and left me to my cellarworld of furtive murmurers. I writhed in my seat and pretended that it was because of the paper meal I was being force-fed. The truth was more compromising: I did want to know about Rigby beyond how it might help my escape. Terse ten-minute briefings were insufficient in sating a social need I still hadn’t bled from my nature.


Bored to capitulation, I learned that evening that “Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei” was too much for anyone to handle; the world had truncated it to “Nazis.” I’d heard of them: snappy dressers, proficient marchers, makers of mischief. The implication that I was being groomed for a role at OSS, however, confused me. Perhaps they believed that my extended death had won me some depth of wisdom? Had they not noticed that I was still seventeen?


Regardless, I trudged into the narrative, which traced the founding, floundering, and flowering of the Nazi Party. The tome was interminable, yes, but I bulled through twenty pages of it before reappropriating the latter ten toward the nobler purpose of nifty paper airplanes.


Rigby sucked down three cups of coffee and three cigarettes during the next morning’s quiz. I failed—and how, but then showed off my fleet of folded aircraft. He did not seem impressed.


“This won’t please my superiors,” remarked he.


“Agreed. They will observe that my planes need coloring, and they will be right.”


Rigby unfolded each aircraft, which pissed me off, and filed each one into his folder as official documentation of my immaturity. Once finished, he pushed his blankness against me like suffocative pillows.


“What will it take to get you to focus?”


“You have a wife,” cried I, “though you refuse to tell me her name. You have children, though you pretend they do not exist. Perhaps you also have a family pet? Well, what is it, I ask you, that a pet desires? Relax, Rigby; I do not expect you to answer, for I understand how potential pet ownership is a matter of maximal national security. I shall answer the question myself—a pet desires treats.”


A curlicue of concern again dimpled his forehead.


“I was not aware that you liked . . .”


“Things? Oh, indeed. Of things I am quite fond. I am dead, sir, not retarded.”


Rigby’s jaw worked in small circles. Forced off script, he was intrigued enough that his eyes squinted one one-millionth of a degree. He took up his clipboard.


“Tell me what you’d like. I’ll see what I can do.”


So it happened that my research into Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich became entwined with obtaining every fanciful fandangle a young man could want. First, I mastered Rigby’s vocabulary words—“Deutschland” meant “Germany,” “Aryan” was the Nazi idea of a master race, blah-de-blah—and in exchange my dismal walls leapt to lusty life with pinup tootsies: Rita Hayworth bursting from a black nightie; Betty Grable swimsuited with gams that could crack a coconut; and Jane Russell prickling atop a bed of straw, her gauzy top losing its brave battle against an unbeatable bosom.


Subsequent rewards included civvies a guy could feel good about (a single-breasted sporting jacket, teardrop-patterned scarf, trilby hat) and, best of all, a 16mm projector. I had to get along with a government archive of classroom crap like “Let’s Learn about Good Posture,” auto-safety screamers like “Danger Is Your Companion,” and didactic dramas like “Sex Hygiene in the Army,” but each piece of celluloid distraction helped build a wall between myself and my fresh regrets. With Rigby, there was always more to learn and recite, brick after brick after brick.


Presently I was an internationally recognized expert in Germanic studies! Ah, Reader, I hear you sniggering; you know too well my scholarly follies. Facts zipped away from me like dandelion fluff, with one exception. Elaborate wordsmithing on Black Hand ransom notes had been the literal death of me in 1896, but still nothing tickled me like big words, of which German had an inexhaustible supply. While Rigby struggled, and failed, to feed me fortifying biscuits of basic language, I instead salivated over unwieldy delectables like Ortsgruppenfachberater, Bandenkampfabzeichen, and Ermächtigungsgesetz. Such morphemes tasted to me like rich platters of food.


Months into my miseducation, Rigby presented me with a box of three-ring binders containing a translated work by Adolf Hitler himself. I dug into the manuscript with high hopes. Any dictator’s prose, thought I, could only improve upon the artless composites of OSS typists. Entitled Mein Kampf, it led with a biographical sketch with which I could not help but identify: young Adolf’s wayward moonings in Austria, his teenage vagrancy in Vienna, his every attempt at social advance rebuffed by doubters.


From there, it bogged terribly into fathomless polemics on the failures of Marxism and the innate evils of Jews. I allowed that the Jews’ holidays were oblique and their hairstyles inadvisable, but der Führer’s beef with this “world pestilence” left me perplexed. I begged Rigby to torch the damn thing. After he refused, I purloined some paste and plastered pages from Mein Kampf to the wall for use as a projector screen. It always felt as though a particularly obnoxious audience member kept lecturing during my movies, but one does try to make the best of one’s situation.


Rigby did not approve. The poker-faced fellow almost mustered a genuine frown. He stated that he would read the book aloud to me, page by page if required. Now, that was a credible threat, and it revived my drive to find a way out. Rigby, though, had yet to divulge a single exploitable detail. I renewed the pressure. What new motion pictures had he recently seen? Had his nameless wife and indeterminate number of children gone with? Did the lot of them travel in an auto, and if so, what color was it? To all queries he gonged his tuneless refrain—I’m not at liberty to say—though, unknown to either of us, those reins of liberty were about to be flung aside.





II.



IN CLOSING, THE COMMITTEE DEEMS client J-1121 unsatisfactory. He is unambitious, uncooperative, indecent, and excitable. He rates high only in the category of confidence, so high that he is a hazard to all affiliated parties, and represents a significant risk of rebellion and/or desertion.’ ”


“Disappointing,” said I. “Not a word about my velvety singing voice.”


Rigby turned the page.


“ ‘However, the committee remains conscious of the rare opportunity that J-1121 represents, and therefore approves the agent’s recommendation that Operation Weeping Willow be put into immediate effect.’ ”


Rigby, being a robot, was incapable of displaying pride through human signifiers, though I sensed a shallowing of his forehead divot. He slipped the appraisal into an envelope, licked the adhesive gum, pounded it flat, and tucked it inside a briefcase pocket. The caution seemed inordinate; we met, for once, not in the commissary but in a private room featuring the modern marvel of a door. Through the walls I could hear the muffled reactions of others in my position. One squabbled, another sobbed, yet another rattled a locked doorknob.


Such noises do not soothe the nerves of the new draftee.


“Operation Weeping Willow, eh?” I forced a grin. “I am curious as to what a recipient of such poor grades is qualified to do.”


Rigby spun the locks on the briefcase and cleared his throat.


“In three weeks you will be air-dropped outside Berlin with the mission of assassinating Adolf Hitler.”


A laugh darted from my throat. It cracked about the concrete like a trapped sparrow. I laughed some more, expelling a whole flapping flock.


“Oh,” sputtered I. “Is that all?”


It was no joke, and I should have known it. “Joke” was as foreign to Rigby as “Nationalsozialistische” had been to me.


“Penetration into the Reich is SO’s top priority. Within that priority are what we call Targets of Precedence. More traditional methods of approach have been considered. Blowing up the rails under Hitler’s train. Poisoning his water supply. Dropping snipers onto his property in the Alps. All of them have proven too difficult.”


“But punting me off a plane, that’s easy? Am I intended to land upon his head?”


“Intelligence tells us that Hitler is consumed with the occult. He has built an entire unit that advances behind the battle front, emptying Europe of relics alleged to have mystical powers. There are rumors that he’s acquired the Holy Grail.”


“Rigby! Are we little children? These are campfire tales.”


“We have every confidence that Hitler, upon hearing about your arrival, will come to see you in person. That is when you, using a planted weapon, will implement your objective.”


“Let us pretend, just for laughs, that you are of sound mind. How in Gød’s contemptible name could you plant a weapon I could reliably access? The Nazis would have me in chains, behind bars, at the end of a hundred muzzles.”


“I’m not at liberty to say.”


“The instant I made a move, his wolves would chew me to gristle.”


“You may be harmed, that’s true. But that’s what makes you valuable. You can withstand a certain amount of harm and still achieve your mission.”


“That’s assuming I don’t break my arms, legs, and neck in the drop!”


“We drop men on Germany all the time. Once in Berlin, you’ll have a contact. This contact will make himself known to you. When you fulfill Operation Weeping Willow, this contact will coordinate coups at several key sites, setting off a chain of events that will hobble the Reich. You have no idea how many Germans, even officers and generals, believe Hitler is bringing their country to collapse. If we lead, they will follow.”


Rigby sat back, lit his eighty-fifth cigarette of the day, and waited for me to, I suppose, produce Old Glory from my pocket and begin waving it. In the adjacent room, the sobbing man had begun to scream. Wasn’t that its own answer? I crossed my arms over a heart that, had it still functioned, would have been blasting away with anxious disbelief. Wartime destruction was what I craved, but I wanted it done quickly and anonymously, and without the government I loathed doing the captaining. Rigby emitted smoke like an oil-based engine.


“The committee said you weren’t ready,” said he. “I stood up for you.”


“That ought to teach you.”


“I did it because I know the best agent is one who doesn’t follow his heart.”


I pictured the Excelsior, its whiskey gleam chilled inside an evidence locker.


“I’ll grant you that mine beats no more,” said I.


“And one who does not hold to ideals.”


“Well, I have none of those. That’s no secret.”


“And one who savors deception.”


I smashed both fists to the table—once, twice, thrice.


“Yes! Yes! Yes! So I fancy a falsehood now and again! What of it? You, Looney Bird, ask me, Dead Body, to self-invade Nazi Germany at her very apogee? When, according to billions of pages of your own research, she has expanded five hundred miles east and another thousand miles west? Where she controls Western Europe’s industrial might and Eastern Europe’s agricultural centers, not to mention the whole continent’s natural resources and the free labor of millions of conquered peoples? And then you puff your cig and lament my want of excitement?”


Rigby, in a powerful display of passion, raised his eyebrows a half inch.


“So you have been paying attention.”


I swiped the only thing available for swiping, a ceramic ashtray, and hurled it in the direction of the next-door screamer. It exploded against the wall; the screamer paused, then recommenced screaming. Rigby, having no better option, ashed upon the table.


“Sandy,” recounted I. “Age forty-four. Dead on the scene. Go on, bring back your police reports, send me up the river. It cannot be worse than this preposterous sentencing.”


Rigby, same as ever, folded his hands. His voice, though, was softer.


“I don’t want to do that. I’d rather ask you a question. What is it you’re afraid of losing that you haven’t already lost?”


Four-eyed, edge-squaring, monotone automaton though Rigby was, the U.S. Government had been shrewd in entrusting him with the hellion Zebulon Finch. This man knew my heart—or what it might have looked like had it not been drained and dried. How could I clamber through day after desolate day, knowing how I’d devastated Bridey, miscarried Merle, and forsaken Church? Were I to sport penitentiary fatigues, the grave rat of guilt would gnaw at me all the same. Furthermore, though it felt indecorous to acknowledge it, a legacy of great infamy awaited the person who pulled the trigger on Adolf Hitler.


“You wangling wretch,” hissed I. “When do I leave?”


Five days, that was it, before I was to join a Britain-bound battleship, and not one minute of it could be wasted. I was desperate to know how I would contact the Berlin spy, but Rigby was not at liberty to say, for nothing was more important than protecting a field agent. He yielded only that the signal word was “Geschenk”—in English, “gift.” Be vigilant, said he, and ready for that signal to come.


Rigby’s first exercise was flash-carding Nazi principals so that I might identify them should we cross paths. I was anxious, and that anxiety birthed adolescent ripostes. Martin Bormann, Party Chancellery Chief: “Egads! Which elephant stepped on his nose?” Hermann Göring, Reichsmarschall: “Why, look, Rigby—a two-hundred-pound baby!” Joseph Goebbels, Minister of Propaganda: “An old crone in a cabinet position? How progressive!” Heinrich Himmler, Reichsführer-SS: “No wonder the Nazis are formidable. They’ve taught rats to wear glasses!” Often the conditioning went past midnight; Rigby massaged his throbbing eyes and kept flipping.


Initially I was too frightened to request parachuting practice. But when five days shaved to two, I became frightened not to. Rigby, however, pshawed my petition. Falling from a plane, insisted he, was simplicity itself. His concerns were granular. OSS was paying good money to purchase wardrobes from European refugees and had amassed a warehouse from which to costume infiltrators in authentic fabrics, underwear, watches, and wallets. This was important, as I needed to make it into Berlin proper before giving myself up for arrest. Were I apprehended in the sticks, rural police might have their fun with me and never say a word to anyone.


The clothing was genuine, all right: It reeked of desperate sweat.


Travel by moon, drilled Rigby. Stick to forests. If you take something from a farmer, pay for it. If a confrontation becomes unavoidable, fight. Eyeballs are best gouged with fingers in tiger-claw formation. Knife strokes are most effective testicle-to-chin. No knife? Fold a piece of paper six inches by two, diagonally to a point, and drive it under the jaw. Firearm prep was saved for last. We threaded through tunnels to arrive at the underground range, where Rigby indicated paper targets hung fifteen yards away, and then he numerated the best areas for kill-shots. From his multifaceted briefcase he produced a snub-nosed, nickel-plated Smith & Wesson revolver that he introduced as the “Victory” model. Cradling it in his palms as though it were a kitten, he began, in his dullest drone, to define each part, from sight to cylinder to grip.


I rolled my eyes, nabbed it, pulled the pin, checked the chamber, flung the chamber shut, and fired six bullets into the target: three to the head, three to the chest. My cherished old Peacemaker the Victory model was not, but it felt fine to fire; the release of pent-up violence was the real Geschenk. I handed the revolver back to Rigby. His reaction was typical.


“Good. We can skip this lesson.”


“We cannot,” said I, “for I have yet to hear how I will obtain a gun in Germany.”


Was it my imagination, or did the wooden-faced Rigby wince?


“It’s next on the schedule.” He gestured toward the tunnels.


Back behind closed doors, he sat me down, did his usual hand-folding, and adopted the blank visage of one accustomed to enduring forceful objections. It was probable that every OSS agent at Rigby’s pay grade possessed this skill. It did not escape my notice that the neighborhood screamer had gone silent.


“Tonight you go into surgery.”


“Surgery? I thought you knew my eccentricities.”


“There’s a rectangular flap cut into your abdomen.”


If he’d hoped to shut me up, that did the trick. Multitudes of disfigurements had I, but none disquieted me so much. Dr. Leather had carved it into me atop a dining room table in 1913 to prove to a colleague that I couldn’t digest food. Weeks later, Merle had sewn it shut, and throughout subsequent decades I’d forced myself to make required repairs. It had been, I realized, wasted effort; I knew before Rigby spoke another word what he was planning.


“We’ll use that flap to gain access to your chest cavity. Beneath the left half of your rib cage, we’ll embed the revolver you fired today. We have surgeons preparing right now to make the insertion and remodel your outer abdomen so that the flap will be undetectable if you’re searched. When the time comes, you’ll have to . . .”


Even Rigby blanched at this.


“Extract it?” prompted I.


He offered a minuscule shrug.


“Cut with a knife if you can. But anything will work. A piece of glass, a sharp stone. The remade skin won’t be thick. You’ll need ten, twenty seconds. The gun won’t be loaded; we can’t risk it going off inside you if you fall down a flight of stairs. The bullets will be taped to the handle. Insert them, fire, and keep firing. It’s that simple.”


Was it? Death had lurked within me for some time, but now I’d evolved into a dischargeable weapon. I nodded assent, but my head felt heavy, my neck weak, my body hollow. The surgeons, at least, could save their anesthesia for men who needed it.


For my last night in America, Rigby procured for me a legitimate Hollywood picture, thankfully one not headlining Bridey Valentine. It was called The Lady Eve, and across the curled pages of Mein Kampf cavorted scheming Barbara Stanwyck and gullible Henry Fonda. Everything ended in love; I rewound the reels and watched it again, then again, all night. It was a comedy, but I did not have time to laugh. Harder than I’d ever worked at one of Rigby’s lessons, I labored to memorize every detail of this clean, happy, flirtatious world. Chances were, thought I, I’d never see its like again. Would anyone?





III.



IN THE NIGHT SKY OVER Amsterdam I was handed a brass snap-case small enough to tuck into a palm. Inside were three colored capsules. Rigby shouted straight into my ear over the dual-engine roar. The white one, said he, would knock out a grown man for five hours. The blue one, benzedrine sulfate, was used to combat fatigue. The third one was an L-pill—a suicide pill—encased in white rubber so that it could be swallowed without effect. Biting on it, however, would release a lethal dose of cyanide.


Psychological boons to the average grunt, but to me, worthless. Rigby, though, was a stickler for protocol, and I buckled the case inside one of my roughly one thousand pockets. This took time, so encumbered was I with twenty pounds of parachute and fifty pounds of associated gear: a zippered jumpsuit baggy enough to fit over civilian clothes, chin-strapped helmet, goggles, leather gloves, rubber-cushioned boots, life jacket, raincoat, compass, flashlight, wire cutters, trowel, and knife, should my chute need to be cut down from a tree.


Unlike most paratroopers, I forwent rations and guns, instead filling their spaces with five hundred reichsmarks of cash as well as the currency that could truly buy favors in Germany: chocolate, canned meat, liquor, cigarettes, and nylons.


The thundering fuselage of the C-53 Skytrooper was big enough to fit twenty jumpers, but that night only Rigby and I rattled about. The ride was too rocky for drinking, yet Rigby glugged coffee from a thermos. Smoking was forbidden, yet he hadn’t quit puffing. I’d been heartened that OSS had furloughed the bespectacled flyweight from his natural habitat of fluorescents, before realizing they’d done it only to limit my interactions to a single agent: under torture, there would be minimal data I could spill.


We’d embarked from a darkened air field outside London. Rigby explained that MI6, British Intelligence, was leery of American cowboys like us undoing years of their judicious maneuvering. But the plane that transported us was itself RAF, Royal Air Force, the result of a U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff arrangement known by fewer than ten people on earth. Why use RAF? Because their pilots were, said Rigby, “nuts,” a description he applied admiringly.


Hour after hour, a soccer ball with Hitler’s face drawn on it rolled up and down the cabin. I booted it when it came close—practice, you might say, for the real thing. Polish crackled from the cockpit radio until we entered airspace rich in Flugzeugabwehrkanone (that’s “anti-aircraft flak” to you, Civilian) and the Nazi stealth fighters known as “bogeys.” Our Skytrooper made abrupt banks and shifts in altitude. We were slung about; the Hitler-ball bounced wall to wall, floor to ceiling; the Smith & Wesson sewn inside my chest rattled against my ribs, and I was grateful that it was unloaded.


Rigby noticed my disquiet, scooted close, and shouted into my ear.


“We did a drop once. Can’t say where or when. Three men. Top secret. Months of prep. It’s night. We make the drop. Wind picks up. Men drift into a Wehrmacht unit watching a film outdoors. Our men come down right in front of the screen. Germans laughed so hard, one of our guys got away.”


I gave him a dry stare.


“You think this makes me feel better?”


Rigby shrugged.


“It’s January. Too cold for outdoor movies.”


A whistle from the cockpit indicated T-minus five minutes. My stomach plummeted. Seconds later, an actual plummet—the Skytrooper dropping to jumping altitude. I tried to unbuckle myself from the seat, but my hands shook. Rigby reached over, did the job. With the help of fuselage bars, I lifted myself, affixed my goggles, and tested my parachute straps, then again, then again. My knees waffled. I was numb with terror. Eleven years ago, I’d white-knuckled a flight from New York to Los Angeles, and here I was, only my second time in a plane, and I was about to jump out of it?


A green bulb above the jump hole lit up. My disciplined, professional instinct was to take my fist and shatter the smug piece of shit before Rigby saw it, but he was already giving the pilot a thumbs-up. He unlatched the door; the moan of wind became a scream. Darkness, horsewhips of fog, moonlight daggering from unspecified waters. No geography to be seen, no bearings to be had—no, no, no!


I turned to Rigby, frantic to plead prudence, but the man who until that instant had betrayed only what emotion a forehead dimple could divest, was—Reader, about this I would not jest—smiling. A river system of wrinkles had grown from the corners of his eyes, and in their winding loops I read histories of laughter and romance; barbecues and picnics; sports fandom and pet care; the million other fishing holes in which the American male, myself not included, cast his rod.


He held out his cigarette.


I grabbed it, inhaled, and then watched smoke waft from a dozen open wounds. I dropped the butt, saw it blink away into the night, and then glanced back to Rigby to find him extending a hand. I regarded it like a grenade before accepting it; thus was my first physical contact with the agent a crushing handshake. In hindsight, I should not have been surprised. Rigby, too, wore a suit of one thousand pockets, each packed with more fortitude than I’d ever know.


“My wife’s name is Janet and we have six children. Roy, Sandra, Walter, Patty, Stanley, and Florence.”


Allen Rigby was, finally, at liberty to say.


I smiled back; I could not help it.


“How do you know that I won’t do what your bosses warned, and run away?”


Rigby winked and gave my hand a final, firm pump.


“I don’t.”


I shook my head at the beaming fool, and then, taking a full-body influx of cold atmosphere, faced the roiling black universe. The time to step into the abyss was now! Wait, wait—now. Hold on. Hold on. And—now. No! Wait. Wait. Now! Now! Go, go, go! No, not just yet. Now? The green light was blinking—yes, now, you twit, now!


In the end, it was Adolf Hitler, or at least a soccer ball resembling him, that provoked the plunge. A buffet of wind caused the Skytrooper to tip its wings; I stumbled for balance, and my foot landed atop the ball. So it was entirely without grace that I went somersaulting out of humanity’s steel-and-screw placenta and into nature’s amniotic oblivion.


Indeed, the plunge was twin to la silenziosità, though even shorter-lived. Like many a novice jumper before me, I yanked the ripcord the moment my primal brain recalled its existence. The breathless slapping of the wind’s millions of palms ceased as I was jerked upward. Rightside-up again, I throttled the harness, fumbled for the steering line, and ogled upward to make sure the suspensions hadn’t tangled.


It was several overwrought seconds before I accepted the nighttime shushing. I quit my infant thrashing and let myself be cradled—by Gød’s own hand, I’d say, if I didn’t know the bastard better. A sleeping world unsheeted itself: Lilliputian landscapes of teensy trees, bitty barns, and pygmy paths. I permitted a breeze to sweep me parallel to the earth so that I might catalogue each wonder. There in the ether I was neither of nor other; I floated on silvered currents in which I had no history, no regrets, no grief.


I wished it never to end.


So, yes, Reader, I drifted a bit off-course from the intended drop zone of a sugar-beet field. Instead I touched down in a frost-crusted stretch of wild grass, where the chute dragged me ten yards before dropping atop me like an avalanche of snow. From on high, the environs had seemed agrarian enough, but I dared not dally. I slashed my way free, stripped myself of jumpsuit and related paraphernalia, and then bunched them inside the chute and used my trowel to dig a hole beneath an overhang of trees. There, as trained, I buried all evidence of my arrival and checked my compass bearings.


Rigby had gone to lengths to show me aerial maps in case I needed to self-navigate. The maps, though, had been confusing, and I recalled only the overarching directive: go southeast. It was night; there was nothing to stop me. I crept through forests, copses, and vineyards, and when I had to dart across roads, I did so unobserved. It was by dawn’s slate shading that I stumbled upon dangers—a pastoralist and son digging fence-post holes, two women crossing a field with baskets of eggs, a rabble of children with lunch pails beginning a trek to school. Each German looked skeptical, and to each I mumbled the talismanic “Heil Hitler” before scurrying.


Dabergotz? Stöffin? Buskow? Were these, or were they not, villages about which Rigby had briefed me? Blast all those nights I’d spent watching movies instead of studying! On the periphery of a farm in Wustrau, I found an abandoned, slanting barn and squatted to wait out the daylight.


That night near Kremmen, I found, to my relief, road signs to Berlin. I had a fifty-kilometer walk ahead of me (and no clear concept of what a “kilometer” entailed), so I doubled my pace, even as travel became more taxing. At night, cars, trucks, and even tanks ran the roads, and swastika-banded sentinels operated roadblocks; my woodland trajectories, meanwhile, were stymied by barbed-wire barricades. I could not make it into Berlin, not that night, and wiled away the following day among the feathers and pellets of an outmoded chicken coop.


On the third night, I buried inside hedges my money and any tools that might be construed as weapons and used my wire cutters to pioneer a path into the northwestern perimeter of Berlin. I perceived only silence and cobblestone; like the London I’d glimpsed, the city went dark at night to complicate air raids, and I felt like the lone survivor of absolute annihilation. Not quite; I heard a whistle blowing to my right, then German shouts, none of them friendly. I stopped in the middle of a street and steadied myself for impact before turning around.


The footfalls came softly but as quickly as wolves’—four men in white-piped olive-brown tunics spiffed by rank insignia, flattop caps, and knee-high jackboots. Red swastikas banded their biceps, and their black-gloved hands were at their sidearms. They encircled me, hot breath congealing the cold, barking wolf-calls I couldn’t understand. I kept my arms over my head and tried not to show fear, for wolves could smell it. Reader, it was a challenge, for not all of my studies under Rigby had been in vain. I knew these uniforms on sight.


Geheime Staatspolizei—the Gestapo.





IV.



THE GESTAPO FORAGED MY POCKETS for detritus emblematic of Berliners: house keys cut from regional templates, matchbooks of local branding, ticket stubs to district entertainments. Unsatisfied, one of the police took my hand to check for nicotine stains (Germany suffered widespread tobacco shortages) and gasped at its deadness. He dropped the hand, hissed a word, and that, Dearest Reader, was that.


I was handcuffed, hooded, and shoved into a backseat. Panic not, I told myself. This is all according to plan. The auto hugged a hundred hairpin turns before it jolted to a halt and I was heaved back to my feet. A baton prodded my vertebrae, and I blundered blindly across a threshold and into what sounded like an aviary, chirping as it was with German jeers, and into a chamber degrees darker and colder. There the blindfold was removed and I found myself in a jail cell resembling the one in California, except that this one was too clean, as if recently hosed.


Three Gestapo gorillas, fresh and hairy, stood stretching their muscles. A doctorly sort instructed me to remove my clothing. I detested this routine but did what he asked. He applied rubber gloves and conducted a physical that, let us just say, was scrupulous. Rigby’s surgeons, thankfully, had been talented. The physician detected neither my patched stomach nor the weapon beneath my ribs. The gorillas, though, turned away, appalled by my purplish pallor, arid open wounds, and eunuch groin. The instant the examination concluded, the Gestapo hurled prison-issue shirt and trousers at my face—silly, really, considering what had to come next.


Rigby, that straightest of shooters, had described the typical scenario. Gestapo custom was to disorient new captives with a nice-to-meet-you drubbing. The Reich’s security office, the Reichssicherheitshauptamt (what a word!), limited its agents to twenty-five strikes with a stick per prisoner. But the Gestapo was more imaginative than sticks! Their unofficial tool set included soldering irons, skull rings, testicle vises, anal electrodes, and other items too tawdry to enumerate in the refined company of my Dearest Reader.


As I dressed, my mantra grinded like teeth: all according to plan, all according to plan, all according to plan. My insusceptibility to pain would bring me to the attention of a senior officer, then an officer senior to that, and so on, until word reached Hitler. The path of travail was corporeal and therefore nothing for a corpse to fear.


Why, then, did I tremble like a boy of twitching nerves and pumping blood?


Before the trio of silverbacks could land a single punch, a Babel of arrival erupted. Through the wall boomed a sonorous voice, first merry, then damnatory. One of the Gestapo muttered an odd, short word—Lüth—and his mates cursed. Thrown locks cracked through the jail like gunshots, and the dark walkway was blasted by a big, bright beam of sun or, as I came to discern, a person, huger even than the gorillas.


He was both colossus and child: seven feet tall but pudgy and pink-cheeked, his gemstone eyes sparkling from above corpulent cheeks while a curled imperial mustache sprung with every long stride. Though it was but midday, he wore the evening attire of a country squire: shirt, bowtie, and waistcoat—all snow-white—beneath a powder-blue suit draped in silver aiguillettes. The ensemble was tailored to fit, but still the man’s pot belly protruded, creating the impression not of an idle overeater but rather of a white whale breaching the surface. Strapped to his belt, quite insanely, was a beveled mjölnir, the kind of square-headed hammer the Norse mythological god Thor used to obliterate mountains.


The Gestapo clearly resented this impediment to bloodletting, but nonetheless stood at attention and saluted. The giant returned a sieg heil, but one of distraction. Quickly I shuffled through Rigby’s flashcards. Could this be cross-eyed Joachim von Ribbentrop, Foreign Minister? Or dapper Albert Speer, Minister of Armaments and War Production? No; I was quite sure I’d never before seen this gussied-up grizzly.


He galloped past the Gestapo, skidded to a halt two feet away, and bent from stratospheric height to gain better perspective on my face. He mashed his lips to suppress gales of giddiness, pushed aside the mjölnir, and unclipped from his belt a leather satchel. In Dr. Leather’s lab I’d met my share of worrisome implements but none so bizarre as the gadget this man extracted.


It was a slide rule, a tool capable of kindling panic in any young student, except that this one was crossbarred with needle-nosed calipers and hinged with a pair of arachnid arms. He came straight at my face with it; I, of course, juked and prepared a punch. He chuckled, his mustache points tightening, and showed me his palms—see how pink and innocent? Gingerly he placed the top caliper against my eyebrow, drew down its partner until it was snug beneath my chin, and then recorded the measurements upon a pad of paper. He used the same procedure to measure my nose, length and width, and the diameter of my skull.


The man giggled approval.


More surprises crawled from the satchel. Next came a svelte cigarette case, except that instead of smokes it contained twelve glass eyeballs, the irises ranging from sky to chestnut. He held each false eye alongside my own to make a match. Finally he brought forth a short rod from which dangled thirty tiny ponytails of human hair. He draped them gently over my forehead until he had matched my hair tone as well. He returned to his pad of paper, noted the findings, and turned the page.


“Your name, if you please.”


Beneath his German accent, my melodious mother tongue!


“Zebulon Finch,” exclaimed I. “Oh, thank you, thank you.”


His cheeks chubbed into a grin.


“From ‘Fink’—German surname.”


“Is that right? How wonderful.”


“Location of birth?”


“America. That is, Chicago.”


“Chicago! One-sixth German population. One-sixth!”


“Marvelous,” said I.


He lowered his voice to a volume better suited for scurrility.


“Are there Slavs in your hereditary line?”


“Slavs?” What were Slavs? “Heavens, no.”


“And Jews? Forgive the question, but we must know.”


I shrugged. “I don’t think so.”


He grimaced an apology. “Again, Mr. Finch, I beg forgiveness. But your ancestry must be free of Jewry through 1800. Is this something you can credibly verify?”


His hesitation made good sense, for a typical seventeen-year-old would have been born in 1926, multiple generations displaced from his forefathers. To the contrary, Abigail Finch had brought me into this wretched world in 1879, thus was it easy for me to confirm heritage.


“There is no question,” said I. “No Jews.”


The men I’d known who sported clipboards—Leather, Roseborough, Rigby—liked to keep them close, but this stranger let his drop. It clattered to the cell floor; I jumped; he clapped his gigantic hands once; I jumped again. He raised his conjoined fists in celebration and expelled an elated exclamation.


“Mein Bruder!”


His gargantuan paw gobbled mine and shook it as a dog does a rabbit.


My bafflement in that moment is, I think, forgivable, though in reflection there is no misconstruing the reason for his euphoria. Is it possible, Dearest Reader, that we have journeyed so far into my somber saga without a description of my basic physical features? ’Tis an oversight due for rectification.


Zebulon Finch is blond-haired, blue-eyed, pale-faced, strong-shouldered.


In short, the Aryan ideal.


“This glorious winter morning I was instructing a unit of Stapostellen regarding the relevance of the Futharkh Runes, a task I undertake on behalf of our beloved SS, when one of my students described to me the curious physical state of an apprehended American. I closed the lesson at once, for I knew that it was you! Years, Herr Finch, have I dreamt of this moment!”


“I am sorry,” said I. “You know me?”


“Ja, ja! In Europe there exist academicians of the obscure, and in such circles you are spoken of, most often in disbelief. But have I doubted? Nein! I knew you must be real.”


“Well, you speak English. That’s enough for me.”


“Ja, Ich spreche Englisch! Also do I parle français and Latine loqui, if you have a preferred lingua franca.”


“English,” said I. “Please.”


He rubbed his hands with elation enough that the mjölnir whirled.


“Come, come! Let me deliver my distinguished guest from this uncivilized lodging. There is so much I wish to learn from you. So many concepts I wish to deliberate!”


From scared scraps I built a smile.


“That sounds very agreeable. Only—my effusive apologies—I am an ignorant boy. To whom do I speak?”


“Ach!” He gripped the head of the mjölnir, snapped his heels, and drew himself to full girth and height. “Udo Christof von Lüth, head of the Deutsche Volksforschung und Volkskunde, Schrift und Sinnbildkunde of the Forschüngs und Lehregemeinschaft des Ahnenerbe, facilitator of the Wahrheitsgesellschaft, dedicated völkisch scholar, and very soon, I hope, der Führer’s modest, deferential Minister of the Occult. I exist only to serve you!”


Even for an aficionado of Nazi nouns like myself, this was gibberish, save a scintilla of the spectacular. Future Minister of the Occult? If this von Lüth fellow was about to be inducted into Hitler’s inner circle, this chance meeting would gobsmack even the unsmackable Rigby! I’d bungle it if I didn’t keep my head. Oh, it was a grim struggle for a loose-lipper like myself to weigh words prior to their utterances, but I’d been coached to give a statement, and once I began its recitation, I felt closer to Rigby. Despite the war-torn miles, the lie bonded us.


“If, as you say, you wish to know my heart’s desire, I will disclose it. Your great führer, I would do anything to meet him. It is why I have defected. In America, I am not appreciated. They prize progress, which is well and good, but in doing so neglect the mysteries of the old world of which I am a part—of which we all are a part. Adolf Hitler, though—there is a man who appreciates humanity’s past.”


Von Lüth’s eyes wobbled within cataracts of tears. He clasped his hands at his sternum as if a curtain were falling and he were impatient to applaud.


“You are a faun, Herr Finch, and your words are a pan flute played from our most enchanted of forests. Der Führer has the most curious mind; he will adore you! He and I are great friends, and it shall be my honor to ensure that your dream is realized. But first, these Gestapo who have mistreated you, forgive them. They are true-hearted but not so good at visualizing the future of the Reich. Though quite good, if I may say so, at the tactics required to make that future happen. Ja?”





V.



VON LÜTH SIGNED PAPERS RELEASING me into his custody, and, dressed again in my civilian wear, I followed him into the leather backseat of a silver-fendered, diesel-engined Mercedes 260D sedan, capped by a hood-ornament swastika over the grinning grill. We pulled from Gestapo Headquarters, and I craned my neck to read the infamous address: 8 Prinz Albrechtstrasse, Berlin, SW 11. OSS training be damned. Here was a shortcut to pulling off Operation Weeping Willow! Though von Lüth’s lavish ensemble denoted no specific Reich faction, a black uniform with lightning-bolt patches identified his driver, whom he called Kuppisch, as SS, the Schutzstaffel, the most feared military division of all. Kuppisch had a bulldog underbite and mistreated our elegant auto as if it were an obstinate mule.


Berlin was a city of insignia. Uniforms, caps, and visors of black and beige, navy and gray, and green and olive painted stripes of order onto streets otherwise lacking. While I had stagnated in a D.C. dungeon, Allied air raids had churned half of Berlin to rubble. Von Lüth’s bulldog rocketed the Mercedes around gnarled craters, between foothills of scorched brick, and beneath the shadows of brave walls that had withstood shellings. Even there, crisp Nazi flags flapped from existing windows, a field of blood-bright poppies.


This is why they shall lose the war, thought I. Their budget is wasted on flags.


We parked against a curb twenty minutes away from the nearest bomb site. I frowned through the window. Seeing how my escort was the grand marshal of a parade of honorifics, I had expected a sprawling estate, not a proletariat three-story, six-unit apartment building. Kuppisch opened the car door (for von Lüth; to me, he shook slobbery jowls) and took a guard dog’s position, rifle held like a prized bone. Von Lüth marched into the building, and I followed.


He glided past a snoring lobby attendant and with startling grace bounded up two flights of stairs before unlocking a thoroughly unremarkable top-floor unit. But of course! thought I. Those wily Germans hid their top officers in plain sight! Alas, the interior offered further disappointment. No butler bowed; no maid demurred; no domestic hovered. The three-room abode was barren and dust-bunnied, but von Lüth showed no shame. He strode into the kitchenette and plucked an apple from one of a dozen baskets. Each contained, amid its cargo of fruit or bread or dessert, an envelope.


“Presents! They are the burden of being a confidant of der Führer.” He raised his pitch through a full mouth. “ ‘Herr von Lüth, here is Sauerbraten for you, here is Spätzele, here is cake.’ I cannot refuse such generosities during days of rationing. To the proletariat class, it means so much.”


I felt as if hooked to Leather’s Isolator oxygen tank; the needle of my skepticism leapt. It seemed absurd that a highborn crony of Hitler’s would live in a pauperism comparable to what Church and I had endured in the 1920s. I toed forth.


“Your favor cheers them. A man of your stature, sampling their wares.”


Von Lüth simpered his pleasure and pointed at the ceiling.


“No more gloomy walls. Let us ascend to the sun!”


You might take this as metaphor, as did I, but it was literal. Von Lüth took a dangling piece of rope and pulled down a hatch. From it unfolded a wooden ladder. He scampered up the steps, looking in his powder-blue suit like a gigantic boy straight from Sunday School. He unlatched a metallic overhead door, and sunlight dumped down like grave dirt. Not an attic but the roof—ah, now there was the place to hold a clandestine congress of Party bigwigs!


For a third time, expectations were obviated. The flat roof was not of brick, nor tar, nor shingle, but rather of lush German forest. Herculean effort had been spent sodding the roof with two feet of soil. Grass grew to spite the cold, as did shrubs, evergreens, and—the sincerest sign of life—tangles of weeds.


Von Lüth dandled a leaf twixt finger and thumb and flattened his nose against tree bark as if snuffling for sap. I followed him across the grass until he arrived at a small facsimile of a Neolithic stone circle. There he reclined against a three-foot boulder (who had lugged that up there?), unmindful of his clean suit; indeed, he appeared to relish dirtying it. He crossed his ankles near a miniature creek filled with rainwater, and clouded the January air with a contented exhale.


Books were scattered about with the nonchalance of pebbles, each one dog-eared, antlered with inserted notes, foxed from the elements, and clad in jackets of damp leaves. It was here, not the apartment, where von Lüth logged research hours.


He pounded the mjölnir against transplanted earth.


“Sit, sit. You and I, we are like Hitler and Stalin before the nastiness: We have a nonaggression pact!”


My unease deepened. Here I was, a loaded weapon keen to be fired, and this oversized claimant upon the title of Minister of Occult wished to lounge about cold grass? I kicked aside a rain-stained file folder, plucked a few pencils from the dirt, and sat. Von Lüth, oblivious of my mounting disquietude, sighed.


“Modern life! It demands a city address. Whether that city is my Berlin or your Chicago, it is the same. Eins, it is loud. Zwei, it is dirty. Drei, it clouds brain and soul with industrial anxieties. In my heart, I am a simple burgher, and the work I do at the Ahnenerbe, our institute of historical research, is toward one goal: to bring my countrymen back to their völkisch roots, which so long ago anointed us as the chosen people.”


“ ‘Völkisch,’ ” ventured I. “Related to our word ‘folklore,’ perhaps?”


Von Lüth’s face lit up.


“Young, virgin minds are the most receptive to the tenets of Volkstum!”


Young? Virgin? I ignored both hilarities.


“I am sure that you are right,” said I. “Say, shouldn’t we be making arrangements?”


“Before we work in tandem, it is useful that you understand how everything begins with this.” He indicated his wrist: naked, pudgy, vulnerable. “Blood—Blut.” Next, he pinched a bit of soil, placed it onto his tongue. “Soil—Boden. Blood and soil, Blut und Boden: the primeval urgency of the Germanic peoples to reclaim the land of their inheritance. It is why there is war.”


“Blood and soil. Both elements of which I possess too little.”


“Why, then, you are like Germany! We call it Lebensraum, the moral right of the robust races to displace the sickly ones that poison defenseless lands. Your United States are proficient in these matters. Surely you have witnessed one race wrest property from another?”


Four years I’d spent cracking skulls in Chicago’s Little Italy; six years I’d toiled in poverty in Manhattan’s Chinatown. You could not pace either metropolis without seeing the waving banners of this or that clan of immigrants. Block after block, pride versus pride; of course blood was spent onto soil—or, as it was, concrete.


The gun in my chest felt as ineffectual as a penny; it galled me.


“This is the rationale for conquering the whole of Europe? It is convenient if you are German.”


Von Lüth rolled tight the tips of his mustache.


“Herr Finch possesses a Socratic spirit! Nein, my intelligent new friend, nein. The notion that der Führer intends to turn our continent into a killing floor is laughable. We Germans are linked to our Nordic roots through the balance of the farm, the renewing rituals of sun and moon. These principles, not violence, will water the fields of the Tausendjähriges Reich—the Thousand-Year Reich.”


There was a rustle amid the brush. We both turned to see fronds undulate and a swath of grass shiver. Von Lüth yawped in joy.


“Look! A diligent little squirrel! Or perhaps a friendly badger! You see? Even in this capital of brick and steel, Earth’s creatures find a way to commune with the soil. Industrialization is a carousel, ever turning, and only a revolutionary like Hitler has the power to properly manage it. You said yourself, Herr Finch, America marches to the drumbeat of progress. The entire world moves so quickly, never considering what is lost along the way.”


Quickly? Oh, indeed! Almost five bombastic decades had passed so far in my seventeenth year. Against better judgment, I was intrigued. Nazi though he was, von Lüth had guided me from a pulverized Berlin to this flourishing oasis. Was it possible that I, like Germany, suffered so that one day I, too, might clear away the smoke of battle and find within it rebirth? Might there be further ladders yet to climb? Von Lüth had been right in calling me young. I felt like a confused child before a lecturing adult. I cradled my weary face in my hands.


When next I peeked, von Lüth was prowling about, the seat of his pants smirched with grass. He checked behind the boulder and then hopped across the creek to investigate a shrub. Finally, in the perfectly illogical storage spot of a tree limb, he located a small chalkboard. He wiped from existence dozens of symbols with his sleeve and produced a kernel of yellow chalk. To my great surprise, he kneeled in the soft soil at my side and gripped my shoulder with a huge, heavy paw.


Any thoughts of casting the hand aside were erased by the mildness of his whisper.


“It hurts me to see you so burdened. This alienation and melancholy you feel? The cause is obvious. Year after year you live, and yet no one has given you reason to rejoice. Will you allow me to try? For fifteen years after the travesty of the Versailles Treaty, we Germans looked at nothing but our muddy, unworthy feet, until a man rose up so high that we, too, began to lift our heads. Now we look toward the fire of a rising dawn. So should you.”


Dirty Nazi. Hateful Hun. Vulgar German. None of the slurs stirred in me the expected satisfaction. Stranger only than the spot on earth where I found myself was the compassion being offered. Not once, after all, had Rigby tried to ease my pain. I gestured, rather rudely, for von Lüth to go ahead, chalk what he needed to chalk, anything so that I might be relieved from being the focus of kindness.


Mercifully, he did so. Upon the board he drew the simplest shape.
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“Let us begin with the circle, the symbol of creation, destruction, and regeneration, revolving around what we call the solar year, the time it takes to align the planets with the next house of the zodiac—in terrestrial terms, 25,868 years. A scholar of distinction named Madame Blavatsky once studied a text called the Stanzas of Dzyan, kept hidden for centuries in a Himalayan monastery, and from it learned that within each solar cycle evolves the ‘root-races.’ ”


“A secret text that no one else has seen? Why, it must be true.”


Von Lüth laughed, his baby-cheeks shining.


“Your doubt is invigorating! Madame Blavatsky, I assure you, was welcomed to many mysterious places: the subterranean Babylonian city of Agadi, the Shamballah oasis in the Gobi Desert—ancient, forgotten archives of esoteric insight. Blavatsky left behind directions; of course, to protect them, they were left in code. At the Ahnenerbe, we work to unlock the codes, rediscover these wells of wisdom, and with them prove the German right of dominion.”


“Is that all? No harnessing of black-magic hocus-pocus?”


He chuckled and raised his hands as if admitting guilt.


“The mystagogue you speak of was the clairvoyant Guido Karl Anton List, the bearded old godfather of völkisch mysticism. When List was but a child, his family visited the catacombs of Saint Stephen’s Cathedral, and there the lad was compelled to kneel before an altar and swear to build a temple to the Norse gods. This he did, though that temple came in the shape of a book, his 1914 classic of symbology, a response to the long occupation of our fatherland by Roman Catholics.”


At the word “Catholics,” von Lüth drew a cross within the circle.
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“List’s reading of ancient runes traced the origins of the Germanic people to a cult called Armanen, the very flesh of the god Wōden, whom you might know as Wôdan or Uuôden or Odin. This is not to be taken lightly, Herr Finch. What sort of people do you think are birthed from gods?”


“A lucky people,” said I. “Too lucky, I think.”


“I might agree, except for the irrefutability of List’s predictions! He reported that the Armanen cult would return—and today we have our National Socialist Party. He reported that there would be a ‘Strong One from Above’ who would mend our divided people—and today we have der Führer. He reported that 1932 would be the year during which our unconscious desire to reunify would coalesce—and, if we can forgive List one year in error, Hitler became Chancellor in 1933. So again we see the pattern of life’s cycles. And when those patterns break, they break in places not at all random.”


Von Lüth thumbed away four bits of the chalk circle.
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“If I follow,” said I, “what you suggest is that Hitler is no mere man. He is the embodiment of the German will.”


“What a pleasure to hear such insight spoken in the American accent! Now, pay close attention. In the 1890s, Jörg Lanz began collecting the beliefs of List and others into an arena of study known as Ariosophy, the proper, and long overdue, study of the Aryan race. I will bother you not with the process, only the findings: that Germans are embodied with what, in English, I can only call ‘goodness.’ ”


I rolled my eyes within dry sockets.


“I can think of a country or two that might disagree.”


“The term is insufficient,” confessed he, “for the quality of goodness does not bring Aryans much good. Instead, it burdens us with a most dreadful responsibility. It becomes our duty to become dentists and extract from our land the rot of the Untermensch—the subhuman.”


“Subhumans—I take it that these are the Jews?”


“Lanz’s monograph on the subject is quite convincing. It is titled Theozoologie oder die Kunde von den Sodoms-Äfflingen und dem Götter-Elektron. Ah, but to translate? Let us just say that “Sodoms- Äfflingen” means “sodomite apelings.” That conveys the essence, ja? I shall read you a passage! I have a copy right here. Where is it now?”


But this seminal masterwork was not to be found in weeds, grass, brook, or tree. Kicking mud from his shoes, von Lüth shrugged.


“I cannot find it,” said he.


“Perhaps this is symbolic?”


“You have such wonderful oomph! To condense: Our shared racial memory recalls the historic evils of the Jew. Jörg Lanz wrote that every German is anti-Semite by blood, and I, Udo Christof von Lüth, say that all a German wants is for that blood to be stirred! This is der Führer’s purpose, to bring mankind back into harmony with nature. Which circles us back to here, to this roof, among this beautiful greenery. You too, Herr Finch, are Germanic, and thus you too have a purpose on this Earth, a reason to keep existing. What was confusion is hereby straightened into order.”


At “straightened,” von Lüth did just that to the four arms of his symbol.
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He cracked the chalk against the board.


“The swastika—the National Socialist Party did not invent it out of air! I curate at the Ahnenerbe a collection of relics engraved with this potent symbol. Macedonian battle helmets over two thousand years old. Chinese paintings from the Han Dynasty. A mammoth tusk that we date at 10,000 BC. The swastika, according to Madame Blavatsky, is the sign of Agnine, god of sun, of fire, of creation itself, as well as the sign of the Aryan. The mind spins, does it not? How deep go mankind’s ancient rivalries, all of which must end with the same circular—and, yes, bloody—results?”


My chin bobbed above the choppy waters of von Lüth’s obsession.


“I don’t know. I am lost.”


“To the contrary, you are found! You are the swastika, Herr Finch! Like it, you exist out of time. What makes you certain that you were born when you say? Is it not possible that, in some manner, you have always existed? That you are a guide, as was Blavatsky, List, and Lanz, here to lead us through the valleys of death and into the hills of glory?”


His sumptuous words handled my misbegotten ego with satin gloves. I sank into fantasy, picturing myself as a series of characters careening across history. I was Judas Iscariot, jingling my purse after giving old Jesus a killer’s kiss. I was Caligula, limp from sensational whoring, bloody to the elbows from the maidens I’d tossed to the lions. I was Vlad the Impaler, leering at tens of thousands of men on spits. I was John Wesley Hardin, stabbing school chums, shooting loud snorers, staining the desert dust red.


I ripped free from the trance.


“Do you mean to bring me to Hitler or not?”


“Of course.” He shrugged. “It is my duty as a German.”


“We need not wait, then, until you are named Minister of the Occult?”


Von Lüth flapped a hand.


“It is, how do you say in English—a semantic matter? Der Führer opens new offices like ordinary men open canned meats. My title, I promise you, is imminent. Next week, next month? There is a rush?”


“I am impatient. It is a flaw.”


He paused, hefted the mjölnir into both hands, and considered its weight, which was, I assure you, lethal.


“Eagerness of this sort might make a German doubt the authenticity of your defection,” said he. “You do not, after all, seem to have a defector’s political leanings.”


The revolver in my chest woke as if from nightmare, thrashing and feverish and wanting out of bed. Had this rooftop discourse been a test I’d failed? I cut glances at the stones at my feet. Were any sharp enough to cut through my abdomen so that I might have a chance against this hammer-swinging hulk?


Von Lüth relaxed against his boulder like a beached beluga.


“Your purpose in coming to Berlin may be what you say it is. It may not. In truth, it is immaterial. You have a new purpose now, alongside me, and I know that you will appreciate it.” He aimed the mjölnir eastward. “Right now our Führer is in Eastern Prussia, presiding over victory. This will mean a period of waiting. But do not show me your long face, my eager Aryan! I will make a personal request to Himmler, who will, I am certain, arrange our meeting with Hitler. This is acceptable, ja?”


Himmler? Heinrich Luitpold Himmler? Second-most-powerful figure in the Third Reich? Rigby’s hair, what was left of it, would erupt into flame at such a proposition. I tightened my dead muscles into marionette tensity and pulled the string that made me nod, as if this were merely the next page in an OSS script that I’d practiced for months.


I, the living swastika, would wait for the next turn of the circle.





VI.



THE ENSUING WEEKS IN NAZI Germany were oddly pleasant. When not at the Ahnenerbe, von Lüth held court upon the roof, interspersing occult orations with animated meditations upon the enigma of Zebulon Finch. He begged to hear of my every stumble and clamber, and never desisted with inquiries. I capitulated, though at a controlled pace, for Hitler dawdled at the Eastern Front and—I shall admit the truth—I enjoyed our exchanges. Von Lüth was no probing Leather; there were no experiments, no notes. He was no dispassionate Rigby, either; he would listen, spellbound like a child, and when my words moved him beyond response, he would pounce like a bear and embrace me harder than I’d ever been embraced, and I would let him, and, Dearest Reader, I would like it.


Von Lüth came to know more about Zebulon Finch than anyone else alive, and the knowledge only magnified his interest. Perhaps, then, I should not have been surprised the day he returned from the post office waving an opened envelope. He pushed aside a gift basket of candy and pressed the letter upon the counter so that I might share in his joy. I could not read it, but it was typed, signed, and stamped upon Party letterhead, and within the garble I found my full name.


“Have you made me a Nazi?” asked I.


Von Lüth’s slap upon my back drove me into the counter.


“Were only my powers so great! Nein, but this document will afford you some of the benefits. This is an Ahnenpass. It attests to your racial heritage. Keep it with you. Do not lose it. Should there be trouble, should you be bothered by the Gestapo, these papers indicate that you are under the supervision of Udo Christof von Lüth and should be returned unharmed to this address.”


“Returned? Am I being sent away?”


I winced at my pitch of panic. Von Lüth clucked his tongue as if I were a nestling anxious about kindergarten.


“Tomorrow I deliver a lecture in Kassel. It is part of my work for the Ahnenerbe. This will be soon followed by a lecture tour of Cologne, Ansbach, and Munich.”


“All right. So long as we do not miss Hitler’s return.”


“Herr Finch, my unwavering faithful! You misconstrue. I have decided that you will remain in Berlin while I am gone. What brought me to this decision were the words of the great poet-astrologer Giordano Bruno: ‘O Jove, let the Germans realize their own strength, and they shall not be men, but gods.’ If you are to understand your belonging in our race of man-gods, you must understand Berlin.”


“You want me to . . . wander about? Is that wise?”


“It is wisdom itself! You must see for yourself how our peasant class personifies the principle of Führerprinzip—one nation working for one leader for one purpose. You must feel it in your German blood. Ach, you have no blood. Then in your German bones! Do not worry; your Ahnenpass makes you quite safe. As additional precaution, I have asked Kuppisch to act as escort. He will not intrude. You, like every other Aryan, must work alone to resolve your Drang nach Osten—your Eastward Urge.”


His theory was supported by evidence. Was not my trajectory eastward: L.A. to D.C., D.C. to London, London to Berlin? I shook off the notion like a light rain; I’d come to appreciate von Lüth’s attentions, yes, but I was no Nazi. I was an assassin, I had to remember that, and my weeks sequestered indoors had made it impossible for Rigby’s field agent to contact me. If I could give the slip to the bulldog Kuppisch, surely the spy would sidle next to me and give me my Geschenk, and we could get on with it.


It was, of course, 1943. My flesh had marbled and my carriage had become undeniably atrophied; the days when I could have passed as ordinary were behind me. I displayed my long-suffering right hand: Mr. Avery’s fish hook, the dent from the Little Miracle Electric Mexican Stuttering Ring, Chernoff’s blistered taxidermy, the bump from Sandy’s embedded tooth. Von Lüth was not fazed; his gentle, understanding smile soothed me.


“We will find you gloves. A high-collared coat. A billed cap. Do not worry, Herr Finch. Few of we Berliners look as good as we once did.”


Von Lüth’s train to Kassel left early, so ’twas daybreak when he midwived my overdue birth from the building’s belly. Though I was well costumed, von Lüth did not miss that I walked on coltish legs. He took me by both shoulders and squeezed. Despite his fervor for the rustic lifestyle, he sported another dazzling ensemble, a peach suit complimented by a greatcoat with black fur lapels and a gold swastika brooch.


“It is with proud anticipation that I await your report upon your German brethren.” He winked. “Just promise to avoid the whorehouses. Sicherheitsdienst has all the rooms bugged!”


He fired off a sieg heil gutsy enough to, despite the warmongering overtone, instill me with confidence. He volte-faced, put two pinkies into his mouth, and whistled. Half a block away, Kuppisch smacked doggie lips and saluted. Without further farewell, the peach-colored titan tramped down a hedgerow path, whirling his mjölnir.


I do not think that five minutes was too much time to let settle the reality of being alone in Nazi Germany. But pots and silverware clattered from windows; Berlin was awakening and I could not hold a single block of sidewalk indefinitely. Before me was a street. To hell with it—I took it. I heard the bulldog follow from a half block back, though the crack of his jackboots made it seem as if he bit at my heels.


People exited homes holding lunch pails or pulling carts of sellable goods. I scrutinized each passing pair of lips for Geschenk, so it was by accident that I began to concur with von Lüth’s valuation: Germans were remarkable beings. The humble folk among whom I roved exchanged guten Morgens as if it were a fine day in a fine year, and when they glanced at the sky, it was not for fear of seeing a swarm of RAF fighters but rather to judge the potential for rain.


This attitude of quiet resolve persisted when I entered bomb zones. Destruction there was surgical. To the left, a gabled three-family home of red clay roofing and green shutters. To the right, a whitewashed plaster colonial with brickwork chimneys. Between them, a scraggled spire of demolished brick rising from twenty feet of kibbled concrete. Such ruin had, however, sprouted a cottage industry for von Lüth’s adulated poor. Men pushed wheelbarrows of brick, and lines of women passed buckets of water while their children tunneled through exciting new playgrounds of rubble.


Berlin’s grid would have been perplexing during peacetime. Now, debris made nonsense of navigation, and as I threaded about in hopes of losing Kuppisch, I became lost. I passed one S-Bahn train station after another, but lacked the courage to confront ticket-takers. Around midday I came upon a band of fifty men clearing a thirty-foot blast crater. Its former life as a train depot was evidenced by the thick iron rail that twisted into the air like a middle finger to Allied bombers. Buildings on either side had sloughed their streetside layers of brick in the same way that Bridey, wizardess of wardrobe, used to let her nightgown slide down her shoulders.


This delectable, if misplaced, image brought me to a standstill alongside a lamp post sweatered in homemade flyers searching for loved ones lost since the last bombing, or the bombing before that. The lack of replies was obvious by the condition of the leaflets: charred, discolored, and so whipped by wind that they soon would be but faint recollections. I leaned against the post; it was like touching the eyelids of the dead and shutting them.


Kuppisch, always Kuppisch, pawed the pavement, hounding me forward. I was drained of any belief that I’d find my Geschenk when I entered the neighborhood of Mitte. Despite shop signs proclaiming, in German and English, JEWS AND DOGS NOT ALLOWED, the district teemed with both. No, Reader, I have no sixth sense for detecting religious penchant; Jews were evident by the star-shaped patches sewn to their coats. Distantly I recalled Rigby jabbering about the Star Decree of 1941, part of the Nürnberg Laws, about which he’d also jabbered. Decrees? Laws? Such tedium! I’d paid them little mind.


I cannot say I regret the inattention.


Ignorance wears so much more lightly upon the soul.


Some Jews obscured their patches with shrewd foldings of arms or totings of groceries. The indignant did the opposite, though at their own peril—the stars might as well have been targets. Old men who doddered got bopped by Gestapo batons, and women who lingered before non-Jewish establishments fielded lewd commentary. Even toddlers were hurried along with rifle butts, the same treatment extended to tomcats.


The worst bullies were adolescent lads dressed, despite the chill, in flapless caps, black shorts, high gray socks, brown shirts, black neckerchiefs, and ornamental daggers. They were a band of Hitlerjugend, or Hitler Youth—quite literally a band, their slight backs strapped with snare drums, their wiry arms supporting woodwinds and brass, while a pipsqueak major with a cowlick and buckteeth swung about a tasseled baton. On the major’s shoulder, as it happened, lounged a monkey wearing a red vest and fez. At this point, nothing surprised me.


The shoe heels of this ornery orchestra crunched through the broken window glass of a Jewish delicatessen as they nabbed cakes and shoved them into chortling mouths. In the meantime, the monkey executed splendid Russian squat-kicks. Passersby laughed at the monkey but did not admonish the children, not when the boys lifted the skirts of passing Jewesses with trombone slides and drum sticks, not when they dropped cake on the curb and spat at a bearded old Jew to pick it up.


Von Lüth’s hypothesis that I belonged in Deutschland made sense. Elders here encouraged the young in enterprises of vandalism, theft, and debasement, and I’d performed comparable acts under the Black Hand, and in the 1920s South had witnessed, and had done nothing to stop, the ritual abuse of Negroes, up to and including the lynching of John Quincy and Mother Mash. I reached into my pocket and pet my Ahnenpass. I was grateful, so grateful, for my Aryan features.


The tension in Mitte had a suffocating odor—sharp blood and hot urine—but I dawdled there, loath to ask Kuppisch to lead me back. The Hitler Youth, however, satiated with Jew-cake, began to march, farting and thwacking their instruments with renewed gusto. Their path appeared deliberate, so I did what weakling lemmings have done since time untold and followed.


More boys joined the cavalcade as dusk fell, and soon it was an inharmonious philharmonic that I trailed toward a city center suffused with orange light. It was, I came to find, a towering bonfire. One block away, close enough to feel the fire’s heat, our parade of high-stepping Hitlerjugend intersected with another, the luckiest members of which toted seven-foot standards—Nazi banners adorned with silver swastikas and golden eagles. At night, by fire, the symbology took on a slithering animation, the eagles mincing forth as if appraising carrion, the swastikas turning, one into the other, like the gears of a grinder.


Our crowd wove with others, became one people, one Party, one Germany.


One had to wonder if von Lüth had planned it.


I wove through the mob toward the fountaining sparks. From the air, it would have been a sight to behold: ten-foot-long shelves had been arranged in swastika formation, doused with gasoline, and kindled with hundreds of books. Diligent Rigby had described pre-war book burnings used to galvanize Nazis against overlarded Jewish intellectualism, but this frenzy was beyond righteous nostalgia; it felt like a pagan rite, missing only its wicker man.


Orderly echelons of Hitler Youth cycled forth with armloads of books scooped from handy piles. For fifteen minutes, the steady pitching of literature into the blaze was disciplined. But these were children; it devolved into squealing anarchy, hundreds of boys sprinting close enough to be licked by flames, to shiver and spasm and eject their armloads. Somewhere amid the hysteria, a monkey screamed, screamed, screamed.


Kuppisch, forgotten. Geschenk, forgotten. The blaze gobbled chapters, paragraphs, and sentences, and from its roaring phantasmagoria swirled fireflies of individual letters. I searched myself for satisfaction. My binge at Sweetgum notwithstanding, books had been foes since cubhood. But this was no victory. This was cremation. If nothing else, books are conversations from beyond the grave. Am I anything at all, Reader, besides this manuscript you hold?


Singed pages chased me, the last words of the damned, as I burrowed through the Hitlerjugend horde toward what looked to be the only area not clogged with spectators. I resolved that, should von Lüth demand his report, it would be overloaded with oxymoron. Germans were stouthearted and hangdog, hardboiled and shamefaced, dyspeptic and compliant, meek and malicious. The fact that they repeated their workaday routines in the face of rampant hatred did not, in fact, make them noble. It made them ghosts.


I reached the cleared street corner only to discover the reason that it was emptied. Upon it paced a once-handsome fellow turned street lunatic: a full carpet of curly gray hair gone flyaway, a cleft chin belittled by muttering lips, broad shoulders tapering into pendent arms. He wore a simple black suit, weak armament against the cold, but his most striking accessory was an eye patch, which lent his existing orb a doubled avidity.


Well, I’d ignored plenty of urban cranks. I continued forward. The man heard my footsteps and fixed me with his single eye. His suit, I saw, was banded at the neck by a white clerical collar. This was unexpected; Rigby had expounded on the acrimonious relations between Nazi and Christian leaders. I hesitated just long enough for the preacher to raise his battered Bible and begin babbling.


“Sorry, chap, I don’t speak it,” said I. “Good-bye, auf wiedersehen, all that.”


An unwitting mistake! The preacher switched to a staccato English.


“Who is Führer?” demanded he. “Not he in sheep’s clothing. It is Gød. It is Gød who is Führer. What thus say Gød? Gød thus say, ‘Do not violence the stranger, the fatherless, the widow, nor shed innocent blood.’”


“Gød,” sighed I. “You are barking up the wrong tree.”


I stepped to the left, but the preacher shifted his footballer’s body in concert.


“Where is prophets? True prophet is called traitors. True prophet is muzzled. True prophet is took away like animal. It is the Führer-beasts who is traitor.”


I could hear the clack of Kuppisch’s boots.


“Do you see the man with the red armband approaching?” asked I. “He would take great satisfaction in arresting you for these things you say.”


But even as I offered this warning, I noticed the reichsmarks scattered about the preacher’s feet, spots of reflected fire, evidence he’d soapboxed here unharmed for some time. As I puzzled over his durability, he knocked raw knuckles against his Bible and leaned close enough for me to smell his foul breath.


“You close your heart to Gød, you fall into hole. It is why we, Volk of Gød, suffer if we not speak the sins of Deutschland.” He extended his Bible. “Pray with me. Lord, give we ears for hear your word, brains for respect your law.” He shook the Bible at me. “Pray! Forgive Führer-beasts who evil against you, Lord.” The preacher jabbed me in the chest with the Bible. “Pray!”


His clerical collar had popped and, like the gnarled train rail, middle-fingered the heavens. What was up there, wondered I, that deserved repeated taunts? I decided not to chuck the Bible into the gutter, for I had a grudging respect for this Gød-botherer. Life, after robbing him of an eye, had so badly jolted his brain that even the Gestapo tossed him coins of charity instead of tossing his ass into a cell.


I dug a mark from my pocket and flipped it, a fiery red comet in an ashen universe. It landed upon the Bible, then clanged to the sidewalk, eagle-and-swastika-side up. I leaned in and whispered so that Kuppisch, closing in behind me, would not hear.


“Here is a prayer. Gather the coins at your feet and buy a ticket. For a train, or a plane, or a boat. Get out of this country as fast as you can.” I shrugged. “Amen.”





VII.



ONE DAY, DISCOVERED RIGHT IN front of my imbecilic face, was the Geschenk. For hours I compiled a screed of insults with which to excoriate myself, for this Geschenk was neither symbolic abstraction nor metaphorical conceit, but rather a literal gift—one of the countless offerings of food that arrived unbidden at von Lüth’s door. The basket was worn wicker, bedded with a white towel, and contained a crumb cake and a note:


EIN GESCHENK


Aus Meixelsperger Bäckerei


There had been hardly a day since my arrival when von Lüth’s quarters and arboretum had not been redolent with the sweet steam of fresh baked goods, from Erdbeertorten (strawberry tarts) and Pfeffernüsse (pepper nut cookies) to Apfelmaultaschen (apple-filled ravioli) and Laugenbrötchen (pretzel rolls). How many of these delicacies had come from Meixelsperger Bakery with this same impatient postcard? Curse my seventeen-year-old’s brain! A trip to this bakery was horribly overdue.


Finch luck, being what it was, dictated that I would have to wait whole months—while war raged, Reader, and millions died!—before von Lüth’s next out-of-town trip, a four-day lecture tour of northern cities. But wait I did until the departure’s dawn, at which point it was all I could do not to shove the large man out the door as he dithered between suits—tangerine with mint pocket square or mint with tangerine? Von Lüth had been enthralled by my observations on daily German life, and as he bid his adieu, he again encouraged me to peregrinate Berlin during his absence so that I might greet his return with rousing tales of metropolitan “adventure.”


He used the word in hyperbole, but it ended up being apt.


Meixelsperger Bakery was but ten minutes from von Lüth’s building, a demure little business I recognized from countless passes. Ever was its counter queue choked and its six tables wedged with dour doughnut dunkers paging through Signal magazine propaganda as if forced by Luger pistol. These nondescript diners were suddenly packed with covert potential; one of them, I was certain, was Rigby’s undercover dynamo, growing fatter each day as he waited upon my late, so very late, arrival.


Eternal, though, were the clicks of Kuppisch’s claws behind me. Were I to shake the bulldog, I’d need to double my derring-do, triple my trickiness, multiply my Machiavellianism. On Day One of von Lüth’s furlough, I foxed down abrupt and illogical side streets, but any dog could sniff out a dead body. On Day Two, I took care to never pause, counting on a dog’s need to piss, but Kuppisch, it seemed, owned a bladder the size of Asia. On Day Three, I took us right past the eyepatched street preacher, certain that my bloodhounder would stop to arrest the man for vocalized treason, but the preacher’s improbable luck held and Kuppisch, like so many Gestapo before him, turned a deaf doggie ear.


By the eve of von Lüth’s return I’d wasted time enough on rank cowardice. At dusk on that fateful May day, I said to hell with subterfuge and concluded that day’s citywide amble by crossing the street on what I hoped looked to Kuppisch like impulse and entering Meixelsperger Bakery.


Therein waited a queue of four people. I shall not forget them. Before me, a butcher, stooped from cutting-board duty and clutching a bag of wartime sausage that needed bread. Before him, a stoic mother, hands raisined from the scrubbing of clothing and children. Before her—ah, perfect!—a Wehrmacht tank corporal, helmet lodged beneath arm, his uniform black enough to conceal its oil burns. At the front of the line, a tram conductress lashed to a shoulder-belted coin dispenser, reciting an order to the most intimidating German I’d ever seen, Frau Meixelsperger herself, a scowling razorback with thick oven-burns crisscrossing her brawny forearms.


The five fixed me with stares. This was typical. Next, also typical, they judged my skin a sign of sickness and, in proper German fashion, looked away. I took my place in the queue and with overblown nonchalance peeked out the window. Across the street waited Kuppisch and his rifle, though I had no doubt that he would come in after me if I dawdled.


The brusque baker rammed a box of buns into the tram operator’s breasts. The line shuffled forward; I was fourth. No time to waste. I inspected the bald grandfather at the farthest of the tables. Surely this geriatric wasn’t the double agent? The tank corporal’s loaf of bread was free; he paused at my elbow to buckle his helmet. I panicked, looked outside. Kuppisch had smelled a rat and was crossing the street. I grimaced at the closer tables. Which of you useless Huns knows Allen Rigby? I wanted to shout. The baker snapped at the harried mother; the queue caterpillared. Desperate, I coughed to gain the attention of the closest coffee-swiller, only to have him growl. A clatter of change. The butcher, my antecedent, was paying. I checked outside. Kuppisch’s dewlaps were pressed against the door glass as he squinted to see inside. There was no time left, none at all.


“Herkommen,” scolded Frau Meixelsperger. “Beeil dich.”


Customers wanted home before the streetlights extinguished. They nudged; my abdomen struck the counter, and the revolver chuckled against its ribcage holster. It would raise suspicion if I did not order food. But had I brought any money? I stared at the baker, paralyzed. Her brow thickened like dough. She cursed and gestured at the falling night, the restless queue behind me, my general idiocy. Everyone in the bakery was watching. Behind me, the door creaked open—the bulldog, slobbering to bite.


His fangs, though, never sunk into my rotten flesh.


From concrete, wood, sewer, and steel rose a groan.


If one roamed Berlin long enough, one noticed its warts: cheap metal speakers jerry-rigged atop road signs, telephone poles, and rain spouts. I’d heard plenty of air-raid sirens before, distant as banshees, but this one was on top of us and overlaid by a second, then a dozen, until the city’s every other noise was stamped. For thirty seconds, the patrons of Meixelsperger Bakery swayed as if within a body of water, before the surf of truth broke upon us.


Like breakers upon rock, the queue scattered. People collided, muttered civilities, collided again, and graduated to shoving and swearing. Baked goods were dropped and flattened underfoot. The edge of my vision caught Kuppisch recoiling from the violent exodus. I looked up, even though all I could see was ceiling.


The upside to having my cadaver spattered across broken brick was outweighed by my desire to carry out Rigby’s mission—he, and so many others, had placed all their chips upon me. I broke from the counter, only to have my body slingshotted back. My white wrist had been snatched by a hand even whiter, though its color came from a thick coat of flour.


“Mein Gøtt,” said Frau Meixelsperger. “How many Geschenke I need send your pig-master before you come?”


I admit, Dearest Reader, that I’d relied upon my secret-agent contact being Errol Flynn: barrel of chest, lithe of limb, sly of mustache, cocksure of grin. To say the least, this she-hulk had no place in my fantasy. While I collected my idiot jaw, Meixelsperger, with considerable muscle, dragged me along the counter, around the register, and back through a kitchen humid with exhalations of fresh bread. She bashed open a rear door, and we entered an alley carrot-colored by the sunset.


Our view was narrowed by apartment buildings in which window after window darkened as lights were snuffed. Against gray clouds, searchlights began hunting after the reflective bellies of enemy aircraft. Their vertiginous loops transfixed me; Meixelsperger pulled my bony arm so that it popped against its socket. It was clear that she’d noticed my personal guard dog and did not wish to know the length of his leash.


The alley adjoined an eastward stampede of humanity. Agitation was rampant, but not so hysteria. This I attributed to the amicable stewardship of the Hitler Youth. Those sharp-toothed little cretins savored any chance to carry out orders, and already they were stationed on every corner as crisis crossing guards, swinging swastika-banded arms toward the neighborhood bomb shelter, an ugly concrete box built atop, or so I’d gleaned, extensive underground chambers.


I was less than elated to find that the neophyte Nazi closest to us was the same undersized, bucktoothed band major I’d seen raising hell in Mitte—red-cheeked, neckerchiefed, lederhosened, and shouldering a fez-capped monkey. Though the half-pint primate trembled at the cacophony, the boy was having a ball. The proof was in the strident song belching from his red lips. I know, Reader, that I am prone to embellishment, but his atonal atrocity made the air-raid siren sound like Brahms’s Lullaby. I almost dug the revolver from my ribs right there.


Despite his duties and ditties, the wee pisser missed nothing. He spotted Meixelsperger and me struggling opposite the crowd and, being a helpful lad, shouted for us to correct our mistake.


“Falscher Weg! Falscher Weg!”


Meixelsperger’s glare reduced me to plum pudding, but the upbeat chipmunk kept insisting that we were headed the wrong way, and it was starting to attract attention. Kuppisch had to be nearby; he would notice the hubbub and pounce. Without thinking better of it (perhaps by now that goes without saying?), I hissed at the infernal urchin as we passed.


“Quiet! Let us be!”


He gasped, not from dismay but excitement.


“English! I learn from teacher! I sing my song for you! Ja, ja! ”


I came to a halt.


“What? No.”


“In English, it will not rhyme. But I sing!”


“No! Nein! Please, nein!”


The boy’s sour voice squealed through the sirens like a rusted scalpel. Flowers wilted. Birds dropped dead from the sky. Several RAF planes malfunctioned and crashed into the Alps. Still the monkey, that scraggly slave, hauled itself up to do the requisite hotfooting in time to the lyrics.


Jews are sinners


They slaughter Christian children


They cut their throats


The damned Jewish filth.


Meixelsperger’s tugging advised that I ignore the brat. Yet I hesitated. Had this pealing pubescent any idea of what he sung? The spitty shine of his prominent front teeth suggested not. He completed his cheeping couplets and took a breath for another round. My sense of self-worth, what was left of it, could not let this pass as it had in Mitte; I held up a hand.


“No,” said I. “That is enough.”


He did not listen. Over siren screeches and the thunderclaps of rubble-worn shoes, he crooned the stanza over and over, mixing English and German with glee, swinging arms bent as if cradling rifle butts like a proper Stoßtruppe. My guts twisted. It was not in defense of Jews specifically; do not credit me that much. It was, rather, disgust at the unacknowledged privilege with which this slimy tadpole spouted his vileness, his indifference that those about which he sung—the damned Jewish filth—were right there in earshot.


I ripped myself from Meixelsperger’s grip, fantasizing of strangling first boy, then monkey, and with considerable strength slapped down both of his dancing elbows. People hurrying by paused to gasp at my unacceptable behavior.


“Enough,” hissed I. “You will not sing this song again.”


The chubbed, pink mounds of his cheeks slackened and drained to white. I swooned with triumph and waited for the rewards owed me—his dancing eyes blurred out by tears and his giddy squawk drowned by blubbering.


Instead of oozing tears, his eyelids slitted. Instead of bawling, his loose mouth sealed shut in mature circumspection. His tiny hand, upon dropping to the handle of his ceremonial dagger, did not seem all that tiny. His shifted his eyes from me to Meixelsperger; from Meixelsperger to me. He repeated this routine for several seconds before I realized what was happening.


We were being memorized.


“Mein Gøtt,” said Meixelsperger. “Mein Gøtt.”


Her iron fingers sunk into my arm, and this time I let the secret-agent baker drag me from further disaster. If our encounter with the boy hadn’t made us a spectacle, our direction did, but Meixelsperger pushed through the crowd with all the might of the German army. Masses filled our wake instantly, though still I caught glimpses of the livid lad staring after us, his total stillness accentuated by the jerking jig of the scrawny black monkey.





VIII.



IN THE TIME THAT IT took to reach a vacant side street, night descended and I swore that I could see against a black sky the blacker triangles of the RAF. Frau Meixelsperger charged down an alley, through a wooden gate, and into the fenced backyard of a modest bungalow. There she squatted before a flowered hillock, parted a curtain of leafed tendrils, and knuckled a signal upon a steel door embedded in the dirt. The reply was the clang of a thrown lock; the door swung outward. Without a word, she dropped her legs into the hole and disappeared inside.


Another dark, downward path in a dark, downward death. I followed.


Meixelsperger bolted the hatch above while I surveyed the grim scene. Family bomb shelters were not rare, though I doubted that they usually crammed ten people into a ten-foot-long, five-foot-wide, four-foot-tall warren. Corrosion had worn mournful mouths through the corrugated steel walls, which supported, just barely, crooked shelves of dusty canned foods. Damp blankets had been draped to ward off poison gas, and the moldy stink mingled with that of the diesel fumes wafting from the engine powering a triad of flickering bulbs. A pile of World War I gas masks trapped the light in their lenses and turned it into gold. Fool’s gold, I was certain.


I turned to the baker.


“Is there time to return to the big shelter?”


“Dummkopf!” she spat. “First you strike child in public. Second you complain of shelter. Is this not gemütlichkeit enough for Mr. America?”


“I only suggest that we might have hidden just as well in a crowd.”


“It is your luck these people do not sprechen English. We would be out in ditch. Mein Gøtt! ” She tossed up her arms. “Direct hit, we die anyway. This make you stop complain?”


The woman interrupted her shaming screed to arrange sandbags as a seat upon the cold dirt floor. I refused to follow suit; I crossed my arms and challenged each inhabitant’s gaze. With menfolk out manning anti-aircraft flak, it was an estrogenated lot. A matron recommenced work on a half-finished knitted scarf. A young wife gathered her three children and opened a storybook to a marked page. Squatting at the far end, two adolescent girls picked up their game of chess. Only the elderly woman huddled upon a throw rug addressed me, and with spirit; she sent me the sign of the evil eye, or some such juju, before turning away.


Meixelsperger snorted.


“She no more goes home. She stay down here always. You believe this makes her coward?”


The question brought me discomfort. I shrugged.


“You females appear to judge me just as harshly.”


“They should! Shelters, they are already full with disease. The measles? How do you say it? The weeping cough? They are old and with children. They are nervous because you are ill.”


Oddly, her assessment left me in high dudgeon.


“I am not ill. I am pale.”


“I need hero, and America sends me sick child.”


“I am no child, madam. I can do everything asked of me. More, even.”


She arched her eyebrows. Let us be factual: it was all one eyebrow.


“You look covered with brick dust, like you crawl from rubble. What do you think this make them think? Husbands, sons. Maybe they crawl from rubble as well? A very sad thing to think.”


“I make them sad, do I? What do I care? Are these your friends?”


She smirked.


“Down here, Herr Finch, we keep to our own business.”


Brief though my London stopover had been, I’d been regaled with tales of English camaraderie, how each Luftwaffe blitz had further stiffened inflexible Brit lips. This shelter brokered no such esprit de corps. Deep in my gut, Johnny’s golden aggie, that symbol of rebellion, burned with certainty. Though this wasn’t the gadget-rigged spy HQ of which I’d dreamed, each one of these females had something to hide from the Third Reich.


The first bomb fell. Distance reduced the sound to crinkling, but flakes of rust slalomed down the steel siding, and dirt dropped onto our heads. The children cheered this novel precipitation. I, as ever, loathed blemished clothing, and after brushing myself clean, crawled, with inflated reluctance, from the room’s center to beside the brusque baker. As if to mock my preening, she refused to acknowledge the dirt clods caught in her hair.


“Begin talk. How do you help us with progress?”


I goggled at her demanding expression.


“Help you? I believed you were to help me! What is this Geschenk I heard so much about?”


“Mein Gøtt! The world is upside down. You hide away with Pig Pigtof von Pig so long that all strategy I gathered for you is useful no more. If you get close to der Führer, a thing I now very much doubt, you tell me at the bakery and then, ja, our resistance will not disappoint, I promise you. So many little overthrows they will equal one of giant size. You tell me, Mr. American Hero, what you need, and then I rate the difficulty. How about we get rid of your beloved von Pig?”


I bit back a retort in von Lüth’s defense. The giant had treated me more than squarely. His chief fault, as far as I could see, was being lost in the hedge maze of academe. I’d suffered similar disorientation as an overeducated youth, and sympathized. Forced to choose between von Lüth and this irritable operative, the decision was simple. Drop all the bombs you’d like—I’d take an open, green rooftop over this crumbling ossuary.


“Leave him be,” said I. “Though, he has an SS agent I could live without.”


“This is very easy. We will kill this agent for you. All it will do is reveal us, destroy all we have worked for. As long as Mr. America is happy.”


“I am doing,” bristled I, “what I can.”


“This is not what the Americans say. They tell me you achieve nothing.”


So swiftly were the winds of indignation stolen from my sails! Had Rigby, who’d pushed for my deployment, been given the lash by superiors for having believed in a lazy malcontent, if not outright turncoat, like Zebulon Finch? Rigby would have been fired; he’d be jobless in a wartime economy; by now, his whole clan would be living on stale bread and powdered milk—Janet, Roy, Sandra, Walter, Patty, Stanley, and Florence. Why did I have to remember every single damned name?


I’d planned to shut up Meixelsperger by crowing about von Lüth’s promised confab with Heinrich Himmler, but the boast died in my throat; it would out me as the gullible patsy that I was. Meixelsperger, on the other hand, was a tidal power.


“America,” muttered I, “is fortunate to have you.”


She made a fist of kitchen-scuffed knuckles, but resisted cuffing me.


“America does not ‘have’ me. I am not interested in America. I have interest in Deutschland not losing all. Your Americans, they give me transmitter called Joan-Eleanor. I do not know why this name. Code, decode, all night until fingers bleed. Some of what they ask is simple. Ration reports, curfew hours. Is this building bombed? Is that? But revolution is not so small. If you, Mr. America, do your job, all will change. In one day it will change. Much danger for me, for everyone, but much rejoicing when—”


Detonations: one, two, four, six, a dozen, guttural throat-clearings from a subterrestrial demon that snatched our ball of soil and rattled it about like a die. We grabbed for the walls, but the steel siding vibrated like mechanical saws. Terror, terror! Meixelsperger, the bravest, cried out. The bulbs winked off, then on, and everyone was on all fours as plates of dirt chunked from the ceiling cracked across our backs. A hole opened above us—through it, a tapestry of stars—and pretty flowers dangled into the shelter like garroted bodies.


The tremors subsided. Blocks away, flak fire boomed.


The mother resumed storytime, but from a page that had been torn.


The girls pushed dual pawns, pieces that now slid through tears.


The knitter traded scarf for Russian phrasebook, practice for the aftermath.


The old lady grinned at the sky, her teeth blacked out with mud.


Meixelsperger was the sort of immovable object to which one huddled for comfort. Unlike the others, she did not participate in masquerade. She remained stomached to the floor, a half-inch forehead slash painting a tidy black stripe of blood down her cheek. She bore it as she did the dirt in her hair, proud evidence of suffering. Her country had been gelded and blinkered, and still she cantered about as she wished and took in treachery with wide-open eyes.


“How do you do it?” begged I. “For I cannot.”


Meixelsperger blinked past blood.


“How do I be brave? A stupid question. You are born woman here, brave is only choice. You are ‘future mother.’ You are ‘breeder of the master race.’ Poor men—the National Socialists take their minds. But it is worse, I think, how they take a woman’s body and soul.”


From her deep bosom she fished a silver chain that ended in a golden starburst centered by a blue cross and black-enamel swastika.


“Look! This is greatest honor for a woman in the Reich. It is the Mutterehrenkreuz, the Mother’s Cross. But it is not so difficult to obtain. Birth eight children, that is all.”


Eight children? Though I was confident that this bruiser could cannon out one hundred sucklings without breaking for lunch, I detected no facility for petting and cooing, nor did her eyes sparkle with motherly mist at the mention of her prodigious brood. I knew why. It was all but guaranteed that most of her children were Party faithful and that some of them had already died for their love of der Führer.


A few streets over, a building exploded. It must have been of wooden construction. The splintering made the rather pleasant crackle of a fireplace, and the ensuing drop of lumber had a glockenspiel quality. But we were not fooled. The children sobbed, the girls shrieked, the old woman howled, and I pressed my face to the dirt. Meixelsperger, though, as if perversely inspired, sang through the clamor, the sleet of soil. Just four notes, a radio call sign I recognized.


“Pom, pom, pom, pom.” She had to shout; planes were bearing down, buzzing like a stinging swarm. “You know this BBC? Many Germans have what we call ‘detector,’ an item of wires for our radios. BBC broadcasts in German, for Germans, and now my brothers and sisters, they too know what I know, know of truth, know how the Wehrmacht loses Stalingrad. Germans begin to taste the bitters of defeat, and it is stale taste—no Geschenk, that is certain. When Hitler speak, what they hear now is lies. When they read newspaper, they think, is this false news? How strange, all these stories of Jews being resettled. Resettled where?”
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