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      Nuremberg, 1946

      

      After signing in the third (and the last) book, Heinrich Friedmann was finally admitted to the prisoner. The measures of the security in the prison (and the place of confinement of the man he was about to see) were unprecedented, he noticed to himself, but again, they were aimed not at some regular inmate but the highest-ranking SS officer, the Allies had been lucky enough to catch alive.

      After an MP Officer had opened the door to the holding cell, Heinrich couldn’t help but notice how much the man had changed. He didn’t look like the SS leader who even Heinrich Himmler feared just a year ago; neither did he look like a “gas chamber expert” as the British media had so easily pronounced him. No hostility was left in him; on the contrary, it seemed like he was genuinely happy to see his visitor. Heinrich smiled back at the man and firmly shook his hand.

      “Friedmann, of all people, I was expecting you the least. But I’m very glad you came to see me. Sometimes they just leave me here for days. Even my doctor doesn’t want to talk to me if I’m not borderline dying.”

      Heinrich smiled but shook his head disapprovingly.

      “You’ve lost a lot of weight. Don’t they feed you here at all?”

      “They do. I’m not really hungry most of the time.”

      They both paused for a second. Then Heinrich, as if remembering what he came for, took some papers out of the folder and put them on the table next to the prisoner’s bed.

      “This is all I could get. Translations of your negotiations with the Red Cross, witnesses’ statements, some orders stamped at your office… Well, your attorney will explain everything to you in detail, he’s already working on the originals.”

      The man sadly smiled at the papers.

      “I don’t even know why you bothered, Heinrich. They already told me they’re going to hang me no matter what. Pohl’s dead. Müller’s dead. Himmler’s dead. I’m the one who has to pay the tab when everyone’s left the table.”

      Heinrich Friedmann took a deep breath and thought of saying something, but at the last moment changed his mind. What was the point in consoling him now? He was right, his fate had already been decided, and even if God Almighty himself would come down from heaven and bear witness to the man’s defense, they would still execute him. Because they had to. Because somebody had to pay for the atrocities of the whole top of the former Reich.

      It wasn’t that the man was innocent, not at all. And he certainly was guilty of the crimes he was accused of. But Heinrich was one of only a few people who could understand him, and although he could not justify his actions, he could feel sorry for him. After all, Heinrich was a German as well, and more than that, he took the same oath of loyalty as the man did. They were former SS brothers, but still on the opposite side of the tracks.

      “She would be happy to know that I did whatever I could to help you,” Heinrich finally said. The man just nodded and looked at the concrete floor.

      “How’s the boy doing?”

      “He’s doing great.” Heinrich’s expression lightened right away, and a genuine smile played on his lips. “But growing too fast. He just started getting up on his feet not too long ago and already he’s running around like crazy.”

      The man smiled too, but his brown eyes remained sad.

      “You’re going to take good care of him, right?”

      “Of course I am.”

      “Thank you. For everything.”

      Heinrich just nodded, and both men remained silent for a minute, thinking of what would have happened to them if the war hadn’t started if it didn’t change their lives so much if they hadn’t been forced to make the decisions they had made. What if… but whatever happened – happened, and both knew that nothing else could have been done for the both of them.

      They started talking. Heinrich knew that it was probably the last time he’d see the man alive and wanted to tell him as much as he could, and not as a nemesis, as he used to consider him not too long ago, but as a brother. With their Nazi uniforms long gone they could finally leave the war, with its terrors and broken lives behind, and once and for all come to peace with each other. Each wiped a tear at some point and finally, when nothing else was left to say, they grabbed each other in a last tight brother’s embrace.

      Heinrich was already leaving, but at the last moment, already after shaking the man’s hand, said, “Maybe you want to write her a small note? Just… you know… to say goodbye?”

      The man was silent for a moment and then hesitantly shook his head.

      “I don’t think I should.”

      “Just a small note. She doesn’t have anything left from you, and that note, I know for sure, she will keep and cherish for the rest of her life.”

      The man finally nodded.

      “I guess you’re right.”

      He sat at the table, took a pencil in his hand and raised his eyes to Heinrich.

      “I don’t really know what to say.”

      “Just write, ‘To Emma. Ernst.’ That’ll be enough for her.”

      The man looked at the paper a little longer and wrote a couple of sentences. Heinrich didn’t look at the paper even though he knew that all the prisoner’s correspondence was checked by an MP. But he wouldn’t dare read it. It was between the two of them. After the man had finished writing, he folded the paper in two and handed it to Heinrich. They exchanged their final handshakes, and Heinrich left with a very heavy heart. For some reason, a survivor’s guilt was taking over him.

      The MP Officer at the first checking point opened the note without hesitation and smirked after reading it. Heinrich cringed inside. All of them openly expressed their hatred towards the prisoner and never missed a chance to pick on him.

      “‘Thank you for seeing the good in me that even I thought didn’t exist anymore. You are the only woman who knew the real me, and for that, I will be forever grateful to you.

      To Emma, the only woman I’ve truly loved.’ Oh, please! Again the show for the judges? I swear to God; this guy is desperate!”

      “It’s clearly not for everybody’s eyes,” Heinrich replied with a hardly masked animosity.

      “Of course it is. He knows that we check his correspondence and tries to make an impression of almost an angel fallen from the sky! Nobody’s buying his bullshit here. Who is it for anyway?” The MP Officer turned the note and looked at the name on it. “‘Emma Rosenberg, personally.’ Never heard of her before. Another girlfriend?”

      He was already returning the note to Heinrich when he suddenly stopped and looked at the name again.

      “Wait, isn’t Rosenberg a Jewish name?”

      “It sure is.”

      “But… it means he was in love with a Jewish girl?”

      “Yes, he was. And not only were they in love, they have a son together. Ernst Ferdinand Rosenberg-Kaltenbrunner.”

      The MP Officer’s face became very long, much to Heinrich’s pleasure.

      “The guy who gassed millions of Jews had a son with a Jewish girl?!”

      “Yes.”

      Heinrich took the note from the shocked MP’s hands and put it in his inner pocket.

      “Good day, Officer.”

      “Wait! Do you know her?”

      Heinrich turned around and looked the MP Officer straight in the eye.

      “Yes. She’s my wife.”
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      Berlin, 1929

      

      My father always said that I was a strange girl. When all the normal children were excited to go to school to learn something new and, what’s more important, to play with their friends, I would quite often skip my classes and run away to practice my dancing on one of the sunlit squares of Berlin, not too far from my house. This time our housekeeper, Gryselda, who was just coming back from the grocer with the shopping bag, saw me working on my pirouettes and almost had a heart attack.

      “What do you think you’re doing goofing around when you’re supposed to be studying, Fräulein? And how did you even manage to run away when your mother took you to the class herself?”

      “She only took me to the porch, Gryselda. As soon as she left, I left too. I don’t like all those children and don’t want to be friends with them! Besides, I don’t need to study. I’ll be a famous prima-ballerina when I grow up.”

      Unfortunately, my argument didn’t have any effect on the old woman, and I was taken to school once again, but this time my “guardian” made sure that I actually entered the class.

      I couldn’t help myself. I didn’t like other children. They were noisy, obnoxious, disorganized, and most of the time acted like a bunch of monkeys in the zoo. And no matter how much my father encouraged me to participate in their savage games, I much more preferred the company of the grownups, whether it be my parents’ guests, Gryselda, our family doctor, Dr. Kramer, or my father’s law students, who were occasionally stopping by to work with him on some cases.

      I especially loved our family dinners when we had visitors over. My mother would dress me up like a little doll and remind me a million times not to play around with my food and not to ask our guests any silly questions. The first accusation was quite insulting for me as I was always a perfect eater unlike my big brother, Norbert, who was always either feeding our dog Milo under the table or trying to build a fort from the chicken bones on his plate.

      As for my “silly questions,” I didn’t think they were silly at all. It was 1929 and everybody was talking about this new, infamous Nazi leader, Hitler, so my curiosity was quite justified. After all, not every new political leader gets their party banished in Berlin, so I wanted to know what all the fuss was about. The adults seemed to be quite concerned about that man, and even though I was only nine, I was listening very attentively to every word they were saying. I somehow sensed that in the near future it would concern me in some strange, inexplicable way.

      My father confirmed my suspicions later that year, when, for the first time in my life, he had “an adult” conversation with Norbert and me; for the first time he spoke to us in his study and behind the closed doors, and we’d never before seen him so serious.

      “My dear children, I want you to listen and listen good. This is a very serious matter, and you are not to talk about it with anybody else, do you understand? The safety of our whole family depends on that. I’m not worried about you, Annalise, you hardly speak to any children; as for you, son, you are never to mention what I’m going to tell you today to a single living soul, do you understand?”

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Do you remember how I used to tell you bedtime stories about your great-grandparents?”

      “About how they came to Berlin from Poland because the government didn’t want them there?”

      “Yes, my little princess, I’m glad you remembered it so well. But now I want you to forget that it ever happened, agreed?”

      “I don’t understand, Papa…”

      “You will, with time you will, girl, just forget that we’re Jewish. You remember how I told you that the Polish government took all of your great-grandfather’s property? And he had a lot of money, he was a jeweler and a very successful one. Luckily for us today, your great-grandparents were smart enough to adopt German names and converted to Protestantism when they first came to this country in order to never lose their possessions again and for you to never be oppressed like they were.”

      “But you can’t technically convert to the other religion according to the Jewish law, can you?” Along with a lot of qualities, Norbert shared my curiosity and never missed a chance to ask “silly questions.” The unfair part was that he was five years older than me and, unlike mine, they weren’t considered that silly anymore.

      “You’re right, Norbert, technically you can’t.”

      “Does it mean we’re still Jewish?”

      “That’s exactly what I want you children, to forget, once and for all. If someone asks, we are not Jewish, never were; we are multiple generation Germans, we are descendants of the Aryan race and good, faithful Protestants. Deal?”

      “Is it because the Nazis don’t like the Jews?”

      “Yes, son. And I’m afraid, after what happened in New York with their stock market crashing, people will turn to them and will start listening to all their sickening ideas.”

      “But it happened in New York, what does it have to do with us?”

      “People got scared, Norbert. Germany finally just got back on its feet after that devastating war, people were finally working and starting to get wealthy again; the economy was strong and nobody needed them. And now people realize that the Nazi Party might be the only option that will keep Germany afloat. They got scared, son, and sometimes that’s the fastest way to disaster.”

      I didn’t like my first “adult” conversation. I never imagined it to be the way it was. But we promised our father to keep our mouths shut, and we did. Besides, for New Year’s I got a new pair of pointe shoes and a beautiful blue tutu that I was wearing without taking off for days, and I completely forgot all about the bad feeling I had after the talk with my father. But I still didn’t like the Nazis and involuntarily scrunched my nose every time someone mentioned them.
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      I remembered my eleventh birthday for two reasons: just a couple of weeks prior I got accepted to the advanced ballet school I was dreaming about, and as a present for my big day my mother had one of our huge closets remodeled into my own personal little ballroom with mirrors along the wall and the barres to exercise with. I couldn’t be happier when I first saw it.

      The second reason was a sad one. While Gryselda was preparing the dinner, my mother and I were setting the table for my birthday party (everything that included art, etiquette, and good manners was my biggest passion, and nobody could put together silverware better and neater than me). I was folding the napkins with such enthusiasm that I didn’t even hear my father enter the room. But what I heard coming from my mother instead of her regular happy greeting surprised me to no end.

      “What is that thing on your lapel, Richart?”

      “It’s my Nazi Party pin. Could you make me a drink, please?”

      “I will not make you anything until you tell me why you even thought about bringing that thing home, let alone ‘proudly’ wearing it on your jacket?! What does it mean anyway? You belong to the Nazi Party now?”

      “Ilsa, please, I’m begging you, I had a very difficult day at work, please, make me that goddamn drink and then I’ll answer all your questions. Hello, my little princess!”

      “Hi, Papa!”

      He gave me a hug and kissed me on both cheeks.

      “I swear to God, you’re getting tinier and tinier every day I see you! Aren’t you supposed to get bigger?”

      “I am getting bigger! I’m getting taller, if that’s what you mean, Mama measured me today! But I can’t get fatter because our new teacher yells at the girls who, as she says, eat too much. She says our partners won’t be able to support us during the dancing if we’re too big.”

      “What is she talking about? You’re only children, you need food to grow!”

      “I eat my food, Papa. What’s that?” I couldn’t help but notice the little golden pin on my father’s lapel with the Nazi Party symbol on it. Obviously, this little thing was the reason Papa got in trouble with my mother.

      “You know how doctors and lawyers need diplomas to practice what they do, princess? And that without those diplomas nobody would take them seriously, and they wouldn’t be considered specialists?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, this little pin is Papa’s new diploma. Very soon, without this little pin, no matter how good you are at what you do, you won’t be able to get a good job or keep your practice, baby. It’s like a high school diploma, but for the grownups, and soon it’ll be mandatory for everyone to have one.”

      My mother, who was standing all this time at the door with my father’s cognac in her hand, just shook her head and silently passed it to him.

      “Don’t insert your wild ideas into our daughter’s head, please!”

      “It’s not my wild ideas, Ilsa. It’s just the way it is.”

      “Don’t you think you’re exaggerating? Mandatory? It’s not like they’re taking over the whole of Germany!”

      “They are the second biggest political party in the country, Ilsa, and most of the upper class are the ones who are funding them. So, yes, I would say they are taking over the whole of Germany.” My father, who wasn’t really a big drinker, finished off his glass in one gulp and continued in a much milder voice. “I didn’t really have a choice, Süße. I spoke to my partner, Kauffmann, and he advised me to join them sooner rather than later. He has friends in the Party, and he told me that it will only be getting worse. Their whole idea is that who’s not with them is against them. Do you know what I saw today on my way home? A young, well-dressed man panhandling on the sidewalk. Maybe he used to be a plumber or a factory worker, who knows? And now he probably doesn’t have any money to feed his children. I’m only trying to protect my family here and make sure we always have bread on our table even when the rest of the country is starving. That’s the least I can do.”

      “Even by paying such a price? Supporting people who you hate?”

      “Would you rather be proud but homeless, Süße?”

      My mother didn’t answer and just looked away. I suddenly felt like an intruder in my own family dining room. I guess my father sensed how uncomfortable I was getting and winked at me.

      “Why don’t you go get dressed before our guests start arriving, princess? A little bird told me that you have a new, very pretty dress waiting for you in your room.”

      “Really, Papa? Oh, you’re the best Papa in the world!” I gave him my tightest hug and ran to my room.

      My new dress was indeed gorgeous, a beautiful ivory color with ruffles all over the skirt, just the way I liked it. I looked like my birthday cake I’d seen earlier in the kitchen; I had no idea how much money my father paid for both the dress and the cake, and actually didn’t care. I loved being spoiled and pampered, and besides all those conversations between my parents were really upsetting me, so just for one day I wanted to forget all about the starving people on the streets, the depression everyone was talking about, the Nazis, and the banks with closed doors all over Berlin.

      We still had some time before the guests, which included mostly our relatives and closest family friends, started to arrive and since I had my new dress on I couldn’t resist the temptation, so I quickly changed my regular shoes to pointe shoes and started dancing around the hallway. I knew my routine (as well as my hallway) perfectly, so I was humming the melody from our latest show to myself and got so carried away that I closed my eyes, and after a couple more pirouettes suddenly hit the wall that wasn’t, by any means, supposed to be in my way.

      The “wall” turned out to be a very tall and handsome gentleman I’d never seen before, who still had his hands on my shoulders right after he caught me before I would have most likely fallen right onto the marble floor. He was smiling at me with the kindest smile that immediately reminded me of my father’s, but the only thing that intimidated me and made me step away was his uniform: the handsome gentleman was definitely a Nazi officer, the first one I’d seen so close in all my life.

      “I’m sorry, Fräulein, I didn’t mean to interrupt your beautiful performance, but I must say you completely knocked me off my feet.”

      “I’m sorry, Herr Officer...”  Normally I was always the one to apologize first, as my mother always taught me good manners, but this man really caught me by surprise so that I couldn’t even think of what to say next.

      “That’s fine, Fräulein. I must say you’ve really improved throughout the years; last time I saw you, you were only four years old… but even then you were dancing!”

      “We met before?”

      “You probably don’t remember me; you were too young. I’m sorry I haven’t introduced myself earlier. My name is Heinrich Friedmann, and I’m your father’s old friend. And happy birthday to you, Annalise!”

      With these words, he produced a little bouquet of pink roses from under his leather coat and a little blue box that I took without hesitation. My mother was always scolding me that I would talk to any stranger for a chocolate. She would really have a fit if she saw me now; I was talking to a Nazi officer and maybe there wasn’t even any chocolate in the box he gave me. However, so far he seemed to be very nice and nothing like my mother pictured the Nazis to me, at all.

      “Go ahead and open it. I bet you’ll like it.”

      Still holding my roses in one hand (because of my young age, nobody had ever given me roses before, so I was very proud to hold my first, very own bouquet and would most definitely ask Gryselda to keep it in my room) I opened the little box and gasped. It was a little, pointe-shoes, pendant on a golden chain, also my first jewelry, not counting my earrings that I had since I was three-years-old.

      “It’s so beautiful! Thank you so much, Herr Friedmann! All the girls at my ballet school will be so jealous!”

      “Heinrich Friedmann!” My father’s powerful voice immediately filled the hallway. “This young lady is spoiled rotten as it is, and the first thing you do after you come back in the country, you bring her more things!”

      “My wife found it for her in Vienna; she thought it would be appropriate, after all, she got accepted to one of the best schools in Berlin, she absolutely deserved it.”

      My father hugged Officer Friedmann with such a heart that I immediately overcame all the fear I had left for his Nazi uniform, after he so easily bought me, with his presents. However, I was still very curious how my father knew the Nazi officer in the first place and what was even more surprising, how the two of them were such good friends.

      “So glad to see you back, my friend! Tell me, are you in Berlin for good?”

      “I wish, Richart, I wish! Unfortunately, duty calls, I have to be back in Munich in five days.”

      “Your wife didn’t come to visit this time?”

      “She wanted to, but she came down with the worst flu right before I had to leave, so… maybe next time.”

      “Well, send my best regards to her.”

      “I absolutely will.” I caught Officer Friedmann’s eyes stopping at my father’s new Party pin. “I see you joined the Party?”

      “Yeah… I decided not to swim against the current, you know?”

      “Good for you, my friend. It’s easier this way. Anyway, I believe we have a certain birthday to celebrate, don’t we?”

      I had already put my new shiny pendant on and was now smiling at the tall officer and standing up on pointe from time to time, trying to seem taller than I really was. My mother seemed very happy to see Herr Friedmann as well, just like my brother, Norbert, who got a little upset that he didn’t get to sit next to him; that was my privilege today since it was my birthday, and my father let me sit next to our honorable guest, and I couldn’t be happier about it. Throughout the whole dinner, they all shared stories and spoke of the earlier years when Officer Friedmann’s and our family were close before his military service made him move to Munich.

      All my family members seemed to love this mysterious man, and I was the only one who felt excluded from their conversation. Officer Friedmann was right, I simply did not remember him. But I already liked him now. He was a real gentleman and was serving me food all evening and even poured a little champagne into my glass when my parents weren’t looking.

      “Let it be our little secret,” he whispered to me with a wink, and somehow I knew right away that I could trust this man and tell him everything. Too bad he lived in a different city and didn’t know when he was coming back to Berlin. I certainly would love to see him again. After all, he was the first adult who wasn’t treating me like a child but like a young lady, and I really liked that.

      Officer Friedmann stopped by our house to say goodbye before he left, and I was thinking about him for about a month after his departure. Norbert was teasing me that I was in love with our father’s friend, while my mother was just patiently answering all my questions about that handsome officer and telling me stories from the time when he still used to live not too far from our house. But after a while, my ballet teacher finally admitted that I was good enough to be a soloist, and I concentrated all my attention on my ballet practices, soon forgetting completely about my first childhood crush. The only thing that was still reminding me that I didn’t dream all it, was my little golden pendant that I was wearing without taking off, just like I told Officer Friedmann I would.
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      Berlin, 1938

      

      Whoever came up with the “genius” idea that ballet was an easy profession definitely never had their feet stuffed in a tiny shoe for hours. But as my father was always saying, nothing worthy comes too easy. I was a seventeen-year-old soloist at one of the best theaters in Berlin and if that wasn’t worthy, I don’t know what was. And even though my toes were literally bleeding after eight hours of rehearsals, I couldn’t be happier and prouder of myself. Very soon I would be performing with the best dancers of our time, on the real stage, and for the first time in front of such a huge audience. Our choreographer, Frau Martha, kept repeating that several “very important” political figures would be attending and therefore we should show our very best.

      I didn’t care for the political figures; all I was thinking about was how proud my parents would be seeing me perform on the big stage for the very first time. I knew the routine perfectly and was more than sure that I wouldn’t make any mistakes. Besides, I had a great partner, a very talented young man with big brown eyes and cute bangs always falling over one eye, who was now handing me thin bandages for my feet to keep my toes from touching.

      “Adam, you really don’t have to clean up my feet, they’re dirty and gross, I can do it myself.”

      “Nothing about you can ever be gross, Annalise.” He smiled at me shyly and put some rubbing alcohol between my toes. Not going to lie, it stung pretty badly. “Besides, if you don’t disinfect it, the dust and dirt can cause a bad inflammation. I’ve seen it before and, trust me, it doesn’t look good.”

      I never argued with him about the questions related to any medical stuff; after all, he was a son of our family doctor, Dr. Kramer, and we’d known each other since we were little kids and were going to the same ballet school. His father was still a little disappointed that his son had chosen such a different profession than his, so just to humor his “old man” Adam devoted all his free time to helping him with his practice.

      Adam was only three years older than me, so when we were younger I didn’t give him the time of day due to my opinion that all children were unnecessarily loud and stupid. However, when we both got accepted to the same company at the same time (I was a very advanced student, and Frau Martha “saw the potential in me” and accepted me on terms that I wouldn’t disappoint her, a fact that she kept reminding me of every time I didn’t do something perfect enough for her), so Adam took me under his wing, and we bonded immediately. The fact that we lived not too far from each other and he was escorting me home every evening after the rehearsals that were running late way too often, only strengthened our friendship.

      He finished bandaging my sore feet and told me that he’d be waiting for me outside. I took another look at the great, clean job he’d done and went to the dressing room to change into my regular clothes. On the way home on the bus, Adam shared a chocolate with me. By now he was very well aware of how big of a sweet tooth I had and kept bringing me treats, even though I kept scolding him for trying to make me fat. On my front porch, he gave me a quick hug and ran down the stairs.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, Annalise!”

      “Bye, Adam!”

      The first thing I saw as soon as I entered the room was my father with his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Do you know what time it is, Fräulein? Your mother and I were worried sick!”

      “I’m sorry, Papa. The rehearsals were running late again, and Frau Martha wouldn’t let us go till everyone was perfect.”

      “Well, tell Frau Martha that there is no such thing as perfect!” He helped me with my coat and kissed me on my forehead. “Did Adam bring you home again?”

      “He always does, Papa. He’s very nice.”

      My father looked at me a little longer than he should. I could sense that he was trying to find words to say something but was still unsure if he should.

      “He is a nice boy, princess. And I’m very glad that you’re finally establishing interest in the opposite sex, but be careful with him, all right?”

      “We’re just friends!” He knew just the way to embarrass me. Thank God, I was too tired to blush since all my blood was definitely concentrated in my feet.

      “At your age that can change in one day. I was friends with your mother too, until one day we got married and after a year we already had Norbert. I was only twenty-one.”

      “What does that have to do with me?”

      “I’m just saying that you have to choose wisely who you’re friends with, that’s all.”

      Now he got me really confused. He loved Dr. Kramer and considered him a part of the family, and he absolutely adored Adam; they were always invited to all the family gatherings and celebrations, and Dr. Kramer would always return the favor. More than that, when Norbert was younger and got bad pneumonia, Dr. Kramer saved his life. So hearing my father saying something about choosing friends wisely didn’t make too much sense to me.

      “Don’t get me wrong, Schatzi, I love Adam and his father. But you understand that they’re Jewish, right?”

      “Papa, we are Jewish too…”

      I couldn’t even finish the sentence because my father hushed at me loudly.

      “Are you mad?!” he whisper-yelled at me. “What did I tell you about never saying that, ever again?! We are not Jewish! Not like them, at least. They were never hiding it, and now there’s nothing that can be done for them except run while they still can.”

      “Papa, what are you talking about?”

      “Are you completely blind, girl? Don’t you see what’s going on around the country? Don’t you listen to all that anti-Semitic propaganda in the movies, on the radio, in all those papers around the city? They won’t let them live, Schatz.”

      “Papa, you’re scaring me. I don’t listen to all that stuff. I just want to dance ballet and not to be concerned about all the sickening and insane ideas the Nazi Party – your Party – keeps coming up with every day. I don’t want all that to be in my life, I don’t want it to be my problem. Now, if you will excuse me, I’m very tired and want to eat my dinner in peace.”

      As I was walking toward the kitchen, where Gryselda was warming up what was left over from dinner, I heard my father say behind my back, “I’m afraid now it is everybody’s problem, princess.”
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      I was very nervous on my way to the theater, but surprisingly as soon as I changed into my costume I became as calm as a rock. My long, dark-blonde hair was put away in a tight bun (Frau Martha was begging me to cut it short so it would be easier to manage, but my waist-long hair was my biggest pride, and I simply refused to do it), my makeup definitely made me look at least five years older than I was (and less decent than I was, but it was a stage makeup and it just had to be overly bold and bright), and I was ready to shine.

      I was so immersed in my dance that nothing else in the world existed for me. When I was dancing, I was in my own world, a world of beauty, perfection, and rhythm, when all the dancers were moving as one and created the best magic in the world – the magic of ballet. I couldn’t thank Adam more for his effortless supports and gentle hands; he really made that performance a pure joy for me.

      When we finally finished and came out to take a bow in front of the huge audience, I got goosebumps all over my skin. We got a standing ovation! They loved us! They were throwing roses on the stage and clapping so loudly that I couldn’t hear anything else beyond that roar. I was absolutely happy.

      Behind the stage, we were all hugging and kissing each other, congratulating Frau Martha on such a success. We even got an actual smile from her, and the words that she pronounced only on the rarest of occasions: “Good job, company!” In the dressing room, I was sitting in my chair with a silly smile on my face, not wanting to take off my costume. I was reminiscing the times when I was just a little girl and would beg my mother to go to bed wearing my new dress. The begging never worked and the dress would always have to come off for the night, but right now I was feeling the same thing: I wanted to go home just the way I was, still wearing my costume and go to sleep in it.

      “Annalise!!! How many times shall I call your name? Or are you sleeping with your eyes open?”

      “Huh?” I guess I got so lost in my dreams that I didn’t even hear Frau Martha’s mighty voice. “I’m not sleeping.”

      “I hope not! Come with me right now, there’s a very important SS officer, who was so impressed with your dancing, he now wants to personally thank you for your performance.”

      SS officer? I was so caught by surprise that I let Frau Martha drag me by the hand all the way to the first row of the seats, where the group of men, all dressed in black uniforms, were having a very lively conversation. As soon as we approached them, one of the men separated from the group and welcomed, my smiling from ear-to-ear, choreographer. I had no idea what I was supposed to do and was now just standing next to them, feeling quite silly in my costume. I quickly changed my mind about never taking it off ever again and would do anything just to make them stop staring at my almost bare legs. The length of my ballerina skirt didn’t help to cover them at all.

      “Annalise, come here, darling, don’t just stand there like a tree!” Frau Martha’s loud whispering brought me back to reality, and I made two little steps toward the group of officers. “Sturmbannführer Reinhard, allow me to introduce my pride and my joy, one of the most talented dancers in my company and, hopefully, my future prima-ballerina, Annalise Meissner.”

      I sat down in a little plié and finally met the eyes of the officer, who, according to Frau Martha, was so eager to thank me for my performance.

      “Pleasure is all mine, Fräulein Meissner. Or shall I call you Annalise? It’s such a beautiful name, it would be a shame not to say it again and again.”

      He shook my hand and smiled at me, but I couldn’t help but notice that his blue eyes remained cold, like ice. I don’t know why, but I certainly didn’t feel comfortable in this man’s presence. There was something intimidating about him, well, even forgetting that he was an SS officer and was probably killing people for a living.

      Sturmbannführer Reinhard took my silence as a “yes” and continued, “You certainly gave quite a performance, Annalise, and my friends and I, as a gesture of our gratitude, would love to invite you to a formal dinner, generously sponsored by this gentleman here.”

      He nodded at the smiling, older officer standing next to him. “He got promoted yesterday and a promotion is not a real promotion without a proper celebration, am I right?”

      “I guess so…”

      “Fine! So it is all arranged. My car will be waiting for you outside the theatre. Ladies.”

      Reinhard saluted us and immediately went back to the conversation he was having with his friends. I was just about to open my mouth in protest to Sturmbannführer’s manner to give orders like that, when Frau Martha quickly squeezed my arm and dragged me behind the stage, where she put both hands on my shoulders and spoke very quietly but firmly.

      “It is a big honor to be invited by such celebrated officers, darling, and it is also very good for our theatre’s image. They are all very good friends with those moneybags who will invest in anything they tell them to invest in, so make sure you are as charming as you can possibly be. A couple of more girls, from the company, they liked, are going with you, so it is very important for you to make a good impression.”

      “But I’m not even dressed for a formal dinner!” I finally interrupted her speech and, desperately trying to get out of the whole situation I had no idea how I gotten involved in, continued, “Besides my family is waiting for me outside and I didn’t even have time to talk to them after the show. They will be going crazy if I just take off like that and go to some party where I don’t even know anybody.”

      “I will take care of that, darling. I’ll tell your parents that you’re being taken care of and that they shouldn’t worry. Now, you do understand that an invitation from a high ranking SS officer is pretty much… mandatory, don’t you?”
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      I won’t lie, the idea of sneaking out of the back exit and catching a bus home occurred to me several times while I was changing my clothes in the dressing room, but all the trouble I could get into with Frau Martha, definitely outweighed the little dinner I just probably had to suffer through and never think of again. Besides, it was just a dinner, and the girls who were supposed to join me as well seemed to be very excited about it.

      As I was exiting the theatre, I immediately spotted the shiny black Mercedes with Sturmbannführer Reinhard leaning on it and smoking. But just as I started going down the steps, I heard a familiar voice calling my name.

      “Annalise!”

      “Oh, hi, Adam.” I couldn’t believe that he was waiting for me in the same spot he always did, even though I told him earlier that my father was going to pick me up. “What are you doing here?”

      “I just wanted to make sure that you got into your father’s car safely. A lot of people are out tonight.”

      “Oh, Adam…” Looking into his big eyes I didn’t even know how to say that I was going to a dinner with an SS officer. “I’m not going home yet. I was invited to a dinner, and I couldn’t really say no.”

      “What dinner?” He looked concerned. I felt even more guilt taking over, but now it was mixed with an uneasy feeling that Officer Reinhard saw me and was now staring at us. I waved at him.

      “With that man. One of his friends got promoted and… well, they wanted me to celebrate with them.”

      Adam was now looking at me with something between disbelief and even deeper concern. Finally, he whispered to me, “He’s a Nazi, Annalise… An SS…”

      “I know, Adam, it was hard not to notice the uniform. I’m sorry, I really have to go. I’ll see you tomorrow, right?”

      Adam just slowly nodded and didn’t hug me goodbye like he always used to, as if not to get me in trouble.

      “Be careful, please.”

      “I will.”

      I ran down the stairs and got into the black Mercedes, after Officer Reinhard’s driver courteously held the door for me. Sturmbannführer Reinhard got inside after me.

      “Is that boy your dancing partner?”

      “Yes, he is. And also he’s our neighbor.”

      “A talented young man. What’s his name?”

      “Adam. Adam Kramer.”

      “Jewish?”

      I looked him in the eye for the first time since we got in the car. He wasn’t smiling this time.

      “Why?”

      “Just asking. He was waiting for you outside.”

      “He always takes me home after rehearsals.”

      “You’re not dating him, are you?”

      “No, he’s just a friend.”

      “Good. It’s a shame when pretty Aryan girls make a fatal mistake of getting married to Jews. However, soon it will change.”

      My heart was pounding so loud that I was afraid that Sturmbannführer Reinhard would hear it. I was physically scared of this man. But the first thing I had to do was to distract Officer Reinhard from the ongoing interrogation he had with me.

      “So, Sturmbannführer Reinhard, how often do you go to ballet? It’s so nice to see that our brave officers have in mind not only war, but also the beauty of art.”

      He gave me a long look but finally answered, “We aren’t at war with anybody yet, my dear. And please, call me Ulrich.”
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      I’ve never seen so many SS officers in one room. They were everywhere, sitting at the tables, dancing with their ladies, smoking at the bar, and all their black uniforms made it look like one big funeral in spite of the celebratory mood they all were in. Except for several girls from my company, who jumped right in the middle of the party, I didn’t know a single person. The food was delicious, but I was too exhausted and nervous to enjoy it.

      Officer Reinhard had to make his rounds, so he didn’t bother me too much throughout the dinner, and I thanked God a million times for that. He was coming back to me from time to time and pouring more champagne into my glass. A couple of hours later, when everybody seemed to be quite drunk and my fellow dancers were happily sitting on some officers’ laps, I started thinking that it was time to go home. When I finally found my “date” and asked him if I could catch a bus somewhere near, I was very surprised to notice that he appeared to be completely sober. I caught myself thinking that I actually didn’t see him drink at all.

      “Don’t be silly, my dear, I always take care of my ladies. I’ll take you home myself.”

      He quickly grabbed his coat and walked me out of the restaurant without even saying goodbye to anyone.

      “Won’t your friends be mad at you for leaving them like that?”

      “They won’t even remember if I was at the party at all tomorrow, my dear.”

      He helped me to get into his car and asked for my address. One more reason I wanted to take a bus; I would really hate for him to know where I lived. But once again, with this man next to me, I didn’t really have a choice. He was surprisingly nice for the rest of the ride, asking me about my ballet practice, my family, and my friends. When we finally pulled up to my house, he walked me to my door and said, “I apologize that tonight I couldn’t pay as much attention to you as I wanted to, Annalise. Please, allow me to make it up to you by taking you to dinner once again. You don’t have any shows on Monday, do you?”

      “No…”

      “Fine then. I’ll pick you up at six.”

      He quickly saluted me and went back to his car without looking back. I was still standing at my door, speechless. No wonder Ulrich Reinhard was so young and already a Sturmbannführer. He definitely knew how to give orders that people were afraid not to follow.

      As I found out later during our next “date,” Reinhard used that commanding tone with everybody and not just with me. I figured that all the power he obtained from his rank and position at such a young age definitely went to his head, making him absolutely impossible to talk to, at least in the civilized manner.

      “The pork chops in this place are the best in Berlin, you have to try them.” With those words he told the waiter to bring us two portions without even asking me what I wanted. I thought of mentioning that I didn’t eat pork, but didn’t, afraid that it would raise certain questions. As Reinhard was talking – he liked talking a lot, especially about the deportation of Jews, which he was handling recently – I managed to swallow a piece of pork trying not to look too disgusted. But when he, with heartless cruelty, started discussing different methods of execution and comparing their advantages and disadvantages, I pushed the plate away and realized that I was done with food.

      Every minute in Reinhard’s company dragged like an hour, and I started to feel more and more resentment toward him, especially when he pulled me too close during the dance and started saying something sleazy about my “pretty lips” and asking if all ballerinas had legs like mine. I stopped him abruptly by saying that it was an absolutely inappropriate topic of conversation, to which he just laughed and said that he wasn’t afraid of challenges, whatever that meant.
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      My father was not happy with me. After several more of my late nights that I spent with Sturmbannführer Reinhard, we were having breakfast in silence, which was very unusual for our chit-chat loving family. The only interruptions to the silence was Gryselda, offering my father more coffee and my mother asking Norbert to pass the salt. I finally couldn’t take it anymore and loudly put down my fork.

      “What’s going on? We don’t talk to each other anymore?”

      My mother gave my father an uneasy look. He just sighed and also put down his fork and wiped his mouth with a napkin; I knew right away, “the talk” was coming.

      “Süße, we’re all just a little… concerned about your… friendship with that man.”

      “Well, Papa, you weren’t happy about me being friends with a nice Jewish boy, so I became friends with a merciless SS officer. I really don’t see why you aren’t happy about it.”

      I didn’t mean to sound so sarcastic, but it somehow came out that way.

      “Annalise, you’re taking it too far. I never said that you shouldn’t be friends with Adam, I just advised you to be careful about it. And as for Reinhard, you have no idea how right you are by calling him merciless. He got his last promotion for ordering and partially personally executing the mass murder of hundreds of political prisoners and other… what do they call them, ‘unfit’ people somewhere in the south of the country. I really don’t understand what you’re thinking by accepting his invitations.”

      “If you know him so well, answer me please, do I really have a choice?”

      “You always have a choice, Süße.”

      “Really? Good! You go tell him that!”

      I threw my napkin on the table and almost ran out of the dining room. If my own family refused to understand what was going on and blamed it all on me, I had no idea how I was going to get out of all this. The only thing that was consoling me on my way to the theatre was the thought of seeing Adam; he was the one who I could always rely on and who would at least listen to me without judging.

      To my big surprise, I couldn’t find him anywhere and when I questioned what had happened to my dancing partner, one of the male dancers widened his eyes at me and whispered, “Haven’t you heard? They were all dismissed!”

      “Who’s ‘they?’”

      “The Jews!”

      After that he just shook his head and left me standing there in shock. That couldn’t be! Half of our company was Jewish. Half of the orchestra was Jewish! How on Earth could they do that?

      Still in disbelief, I went straight to the main rehearsal room where we always used to practice our morning routine. I hadn’t even changed my clothes yet; all I wanted was to see Frau Martha and confront her personally about what was going on. As soon as I opened the door, I saw her speaking to a group of dancers gathered around her. This time her voice was much lower than it always was. She noticed me and gestured me to come closer.

      “Ah, Annalise, good, come in here, we were just discussing some changes the theatre will have to undergo.”

      “Is it true…” I couldn’t even finish the sentence, but she seemed to understand what I was going to say and lowered her eyes.

      “I’m afraid it is, darling. Unfortunately, despite all the gratitude and warm feelings we have for our fellow dancers, some of them had to be let go. It was not my decision, I am just following the instructions given by our Minister of Propaganda, Herr Goebbels. And according to the new law, dancers of the Jewish origin cannot perform together with the German ones.”

      “But half of our company was Jewish!”

      “I know, darling, and it’s sad to see them go. It’s not just Berlin, this is happening all over the country. There’s really nothing we can do.”

      One more girl finally broke the silence and took my side, unlike the rest of the group that just stood there, quietly looking at the floor.

      “But how are we going to dance now? We’ve lost half of our great performers. And what about Susanne? She was a prima-ballerina… who’s going to replace her?”

      “First of all, her name was Shoshanna, not Susanne.” Gretchen, another soloist who I never liked mostly because she reminded me too much of a snake – very cold, sneaky and with a poisonous tongue – joined our conversation. “And second, now we’re going to have a German prima-ballerina, and personally I think this is great. I mean, every single girl here would absolutely love to take her place, am I right?”

      “Not like that! That’s just not fair!” I was looking at Gretchen still unable to believe what I’d just heard. We were all like a family and now she’s being so happy about half of the family being gone?

      “Why are you so concerned about them anyway?”

      “I’ve just lost the best dancing partner and my good friend! And half of the company is sharing my feelings, I’m sure, they’re just afraid to say so.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, little Fräulein Innocence! Do you know what I think? I think that they all got fired because your German boyfriend number one didn’t like your Jewish boyfriend number two, so… he took some measures.”

      A couple of the girls actually giggled at Gretchen’s “funny joke” while I felt a burning desire to smack her on the head right there. Instead, I just shook my head in disbelief and said, “How can you be so evil, Gretchen?”

      “I’d rather be evil than a Jew-lover.”

      “Enough, girls!!!” Frau Martha finally used her powerful voice and took control of the situation. “We all have to concentrate on what keeps us together and not what stands between us. And the thing that unites us all is ballet. So all the soloists will meet me in half an hour in room number four. We’ll have an audition for the part of Susanne. We’ll also have to fill in the free spots we have now, so it’s going to be a long day. Go change, and I’ll see you all in a little bit.”
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      “I’m so sorry, Adam.” After an exhausting (more mentally than physically) day at the theatre I stopped by Dr. Kramer’s house to see my friend. His father was still at work and we were having tea, waiting for him to come back. “What are you planning to do now?”

      “Well, my father thinks that I should go to Switzerland and from there to New York. They have a lot of theatres there, and he’s sure I’ll get a spot, at least somewhere. But the real reason is that he doesn’t want me to stay in Berlin anymore. He doesn’t think it’s safe, you know?”

      “I understand.” I looked down at my cup. I didn’t want to lose my best friend, but Dr. Kramer was certainly right – it wasn’t safe here for Adam anymore. “So, have you decided on the date? I mean, when are you leaving?”

      “To be honest, I haven’t decided yet if I should leave. I don’t want to leave my father here alone, and I’m pretty much the only family he has, at least in Berlin.”

      “But what are you going to do then? I mean, ballet was your only profession…”

      “I can still help him with the practice. After all these years I’m as good as a real doctor, just without a diploma. And besides, if I leave, who’s going to take care of you and your feet?”

      His warm smile quickly turned into a sad one, and I guessed that Adam probably thought about my “German boyfriend number one.” But he still took my hand in his and squeezed it tightly.

      “I don’t want anything to happen to you, Annalise.”

      “You should be worried about yourself, Adam, not about me. I’ll be fine.”

      He looked me straight in the eyes and suddenly got very serious.

      “You know what those Nazis see in women, Annalise? They don’t see your beautiful soul or how much fun you are or what a great friend you can be. All they see is the breeding material: blonde hair, blue eyes, fair skin, athletic abilities… All they care about is reproducing a ‘pure’ Aryan offspring. I read what that Goebbels wrote: they want to breed humans like dogs. I just… I hope you won’t ever be a part of it.”

      After a moment of contemplation, I smiled at Adam’s sad eyes and said, “Well, if they want a purebred German, they’re in for a big surprise. Because even though I look like one, I am anything ‘but.’”

      He looked very confused.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “Swear not to tell anybody, ever?”

      “I swear.”

      “I’m an Ashkenazi Jew, Adam.”

      After a moment of silence, my obviously shocked friend finally regained control of his voice.

      “Is that supposed to be a joke?”

      “No, it’s absolutely not. My great-grandparents immigrated to Germany after the Polish government seized all their assets. They decided not to make the same mistake twice, quickly converted to Christianity, and paid someone big money to falsify their documents. That’s how we became Meissners. ‘Multi-generational, purebred’ Germans.”

      “I can’t believe it. You are Jewish.”

      “Yes. From head to toes.”

      “I always felt that I had some connection with you.”

      “You’re just saying that. And Adam, now that you know my secret and – I hope – you can trust me a little more, will you listen to what I have to say? Your father is one hundred percent right, it’s not safe for you to stay here. You should listen to him and go to New York while you still can.”

      “Why don’t you come with me then? It’s not safe for anybody to stay here. And I know that that man won’t leave you alone anyway, and there’s nobody to protect you.”

      “If both of us leave, who’s going to take care of your father? My father is too paranoid that the Nazis are watching him and that’s why he can’t have any close relationships with any Jewish people. Norbert is terrified that the war is coming and that he’ll be drafted into the army. I don’t blame him actually, he’s only twenty-two, and he doesn’t want to die.”

      “And what about you?”

      “What about me? I can be friends with whoever I want to, I’m just a silly girl, what do I know?”

      “I’ll go on one condition. You have to promise me here and now that if, at some point, you feel like yours or your family’s life is in danger, you’ll come and stay with me.”

      “I promise, Adam. I’ll come and find you.”

      After only three days, he packed his suitcases and was gone. Now the only friend who was keeping me company was my dog, Milo.
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      I finally felt somewhat happy, or at least at peace. My eighteenth birthday was only in one month and my father was planning a big party for “his little princess.” I was really looking forward to seeing all of our friends and family and to share great news with them: Frau Martha chose me as a substitute for our new prima-ballerina, Giselle, and even though technically I was still just a soloist, if Giselle would get sick or decided to have a baby (she got married recently), I would be the one to take her place.

      I was standing on a little stool while the tailor, Herr Lieberman, and his always smiling wife, Ruth, (who kept saying that I was way too skinny for a girl of my age and tried to feed me homemade pies every time I stopped by) were working on my birthday dress. My father had already told them that he would take care of all the expenses and that they could create any masterpiece they liked without thinking of the price. I kept smiling at my own reflection and humming a popular song to myself; I finally felt like a carefree child again.

      Ruth went to the front of the store to get more pins and after a minute ran back inside.

      “There’s a black car parked outside and an officer at the door insisting he has to talk to you, Fräulein Meissner.”

      A black car was never good news, but I was still surprised how on earth he’d found me.

      “Can I step out for a second like this? The dress is not going to fall apart on me, right?”

      “No, Fräulein, don’t worry.”

      I smiled at the kind woman reassuringly and quickly went to the front of the store. There he was, of course, Ulrich Reinhard’s driver, smoking a cigarette while waiting for me.

      “Good afternoon, Fräulein Meissner.” He quickly got rid of the cigarette and opened the door for me. I guessed that Sturmbannführer was waiting for me inside and was right. As always.

      “What are you doing in a Jewish store, Annalise?”

      What a nice way to start a conversation. Good day to you too, Officer Reinhard.

      “They’ve always been our tailors, and there’s no one around in the whole area who can compare to them in quality. How did you find me?”

      “I wouldn’t be an SS officer if I didn’t have my ways, now would I?” If that was intended to be a joke, I didn’t smile back at him. I guess he took a hint from the look on my face and finally answered my question. “Don’t worry, I wasn’t spying on you. Your mother told me where to find you.”

      “You met my mother?”

      “Well, I was hoping to talk to you, but you weren’t at home, and your housekeeper was less than helpful in informing me of your whereabouts. So I had to introduce myself to Frau Meissner. I hope you don’t mind. It was an emergency. That’s a very pretty dress, I have to say.”

      “Thank you. So what’s the emergency?”

      “Oh, it’s really no big deal, I just wanted to make sure that you’re staying indoors tonight.”

      “I’m always staying indoors at night, so I don’t really understand your concern, Ulrich.”

      “I already spoke to your mother and made sure she understood the importance of my request. Just make sure that neither you, nor your family members, leave the house tonight, deal?” Without waiting for my response, he continued, “Now let’s get back inside and make sure that your friends finish with your dress in time.”

      “There’s really no rush, they still have plenty of time till the…”

      There was no point in me finishing the sentence, because Sturmbannführer Reinhard had already stepped out of the car and held the door open for me. I followed him inside the store, where his black uniform scared the living hell out of poor Herr and Frau Lieberman. After a quick look around, Reinhard finally spoke to the owners.

      “That’s some job you did on that Fräulein’s dress.”

      Herr Lieberman anxiously swallowed but nevertheless bowed his head a little.

      “Thank you, Herr Officer.”

      “It’s almost done, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, Herr Officer. We just have to finish with the sleeves, and my wife has to sew on the lace trim.”

      “Well, that certainly doesn’t seem like a lot of work. Can you finish it within a couple of hours?”

      “I suppose it can be done.”

      “Good. You shouldn’t be losing any time then. I’ll take Fräulein Meissner home and will send my driver to pick up the dress in two hours sharp. Make sure it’s done by then.”

      “Of course, Herr Officer.”

      I gave Herr and Frau Lieberman an apologetic smile and went to change into the dress I came in. Papa should give them more money just for their troubles, but how dare that arrogant snob Reinhard come in and take over just like that?! Why is he so concerned about my dress, anyway? Now, thanks to him, I look like an idiot in front of these nice people. Yes, I’ll definitely ask Papa to pay them extra and send them some fruit for New Year’s just to apologize for that “piece of work’s” behavior. Still upset about the whole incident, I quickly said goodbye to the Liebermans and got into Reinhard’s black Mercedes. On the way home Sturmbannführer was surprisingly quiet and, after dropping me off at my house, the only thing he said was, “Don’t worry about your dress, Annalise. I’ll make sure it’s delivered to you tomorrow no matter what happens. And please, go to bed early tonight.”

      Still confused about his more than odd behavior, I went to the library and decided to curl up with a book while waiting for my father to come back from work. After Gryselda made me a warm cocoa, I didn’t even notice that I fell asleep. Papa woke me up by kissing me on my forehead. I couldn’t help but notice how pale and tired he looked, especially tonight.

      At dinner he hardly touched his food and looked very distracted. My mother, as if sensing his mood, didn’t even mention anything about meeting Reinhard earlier today. Norbert kept giving me inquisitive looks, but I just shrugged each time he would give little nods in my father’s direction. I had as little idea of what was going on as he did.
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      I went to bed early that night and was having the strangest dreams. First I saw Sturmbannführer Reinhard knocking on our door, and right after my mother let him in, he turned into a big black German Shepherd and tried to attack her and Norbert, who in my dream was not older than five for some reason. Little Norbert tried to hide behind the table, but Reinhard-the-German-Shepherd tugged on the tablecloth, started shaking it in his mouth, and eventually broke all of our fine china standing on it.

      Then that dream turned into another one. I was at the Liebermans’ store wearing my birthday dress again, but this time it was not the original pale blue color, it was dark red. Ruth Lieberman was sewing the lace trim on and crying, and when I looked down at her fingers, they were all bloody from her constantly cutting them with the thick needle. I tried to stop her from sewing, but she just kept repeating that she must finish before her husband leaves. I tried to pull away from her and accidentally hit the mirror behind me with my elbow, and it loudly broke into tiny little pieces.

      The sound was so realistic that I woke up and decided to go to the kitchen and get a glass of water. Suddenly I heard it again, loud and clear, the sound of the breaking glass. Not as close as it was in my dream, but still very distinctive. I put on the robe, tied the belt and stood motionless for about a minute, trying to understand where the sound was coming from. There it was again; it seemed like several blocks away, but this time coming from the opposite direction.

      Without further hesitation I decided to finally find out what was going on, so I went to the hallway and from there to the library, the windows of which were facing the street, unlike in my room that was looking out to the garden. I was very surprised to see the reading lamp on and my father sitting in his favorite chair in his robe, with a half-empty bottle of cognac next to him. He suddenly looked twenty years older than he was, and the grave expression on his face immediately sent chills down my spine.

      “Papa, what time is it?”

      He slowly raised his eyes to me as if not recognizing me and quietly answered, “Around one o’clock, Schatzi. Why aren’t you sleeping?”

      “Don’t you hear it? Something’s going on in the city.”

      He just sighed and took another sip from his almost empty glass.

      “Don’t worry about it, girl, they won’t bother us. Go back to sleep. Do you want some cognac with honey? It will put you right out.”

      He definitely knew what was going on, and I was determined to get to the bottom of this. After all, I wasn’t a little child anymore who could be sent away every time the adults didn’t feel like sharing some information in his or her presence.

      “It sounds like some vandals are breaking into someone’s house! We should call the police or inform the authorities in some way! If you listen closely, it’s only several blocks away! What if they’ll get to us soon?”

      “They won’t get to us,” my father said very slowly. I sensed the sadness in his voice. “It sounds so close because it’s in the Jewish area next to us. That’s why I said that they won’t bother us. We’re Germans.”

      “Papa, what’s going on?” I knelt in front of him and took his hands in mine. Meanwhile, several barely distinctive screams now accompanied the sound of the shattering glass. “Please tell me.”

      “Yesterday, at the Party meeting we were discussing the detailed plan of… deportation of the Jewish population from the country suggested by Dr. Goebbels and approved by the Führer himself. The ‘cleansing’ starts tonight… all over the country. They will destroy Jewish businesses, houses, and burn down their synagogues… and the police are to be restrained from taking any measures.”

      For the first time I saw my father, a celebrated lawyer, struggling with words. Then, I finally started to put two and two together: Sturmbannführer Reinhard’s odd behavior, my father’s silence at dinner… they knew what was going to happen. Both of them knew and never said anything to me. And then all of a sudden I remembered my nightmare and jumped back to my feet.

      “The Liebermans!!! Doctor Kramer! Papa, we have to go help them! What are they going to do to them??”

      My father’s strong grip pulled me back to his chair, where he put my legs up on his lap just like he used to do when I was a little girl and couldn’t sleep or was sick. He picked up the throw from the floor and covered me all up, as if putting me in a little cocoon that was supposed to keep me sheltered till it would be safe for me to come out.

      “There’s nothing we can do for them, Schatzi, I’m sorry.” He was stroking my hair and pressing me even closer every time I tried to worm myself out of his strong hold. “I can’t allow you to go there, girl, it’s too dangerous. You can get seriously hurt.”

      “What about them?! Won’t they be hurt?!”

      “They just want them out of the country, princess. They won’t kill them. I promise, they won’t. I promise.”

      I had serious doubts that he believed his own words when he was saying them. After realizing how helpless I was in this situation, I finally gave up my attempts to free myself and was just sitting still, with my forehead pressed next to my father’s cheek. He let out another deep sigh, and I felt something wet on my face; for the first time in seventeen years I saw my father cry. And it scared me even more than the terror happening outside.
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      Berlin, November 10, 1938. The day after the ‘Kristallnacht’ (‘Night of Broken Glass.’)

      

      That morning we were having breakfast much earlier than usual since no one could sleep the night before. None of us actually had any appetite at all, so we were just pushing the food in our plates from one side to another until Gryselda, who couldn’t stand the sight of the wasted meal she so thoroughly prepared, broke the silence, “What, have you all decided to starve yourselves or something? Herr Meissner, please, show the good example to your wife and children, finish your omelet, I’m begging you! You can’t work all day on coffee alone, look what you’ve done to yourself! Getting almost as skinny as this little tree-twig here!” A disapproving nod in my direction. “Humor the old lady, eat at least something!”

      My father gave her a faint smile and just to make Gryselda (who as he was always saying reminded him of his grandmother) happy, he took several bites from his plate. A loud knock on the front door distracted our housekeeper from her duties of making sure that everyone in her household leaves the table full, and she hurried to see who was interrupting our meal at such an early hour (most likely the greeting would include a scolding and grumping).

      Gryselda came back right away and, to my father’s question who was the unexpected visitor, she just shrugged.

      “Some soldier, God knows who he was, those kids don’t even bother to introduce themselves anymore! Brought a package for Annalise, probably a present from that man I don’t like.”

      “What makes you think that?” I squinted my eyes at the old woman, who was looking at me with her arms crossed over her chest. She reminded me of my grandmother too. I bet my mother had the same feeling about her. The grumpy old lady who you love to death.

      “I’ll tell you what, the car outside was the same as always. And who else would bring your presents? I would send it back if I were you, Fräulein. You should have nothing to do with him.”

      Curious, I excused myself from the table and went to the hall, where the small package wrapped in paper was waiting for me on a little table by the door. I quickly tore the wrapper apart and saw my dress, my birthday dress, all finished and ready to wear. Still holding it in my hands, I couldn’t believe the cynicism of that bastard: he knew that later that night all the Jewish businesses would be destroyed and ordered those poor people to finish my dress in time. He made his driver pick it up right before the first stones broke their windows, and both the military and the enraged vandals, drunk on their hatred for the innocent people, who never did anything wrong in their life but worked hard and tried to live their quiet life, trashed their beautiful store.

      I felt angry. Not just angry, I was absolutely outraged. He’s going to pay for this. I don’t know how, but I swear to God he will. I hated Reinhard so much that the feeling was almost burning through my chest. I clenched my hands into fists and, without saying a word to anybody, grabbed my coat and ran out of the door.

      I ran all the way to the Jewish area not too far from our house, partly because I wanted to get to the Liebermans as soon as I could and partly because I tried not to look at all the devastation around me. We always used to shop here, do our hair, make our dresses, and buy our jewelry. We knew all these people, they were our friends and now the whole block was simply devastated, as if someone had dropped a bomb on it. The broken glass and stone was crunching under my feet, together with all kinds of stuff the SA storm troopers and the angry mob threw out of the shops and trashed last night.

      It was surprisingly quiet around; I couldn’t see a single person at first, only soldiers talking loudly in the distance. I couldn’t say that I wasn’t relieved by the absence of people because I was very afraid to see dead bodies on the streets. Maybe my father was right last night saying that the vandals wouldn’t harm them?

      I finally made it to what was left of our tailors’ store and walked inside. If I didn’t go there as often as I did, I probably wouldn’t even recognize it since all the stores and shops now looked absolutely the same: dark, trashed to pieces, and silent. I looked around, still in disbelief. It all seemed just too surreal, and deep down inside I was hoping that this was just another nightmare and I would wake up any minute now. There was no way the Liebermans could afford to rebuild after what had been done to their store – whatever the looters didn’t find good enough to take (all the rolls of the quality materials along with the ready-to-wear woolen costumes and silk shirts, the pride of Herr Lieberman, were gone) they broke, tore into pieces, or threw out in the street. Even the mannequins looked like they took a bad beating from those Nazi-supporting animals. And as the final spit in the face, all over the wall the freshly painted red letters, saying, “Jews, get out!”

      I didn’t know why I started to pick up the pieces of lace from the floor, not even knowing where to put them. Herr Lieberman’s table was broken, so I lifted the wooden panel that was left of it and started to organize the lace trims next to each other. That was pretty much all I could do. And when they come back, I’ll help them with the clean-up. Maybe Papa will lend them some money to get back on their feet...

      “Excuse me, Fräulein, are you looking for someone?” A quiet woman’s voice with a slight Jewish accent behind my back brought me back to reality. I turned around and saw a little woman of probably my mother’s age, holding several books in her hands.

      “Yes, I actually am. Liebermans, the tailors. It used to be their store. Do you know them?”

      “Oh yes, of course I do. We have… we had a bookstore across the street.” She waved in the direction of yet another vandalized storefront. “That… used to be Berger’s bookstore. My name is Sarah.”

      “I’m Annalise. I’m not sure where they live, but it can’t be too far away, right? When do you think are they coming back? I’d love to help them clean up this mess.”

      “Oh, darling...” My new acquaintance looked at me with even more sorrow in her big eyes. “They won’t be back any time soon. The trucks took them all.”

      “What trucks?” I was getting more and more confused.

      “The trucks… A lot of people lived on the second floor, right above their stores, just like the Liebermans did, so whoever the soldiers saw, they took away.”

      “Took away where?”

      “To the camps, darling.”

      The last words she almost whispered, as if she was afraid that someone might hear her. The camps?

      “The concentration camps,” Sarah explained, seeing my confusion. “Those camps were operating since 1933, but before they were only used for political prisoners as I heard. I guess now they decided to put us there as well.”

      “I never heard of such a thing. Are you sure it’s not just… to scare people away? To make them emigrate?”

      Instead of responding to me, Sarah just made a circle with her hands around herself.

      “Then where did all the people go?”

      I was just staring at her without blinking. Every day I felt how such a familiar world was crushing and burning around me more and more, and there was nothing I could do about it. I looked down at the lace trims I was still holding, the same lace trims that always smiling Ruth Lieberman was holding in her skillful hands just one day ago, and I felt the tears filling up my eyes. I will probably never see them again. I slowly sat on the dirty floor and quietly started crying.

      “I’m sorry, dear.” Sarah sat next to me and hugged me by the shoulders. “Were you close with them?”

      “They were our family tailors. I’ve been going to them my whole life. They were our friends. They were such great, amazing, kind people! I was here just yesterday, and they were finishing the dress for my birthday. And we didn’t even have a chance to pay for it!”

      I don’t know why but that last thought of mine got me so devastated and guilty that I completely buried my face in Sarah’s coat and let the tears take over.
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      I was standing behind the stage, warming up before the show. It was a full house tonight. The same people, who just several days ago burned down every synagogue in Berlin, now decided to turn to art. After forcing a big part of the Jewish population to the camps, they thought it would be appropriate to dress up, act all sophisticated, and go watch a ballet on a Friday night as if ‘rewarding’ themselves for a job well done. Animals. Heartless animals.

      Earlier that night one of the stage workers brought me a bouquet of red roses, saying that some “important” officer dropped them off. Oh, brother! The flowers stayed on my table not longer than two minutes, before I “accidentally” pushed the vase off the table and it broke in tiny pieces. For a second I was contemplating if I should just step on the glass and tell Frau Martha that I cut my foot and wouldn’t be able to perform tonight or till it heals. That way I wouldn’t have to dance for all those sickening people, and especially for Sturmbannführer Reinhard, the most sickening of them all. However, just before my bare foot almost touched the glass, I had a second thought about it: wouldn’t it mean that they won? Wouldn’t it mean that they broke my spirit just like they broke my people’s? And I decided not to give up so easily.

      I was dancing with such heart that night, with so much feeling that even Frau Martha, who very rarely praised anybody, kept repeating “Good job!” behind the stage. I was dancing for my people, for all of them who died and for all who were still left to suffer. I had no other way to express my sorrow, so I dedicated my dance to them, the only thing that I could do. But deep inside I promised myself that I’d find a way to help each and every one of them who’d crossed my path in the future, one way or another. I won’t be a silent bystander like my father, I won’t let the Nazis scare me. I will never, ever be a part of this new country. I’m going to fight them.

      My after-dance ecstasy didn’t last long, though. Just as I was trying to sneak out from the back entrance of the theatre, Sturmbannführer Reinhard (exactly whose company I was hoping to escape) grabbed me by my hand.

      “Where are you going, Annalise? I wanted to introduce you to some people. They were all under such an impression from your performance tonight, and I would really love it if you would join us for dinner.”

      “I’m sorry, Ulrich, but not tonight. I’m really exhausted and can’t wait to go to sleep.”

      My first “no” to Reinhard, to my surprise, came out much easier than I thought it would. I was even proud of myself. But really, after what he’d done to the Liebermans, I wasn’t even going to pretend to be nice to him anymore. Sturmbannführer, however, wasn’t used to hearing “no” from people.

      “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that, Annalise.” Even though he was smiling, his grip on my hand remained tight. “You’re my trophy for tonight, and I want to show you off.”

      I smiled back and tried to release myself, but to no avail.

      “Ulrich, you’re hurting my arm. Don’t forget that I’m a ballerina, not a soldier.”

      “Well, maybe your arm hurts from cleaning the Jewish trash for two days in a row?” He squinted his eyes at me.

      I did help some of our Jewish neighbors and especially Dr. Kramer (who luckily survived the pogrom) to clean up after Kristallnacht, but how the hell did Reinhard find out about it?

      “I was helping our family doctor. He saved my brother’s life.”

      He was clearly not satisfied with that answer.

      “I’m starting to get more and more curious about your family: you go to the Jewish tailors, you have a Jewish family doctor… your dancing partner was a Jew… Maybe I shall make a little report to the Gestapo or maybe even to SD, the Secret Service, to investigate this… interesting case? You sure seem to be very sympathetic to those dirty rats.”

      I wanted to shout, “You’re the biggest and dirtiest rat I’ve ever seen!!!” right to his face, but at the last second bit my tongue. The Gestapo didn’t sound good, and more than anything I didn’t want to put my family in danger. On the other hand, if Reinhard was trying to blackmail me in the hope that I would be following him everywhere without saying a word and doing whatever he told me to do, that was certainly not going to happen. So I just shrugged and calmly said, “Do what you think is right, Herr Reinhard. We’re good people and have nothing to hide. My father belongs to the Nazi Party and certainly gives them enough money to be considered a ‘loyal’ citizen.”

      “And meanwhile his daughter doesn’t even know the fundamental principles of this Party according to the friends she keeps.”

      “Thanks to you and your Party I almost don’t have any friends left.”

      “Oh, yes, by the way, what happened to that little Jewish boy, what was his name? Adam?”

      “He left the country. And good for him.”

      “Do you miss him?”

      Despite his sarcastic tone, Sturmbannführer Reinhard looked plain menacing now. In the poorly lit hallway, in his black uniform and with eyes sparkling with hardly masked anger, he was evil embodied. I don’t know why I remembered how my father once taught me that if you’re facing a growling dog, who’s ready to attack, showing your fear is the worst thing you can do. Keep looking it straight in the eye and do not back down in any circumstances. So I didn’t.

      “Every single day.”

      What happened next I didn’t even see coming in a million years: Reinhard grabbed me by my throat and almost threw me into the wall, without releasing the grip on my neck. I hit my head hard, but luckily didn’t black out. He pressed his face next to mine and whispered right in my ear through clenched teeth, “You dirty little whore, you’re messing with them and playing hard to get with me, an SS Sturmbannführer of the German army?! I’ll teach you how to love your country, you little bitch!”

      To my luck at that exact same moment a stage worker happened to enter the hallway and stopped within steps from us, obviously deciding what to do. I could hardly breathe, let alone scream, so I just gave him the best pleading look I could.

      “What the hell are you staring at? Keep. Walking.”

      Unfortunately, Reinhard’s commanding tone and an SS officer’s uniform had more effect on the poor man than my look, so he just turned away and started to leave. I knew that this little distraction was my only chance to free myself, and with all the force I had I kicked the Nazi officer right in all men’s weakest spot – below his waist. The trick that Norbert taught me to protect myself from boys who bothered me in high school worked perfectly once again, and after Reinhard released his grip on my neck, I tried to push him away with all the strength of my tiny ballerina body. I almost got past him, but he obviously wasn’t planning to lose this fight and grabbed me by the sleeve. At that point I was already in survival mode, so I quickly wormed my way out of my coat and took off as fast as I could.

      Out in the street I immediately ran toward the darkest alley I saw and was running, changing streets, for a good ten minutes before I finally took a break to catch my breath. It seemed like no one was following me, but the next dilemma was where to go. Should I go home? But Reinhard, who certainly wasn’t an idiot (a dirty pig, but not an idiot), would most likely wait for me right by my doorstep. Dr. Kramer’s house? No, that’s an even worse idea, that sneaky Nazi bastard probably has a detailed file on every person he saw me talking to. And the poor doctor will probably be sent away right after the Liebermans for hiding me. No. I can’t risk that.

      After five minutes of sitting on somebody’s doorstep in the freezing November cold in a thin cotton dress, I began to shiver. I can’t stay outside either; I won’t probably even make it till the morning. God damn it! God damn Reinhard and all the Nazis!!! After I officially ran out of options where to hide and after I almost lost feeling in my arms and legs, I finally caught a car on the corner and asked a shocked driver to give me a lift home. When he questioned me as to what had happened, I told him that some crooks took my coat. They didn’t take my money though, so there was really no point to go to the police.

      The nice man pulled up to a house across the street from mine, just where I told him to (so I could have a clear view of the whole street), and even refused to take the money I offered him for his troubles. After he left, I took another good look around and, not seeing any suspicious activity, ran toward my house. I almost made it across the street, when all of a sudden I got blind-sided by the headlights of the quickly approaching car. Instinctively, I jumped back and couldn’t believe my eyes: it was the so well-known to me, by now, black Mercedes!

      “Oh, no! No, no, no!” I whispered to myself, slowly backing off from it. The driver’s door opened, and as soon as I saw that black leather coat, I turned around one-hundred-eighty degrees and ran toward our neighbor’s house. I didn’t see any lights on but was praying that they were just asleep and not out of town. The chance of me winning this race was very slim this time, and I already heard the quickly approaching steps behind me.

      “Annalise! Is that you?”

      The voice behind my back didn’t sound like Reinhard’s, but the noise in my head after I banged it on the wall was still pretty loud and who knows, maybe it was distorting the sounds around me. No matter what it was, I wasn’t going to stop.

      “Annalise! Wait!”

      I finally made it to our neighbor’s front door and started banging on it with both fists, screaming bloody murder. That didn’t last too long, though, as a strong grip pulled me away from the door and held both my hands tight, but surprisingly, without hurting me.

      “Let me go, you son of a bitch!!! Let me go right now!!!”

      This time he simply closed my mouth shut with one hand, still holding my arms with the other, trying to prevent me from waking up the whole neighborhood.

      “I will let go as soon as you stop screaming and kicking, deal?”

      That wasn’t Reinhard, I was sure of it now. This man was much taller and had a much more pleasant voice that I thought I had already heard before, somewhere. A little relieved by that fact, I slightly nodded and stopped my attempts to free myself. The man behind my back slowly let go of me, as if still expecting that I’d throw another fit. I turned around to take a look at him, but it was too dark, and he was wearing a Nazi uniform cap that was throwing a shadow on the upper part of his face, so I couldn’t quite see him.

      “What the hell are you doing running around in a summer dress, young lady? And why did you take off like a bandit when you saw my car?”

      “I thought you were somebody else…”

      He quickly took off his leather coat and put it on my shoulders. The much welcomed warmth and the smell of his perfume all of a sudden had such a comforting effect on me that I instantly felt very safe and protected.

      “Interesting girl you are, Annalise. Last time you ran into me; this time you were running away from me. Will we ever have a normal meeting?”

      What is he talking about? Or did I hit my head so hard that I’m hallucinating?

      “Do I know you?”

      “Sure you do. It’s me Heinrich. Heinrich Friedmann, your father’s friend, remember?”

      I hadn’t seen him in so long that it took me a moment to react. But after I realized that yes, it was him indeed, Papa’s good friend Officer Friedmann, standing here next to me and smiling, I forgot all about the good manners that Mama had taught me, threw my arms around his neck and hugged him as tight as I could.

      “Oh, thank God, Officer Friedmann, thank God, it’s really you!”

      He started laughing and hugged me back.

      “Wait, a minute ago you were kicking the hell out of me and now you’re happy to see me? Well, at least I’m glad that it’s not the other way round. Now, will you tell me what happened to you and your coat?”

      I finally felt embarrassed hugging my father’s friend (and, besides, a married man) in such an inappropriate manner and was just standing next to him now, wrapping myself in his warm leather coat.

      “One man… attacked me. I got away, but he took my coat.”

      “What man??”

      “An officer…”

      “An SS Officer??”

      “Yes… that’s why I got so scared when I saw your car. He drives a black Mercedes too.”

      “Do you know him?”

      “Kind of. He kept following me around for a couple of months, coming to my performances… made me go to dinners with him… My father warned me about him, but I couldn’t really say no to his invitations, because… he doesn’t really like it when people say ‘no’ to him… as I found out today.”

      “What’s his name?”

      “Sturmbannführer Ulrich Reinhard. He threatened me that if I refused to go out with him, he’d make a report to the Gestapo or even SD on our family. But I still told him to go to hell. Do you think I got myself in trouble?”

      “You absolutely have nothing to be afraid of, young lady. You did everything right, and your father will be very proud of you. And I’ll make sure that measures are taken against this bastard who has offended you.”

      “But what if he does go to SD?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about that if I were you.”

      “Why not?”

      “I’m the SD.”
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      The very next day Officer Friedmann stopped by our house with a huge package under his arm. I had to play the host myself since my mother was out shopping with Gryselda and my father was driving them. Norbert was at his new girlfriend’s house as I suspected (at least all his free time he spent there, so we always knew where to find him). Officer Friedmann didn’t seem too disappointed not to find my parents at home and gladly accepted my invitation for a cup of coffee (which I had little idea how to make, but how hard could it be? Gryselda made it all the time).

      “I’m actually here to see you, Annalise. I figured that you would be cold without your coat, so I pulled a couple of strings and got you this.”

      He handed me the huge package which he had come in with. It was a very pleasant surprise, especially taking into consideration that I had two other coats and he probably knew that. But what was inside the package absolutely took my breath away: it was a gorgeous, silver fox fur coat, a beauty like I’d never seen before in my life. For about a minute I was just holding it in my hands without saying a word; I actually thought I was dreaming.

      “What’s the matter? You don’t like it?” Officer Friedmann’s concerned look snapped me out of my initial shock.

      “Oh, no, it is absolutely gorgeous! I’m just… I’ve never had anything like it, so…”

      “Well, I thought it would be an appropriate present for your eighteenth birthday. Allow me?” He took the coat from my hands and held it for me to try on. I ran to the big hallway mirror and gasped.

      “Oh my God, it’s so beautiful!” I was turning from side to side, trying to see my gift from every angle.

      The way the sun was playing on the fur made it look simply out of this world. I couldn’t remember the last time I was that happy. Still completely ecstatic, I threw my arms around the smiling officer and kissed him on the cheek. He was a little surprised by such a shameless expression of my gratitude, so I quickly stepped away and made a mental note to stop doing that to my father’s friend. I was not a five-year-old, and thanking a married man by kissing him was not a “cute” thing to do anymore.

      “I’m sorry, Officer Friedmann, I didn’t mean to…” I was looking at the floor, realizing that I was probably blushing, and he most definitely could see it. “I really don’t know how to thank you enough.”

      “That’s absolutely fine, Annalise. And please, call me Heinrich. I’m only thirty-eight, not eighty.”

      “Thank you, Heinrich.”

      “You are most certainly welcome.”

      “Where did you get it from, though?”

      “From the forest, of course. I was hunting all night. And if you didn’t like it I would have been absolutely devastated because those creatures it’s made of are very hard to kill.”

      He said it with such a serious expression that if I was eleven again I would have probably believed him. But I was seventeen, so I just laughed and shook my head.

      “But seriously, though? I know how expensive this must be.”

      “Let’s say a friend returned me a favor.” Another evasive answer. What did I expect anyway? He’s a spy after all and lies for a living.

      “Must have been a big favor.”

      “Let’s just say he still owes me.”

      He gave me another grin of his, and I realized that I probably would never receive the real answer to my question. But who cares? I have a new fur coat!

      “Are you still in the mood for a coffee?” Even though I hated to take off my gorgeous birthday present, it was so warm that I’d already started to sweat.

      “Sure, why not? I still have about an hour till my next meeting, and it’s going to be a boring one, so… a cup of coffee is just what I need.”

      Even though I insisted that Heinrich should stay in the living room while I serve a little lunch for him, he still followed me to the kitchen, I guess to make sure that I had everything under control (I didn’t). So he brewed the fresh coffee for the both of us and also quickly disarmed me from a huge knife after I almost chopped off my finger trying to cut some cheese for the sandwiches. Finally, after observing my fruitless attempts to find cream in the fridge, Officer Friedmann chuckled. “You don’t spend much time here, do you?”

      “Why, you can tell?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “We have a housekeeper. And my strong side is serving, not cooking.”

      With those words I proudly organized in the perfect order coffee cups, creamer, sugar, plates, and silverware wrapped in napkins on a big silver tray and gave Heinrich a look saying “See? I’m not that helpless!” He just shook his head, still laughing, picked up the tray from the table, and headed to the living room. I (such a great host!) had nothing left to do but follow my guest.

      “You know, you should practice more in the kitchen if you don’t want to starve your future husband to death.”

      Heinrich was consuming the sandwich that I made, with some appetite, even though all the ingredients were more than unevenly cut and were hanging off the bread in the most disturbing manner. I took a delicate bite off the one that he made, sliced so perfectly as if he used a damn ruler while making it.

      “Why are you so concerned about my future husband?”

      “Just feel bad for the poor fellow!”

      “He’ll marry a girl, not a chef! He’s going to have to afford a housekeeper!”

      “What if you marry a military man and the war starts, and you’ll have to follow him some place where there won’t be any housekeepers?”

      “I highly doubt that I’ll marry a military man. After one of them almost split my skull in two on a concrete wall, I’m not too fond of people in uniform, if you know what I mean.”

      “Hey! I’m wearing a uniform too! Am I in the category of the skull-splitting bastards as well?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at his fake “upset” facial expression.

      “No, you’re… you’re different. You’re… how is it called? Intelligence service or something.” My natural curiosity took over, and I asked a question that was bothering me for a long time. “What is it that you actually do? Spy on people?”

      Heinrich took another sip from his cup, leaned forward, and looked me straight in the eyes. I could tell why, according to my father, he occupied such a high position at his “job”: under the piercing gaze of his intelligent, hypnotizing dark brown eyes I felt absolutely unable to hide anything at all. If he suddenly asked me if I was Jewish, I would have probably answered “yes” without even thinking, even if it meant my imminent death.

      “I can tell you what I do in every single detail.” He paused, I guess for the dramatic effect, and then continued, still looking very serious, “But after that I’m afraid I would have to kill you.”

      I decided to play along.

      “And how exactly would you kill me, Officer Friedmann?”

      “I would make you take a cyanide capsule I carry with me all the time.”

      “Is that so?”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “Not really, big scary SD Officer Friedmann. Sorry, but to me you don’t look intimidating at all.”

      He squinted his eyes at me as if making up his mind, then quickly, in a movement that I couldn’t even grasp, reached for his belt and in a second produced a little white caplet that looked like my mother’s pills for migraine.

      “What’s that?” I tried to reach for the tiny caplet, but Heinrich wouldn’t allow me to touch it.

      “What do you think it is? Cyanide.”

      I was still looking at it in disbelief as I always thought that poison belonged in spy stories and books, not in real life.

      “Why are you carrying it on you then? You have a gun, isn’t it easier to shoot somebody instead of trying to shove this pill in their mouth?”

      “You’re such an innocent, adorable little thing, I swear!” Heinrich was laughing at me again, but this time I was confused about the reason. “It’s not for my enemies. This capsule is for me. Every single officer of the German army of a high rank carries this little thing on him all the time. It’s mandatory.”

      “I still don’t quite get it…”

      “It’s an emergency thing. I work for SD, Annalise, and all that information in my head is worth a lot. If for some reason I get captured and disarmed, this is the only way I’ll be able to instantly kill myself so the enemy can’t interrogate me.”

      “You would do that?” I couldn’t believe that someone would voluntarily take their own life, no matter what the circumstances.

      “I would have to. This is my duty as an officer. I swore to that.” He put away the deadly little pill back to the secret spot on his belt (I still couldn’t make out where) and finished his coffee. “Don’t look so serious, little lady, it’s just a precaution and I can assure you, I have no intention of being captured in the near future. Besides, it’s all your fault, you provoked me to show it to you!”

      He had just held poison in his hand and now was joking as if nothing had happened. I swear to God; this man is something else! After I walked him to the door, he thanked me for the lunch and promised to come and see my performance later that evening. That and my new coat, still laying on a table in the hallway, doubled my already good mood. I couldn’t resist to give my silver fox another look, and for a second turned my head away from Officer Friedmann, which was a big mistake: before I even realized it, I bared my bruised neck enough for him to see it (even though I did a pretty good job powdering it this morning). In one swift move he picked up my chin and started to closely inspect my “injuries.”

      “Reinhard did it to you?”

      “Yes.”

      His face was so close to mine that for a second I forgot how to breathe. I didn’t know why this man’s presence had such an overpowering effect on me, but whatever it was, I didn’t want this moment to end. He gently turned my head from one side to the other, and I couldn’t help but notice how his jawline hardened as he pressed his teeth together. That was definitely not a happy Officer Friedmann face.

      “You poor thing. Don’t worry about that bastard, he’ll never touch you again.”

      With those words he quickly turned around and disappeared behind the door, leaving a slight scent of perfume and leather lingering in the room.
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      It was snowing that night. First snow, pure and white, was slowly covering the ground as I was watching it from the window in the library. Tonight Heinrich was supposed to take me to see a play in the local theatre, and I was so excited about this unofficial “date” that I got ready two hours earlier than he was supposed to pick me up. My mother just shook her head when she saw my red lipstick and a touch of mascara on my lashes, and crossed her arms over her chest.

      “Süße, you know that I love Heinrich, but I honestly don’t think that going out with him is such a good idea.”

      “I’m not ‘going out’ with him. He’s just taking his friend’s daughter to the theatre, what’s wrong with that?”

      “He’s not ‘just’ taking his friend’s daughter to the theatre. He also escorts her to work and back every day and gives her unacceptably expensive presents.”

      “He only escorts me to work when he has time, mostly he just sends his driver to pick me up, and all that is just for my safety, that’s all. And ‘the presents’ should be singular, not plural, he gave me one coat, and I think it was very sweet and thoughtful of him. Besides, if his wife finds it innocent enough to let him do all that, why are you so concerned all of a sudden?”

      For a moment my mother went silent and then asked, “He didn’t tell you?”

      “What?”

      “His wife has been dead for two years, Süße.”

      “What? Why? What happened to her?”

      “Well, I didn’t get into details since it’s such a delicate matter… All I know is that she shot herself.”

      “Oh my God, that’s awful!”

      “It is. Well, anyway, now that you know that he has no wife, you think again if you’re doing the right thing.”

      The news caught me by surprise to say the least and made my previous plan of curling up with a book and a cup of hot cocoa impossible, so I was just looking out the window and thinking. I was a horrible, horrible person, because instead of feeling bad for the poor former Frau Friedmann, I was feeling almost happy for the present Fräulein Meissner. While I was trying to analyze what was wrong with me, if I felt good about somebody’s death, the commotion in the hallway got my attention. I heard my parents’ voices and realized that we had a visitor. It was still too early for Heinrich, so I got curious as to what was going on and headed to the hallway. To my great surprise the unexpected visitor was Dr. Kramer, who was standing by the door with a suitcase.

      “Doctor Kramer! What a pleasant surprise! It’s so good to see you!”

      I ran toward him and gave him a tight hug. Normally nobody greeted him this way, not even my mother, mostly out of respect to his profession, but I was still in the position of being the youngest patient in this family, so I didn’t want to drop this habit so easily. Besides, he always used to feed me candies when I was smaller and children remember such nice treatment, for a long time.

      “Good evening, Annalise! You look more beautiful every day I see you. All grown up now.”

      “Thank you, Dr. Kramer. Are you having dinner with my parents?”

      “No, sweetheart, I’m afraid I just stopped by to say goodbye.” I couldn’t help but notice how our doctor had changed over the past year, how all of a sudden from a healthy, always smiling, always knowing what to do therapist with a sharp mind and skillful hands, he’d became very old and tired. “At first I didn’t want to, you know, not to cause you any trouble, but then I thought that after all these years it would be impolite.”

      “And we appreciate it, doc.” My father patted Dr. Kramer slightly on his shoulder and gave him his warmest smile. “Let’s maybe have some tea before you go? You still have time before your train leaves, right?”

      “Please, stay a little bit longer.” My mother had already made a sign for Gryselda to make some tea, and Dr. Kramer couldn’t refuse the two of them.

      “Just for a little bit. I don’t want you to have any problems because of me.”

      “But where are you going?” I followed my parents and our guest to the dining room, still unable to believe that another friend of ours was leaving us.

      “I’m going to New York and will try to find Adam. After the Nazis issued that Decree,” ‘Decree of the Elimination of the Jews from Economic Life,’ as I learned later from the papers, which basically banned Jews from owning or running any businesses or carry on a trade. “And made us sell whatever we owned for practically nothing, there’s nothing left for me to do here. I wanted to stay in order to help my patients, but most of them have either fled the country or are in camps now. They took my practice, they made me sign over my house to them… I can’t let them take my life too, my son needs me.”

      In the moment of silence that followed, interrupted only by Gryselda’s noise in the kitchen and Milo chewing on a bone, I knew exactly what my parents were thinking. Just like me, they probably felt an immense wave of guilt taking over as they were absolutely no different than Dr. Kramer, except for having a long time ago, falsified a German name, and still they were getting away with what ruined their friend’s life and career. They were Jewish, just like him, and meanwhile were still sitting at this huge redwood dining table, in a huge five-bedroom house with a German housekeeper serving them tea from the finest china my father could afford. Dr. Kramer’s only possession was a little suitcase in the hallway and a hope that the Nazis wouldn’t take away all his money and let him through the border.

      “This is so unfair.” I didn’t realize that I actually pronounced my last thought, but Dr. Kramer seemed to be grateful to me for saying that.

      “Life itself is not fair, sweetheart. But I had good times here too for the most part, it’s just people… they got confused. They don’t know what they’re doing. And after they get themselves too deep into all this, it’s going to be too late for them. There will be nothing left except for the military all over the country. Nobody will be trusted. The Gestapo everywhere, neighbors suspicious of neighbors… and as for Hitler’s ambitions of world domination, I’ll tell you that he’s trying to take a bite more that he can swallow. Eventually, it’ll make him choke.”

      I was listening to him as if he was a Biblical prophet, and I had no idea how right he was about just about everything. I really hated to see him go, so I tried to absorb and remember every word he was saying, tried to imprint him in my memory forever, because I couldn’t be sure if I was ever going to see him again. Norbert, who came back home not too long ago from his football practice, was especially quiet, for the most part just looking at his tea and not knowing what to say. He always had a special bond with Dr. Kramer, I guess just like all the patients have with doctors who saved their lives. I started to think about how many German lives were saved like that by Jewish doctors, and now all these Germans were sending their saviors out of the country, or even worse – to the camps, which seemed to grow like mushrooms after a rainy day, all over the country.

      A doorbell interrupted my thoughts, and I realized that it was probably Officer Friedmann. I quickly jumped from my seat and ran to the hallway, a little anxious about his reaction to our guest. Maybe I shall just grab my coat and quickly make him take me to the car before he notices our company? Even though I’d never heard him say anything anti-Semitic, he was still a Standartenführer of the Secret Service, and who knew what kind of problems it would mean for our poor doctor.

      However, all my plans were ruined right away by Heinrich’s single phrase.

      “Is someone going away on vacation?”

      He gave a slight nod to Dr. Kramer’s suitcase, carelessly left by us in plain sight in the middle of the hallway.

      “No… that’s our friend’s suitcase. Actually he’s our family doctor. He used to be… he stopped by to say goodbye before he leaves.”

      “Jewish?”

      I tried to recognize how this Standartenführer of the SD accepted this news, by his tone and, not sensing any visible hostility, nodded.

      “He’s a very good man and almost like a family member. Except for the past couple of years when he had to stop coming over because our neighbors started to ask questions.”

      I thought that it would be better to stop talking before I made any possible trouble, but the inquisitive gaze of his smart eyes and a reassuring nod made me even more talkative.

      “He was always so kind to me, my family always adored him, he even saved Norbert’s life when he got a bad pneumonia and doctors in the hospital said they weren’t able to help him. I’m so upset about him leaving the country, so I was hoping to spend just fifteen more minutes with him if that’s all right…”

      “I understand. I can wait in the car if you don’t want me to embarrass your friend.”

      I didn’t expect that answer, that’s for sure. I knew that I was probably pushing my luck, but still decided to make another little step on a mine field.

      “Maybe you would like to have some tea with us?”

      To my big relief, Heinrich smiled.

      “That would be lovely, Annalise.”

      However, as soon as I walked the tall and pretty intimidating looking, in his uniform, SD officer through the door, poor Dr. Kramer completely changed in his face and slowly rose from his chair, pale as a ghost. I knew that I had to do something right away before our poor doctor had a heart attack.

      “Officer Friedmann, allow me to introduce our good friend and a very talented doctor, Dr. Kramer. Dr. Kramer, this is also our good family friend, Standartenführer Friedmann.”

      To everyone’s surprise, Heinrich walked right toward Dr. Kramer and extended his hand.

      “Pleasure to meet you, Dr. Kramer.”

      Dr. Kramer seemed to be very confused by such an unexpected gesture, especially coming from an SD officer of a high rank. Slowly, he also extended his hand and the two men exchanged a handshake.

      “Herr Standartenführer…”

      “This family certainly works both sides of the tracks, don’t you think?” Heinrich winked at the doctor and slightly patted him on the shoulder. “Not every day you see a German lawyer having tea with a Jewish doctor, who shakes hands with an SD officer, who later takes that lawyer’s daughter (who is a ballerina) to see a play. I beg my pardon for everyone I missed out.”

      I was so grateful to Heinrich for that little joke that made everyone smile. The tension in the room diminished right away, and I let out another deep sigh of relief. I pulled out a chair for Officer Friedmann next to me, so I would be sitting between him and Dr. Kramer. After Gryselda quickly served Heinrich tea, he broke the still awkward silence at the table.

      “So, Dr. Kramer, where exactly are you heading to?”

      “I’m going to the United Kingdom through the Netherlands, Herr Standartenführer. And from there to New York, to my son, Adam.”

      “I’m afraid you can’t go to the Netherlands, Doctor.”

      “Why not?” It was supposed to be Dr. Kramer’s question, but I somehow asked it first.

      “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but they closed the border for the Jewish immigrants a couple of days ago. Don’t even try going there, they’ll just send you back to Germany, that’s all. Go through the Swiss border instead, there’s a much bigger chance for you to make it through.”

      “I paid a lot of the money for that ticket… they will probably refuse to exchange it for me. And if I buy a new one, I’m not sure if I’ll have enough to make it to New York and find my son…”

      “Train tickets cost so much?” My mother seemed genuinely surprised.

      “No, Ilsa, they don’t. It’s how much I have to pay to a German man to buy it for me,” Dr. Kramer explained very quietly and looked down at his cup. Once a well-known doctor with a flourishing practice, now he could hardly afford to bribe a former fellow citizen to buy him a train ticket. I could feel how ashamed of this new situation he was.

      Suddenly, Heinrich rose up from his chair, reached for his pocket and pulled out a thick pack of bills, which he handed to the doctor without counting.

      “Here, this should be enough for you to ride a train all over the country for the whole week, Doctor. In Switzerland, you can exchange it into dollars and buy your ticket to New York.”

      Dr. Kramer was looking at Officer Friedmann’s money in complete shock, without even blinking. I knew that he wouldn’t dare to take such a generous gift himself, so I took the money from Heinrich and put it right into Dr. Kramer’s hand.

      “Take it, Doctor, please.”

      My father quickly jumped from his chair too and almost ran to his study, mumbling something about money as well. Meanwhile, Dr. Kramer looked at the bills in his hand, looked back at Officer Friedmann and finally said, “Thank you, Herr Standartenführer. I will never forget that.” And after a pause added, “You’re a very, very good man. God bless you.”

      Heinrich just smiled at him.

      “And if you have any problems at the border, just tell them that you’re an undercover informant working for SD, mention my name, and tell them you report directly to me. They will let you right through.”

      In less than a minute my father entered the room with a handful of bills as well and shoved it into doctor’s pocket without any questions. Dr. Kramer quietly wiped away a tear, my mother reached for a handkerchief too, and I was just looking at Officer Friedmann in adoration. He definitely was not a Nazi. I don’t know what he was, but not a Nazi, that’s for sure.
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      Why did I get so drunk? I know that I’m officially eighteen now, but the last glass of champagne was definitely too much. Tomorrow I’ll be very sick… but who cares, tonight I was dancing with the most handsome officer in the room?

      We were driving home from the New Year’s party for SS and SD commanding staff, and I was Heinrich’s date. Well, actually, the whole time that we were going out nobody ever pronounced the word “date,” but it didn’t stop Gryselda from rolling her eyes at me and sighing behind my back, “God, help us, that girl is so in love!”

      I giggled at the thought, and Heinrich immediately turned his head to me.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just thought of how my housekeeper makes fun of me.”

      “Why does she make fun of you?”

      If I was sober, there was no way I would have answered that question, but right now I was too drunk to care.

      “She thinks I’m in love with you.”

      “Are you?”

      “You cannot ask a lady that! That’s not polite!”

      I really have to stop giggling. It’s getting embarrassing.

      “You won’t remember anything tomorrow, so what’s the difference?” He was laughing at me. Again.

      “I’m not drunk. I’m fine! Why did you stop the car? We’re not home yet…”

      “I’m well aware of that.” Heinrich stepped out of the car, walked around it, and held the door open for me. “Come.”

      “Why?”

      “Just get out of the car, stubborn girl, I can’t take you home to your father in this condition, we’ll have to take a little walk in the park.”

      I wanted to complain about it being winter outside and me wearing summer shoes, but thinking about spending a little more time with the handsome officer, I changed my mind and said nothing. We started a long stroll along the quiet winter alley, and all the recent events seemed nothing like a nightmare to me, already losing its colors. Reinhard can’t hurt me anymore, now I have Heinrich to protect me. And as for my friends… well, it’s all going to eventually stop, people will realize what they have done and all the persecuted will be able to come back. The war? There can’t be war… People still remember what happened during the first war… They won’t start another one.

      “What are you thinking of now?”

      “The war.”

      “The war?”

      “Yes. Do you think it’s really going to happen?”

      Heinrich went quiet for a moment and then replied, “I’m pretty sure it’s going to happen. Eventually.”

      “Why?”

      “I work for Secret Service, remember? A lot of things are going on… Why are we talking about this? Let’s change the subject.”

      “Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

      “You were going to tell me if you’re in love with me or not.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle again (the fifth glass of champagne was too much), pulled my hand from his, and stepped right in front of the smiling officer.

      “Is this an official interrogation, Herr Standartenführer?”

      “Yes, it absolutely is.” Heinrich made a very serious face. “And I’m afraid you will have to answer me. Or I’ll put you in jail.”

      “All right.” I squinted my eyes at him and grinned. “But first, you’ll have to catch me!”

      With those words I turned around and took off as fast as I could, taking into consideration my high heels and the condition I was in. Of course Heinrich nearly caught me right away, but at the last second I jumped behind a park bench, using it as a temporary fortress. It was too funny watching an SD officer trying to get me from behind the bench, especially because he was acting so serious.

      “Come out now, Fräulein, or I’ll have to shoot you!”

      “You wouldn’t!” I laughed, trying to circle the bench and get to a nearby fountain before he could catch me.

      But he did! I felt a snowball, sneakily thrown at me from behind, hit me in the back, and I turned around right away.

      “You! You shot me in the back! Who shoots people in the back?! Especially girls?”

      “Fall on the ground, I got you, and you’re dead.”

      “It was a sneaky shot!”

      But he was already right next to me and started to playfully wrestle with me, trying to make me fall down. It was a pretty easy thing to do, considering both his size and me being not in my most sober state. I didn’t even notice how I was already laying in the snow with Officer Friedmann on top of me.

      “Now you’ll have to answer my question, Fräulein.” He was holding my hands down so I wouldn’t push him off and try to run away. He didn’t have to; I was actually quite comfortable in this position.

      “Or what?”

      “Or I’m going to torture you.” Another very “scary” face.

      “Really? What are you going to do, Herr Standartenführer?”

      “I’m going to kiss you.”

      “No, you’re not!”

      But before I even finished the sentence, he was already kissing me, his warm, hungry lips parting mine, his heavy body making it hard to breathe, the intoxicating smell of his aftershave filling my lungs… He made me open my mouth even more and pushed his tongue inside, making me completely lose my mind. Nobody ever kissed me like that, so passionately, possessively and tenderly at the same time, and all I wanted right now was to stay like this forever, just me and him, in this winter park. When I finally opened my eyes, Heinrich gave me one of his grins and released my arms.

      “Well, are you going to tell me now, Fräulein?”

      “No… no, I am quite fine with the ‘torture’ thing, you can proceed…”

      I put my now free hands around his neck and pulled him closer. He laughed and kissed me again, and again… and again, until I lost track of the time we had spent in the snow.

      “I really hate to say it, but I think it’s time for us to go home, Annalise. I don’t think your mother will appreciate it if I get you home not only drunk, but also soaked, and will never let you go out with me, again. And that would be devastating.”

      Heinrich tried to get up, but I pulled him back by the sleeve. I still have no idea what had gotten into me, whether it was alcohol or hormones, but I felt the overpowering urge to share my biggest secret with this man.

      “Wait, just one more minute. I have to tell you something. It’s very important.”

      “Go ahead.”

      “Before it gets too serious between us… well, I just thought you should know. I’m Jewish.”

      “Right.” Heinrich just chuckled, not quite the reaction I expected.

      “You don’t believe me, do you?”

      “Of course not. And I’ll even explain to you exactly why you can’t be Jewish. Your father is a member of the Nazi Party. In order to become a member, you must present your pure Aryan pedigree all the way back to the year 1800, and not only yours, but also your spouse’s. So there’s the explanation to your question why I don’t believe you.”

      Even though I didn’t want to ruin his valid argument, I decided to go all the way and tell the truth.

      “Yeah… it’s all fake.”

      “How can it be fake? Your whole family’s Aryan certificates and passports carry a stamp of my organization, you can’t falsify that! Besides, I’ve known your father since my family moved next to your house, he’s not Jewish! You don’t even look Jewish, you’re a picture perfect Germanic girl with blond hair and blue eyes, for God’s sake!”

      Another good point. I almost felt sorry to ruin my “picture perfect Germanic girl’s” image for Officer Friedmann, but now it was a little too late.

      “Both my maternal and paternal great-grandparents were Ashkenazi Polish Jews, which explains my blond hair and blue eyes. And when Papa’s grandfather emigrated from Poland to Germany, he gave a big part of the gold he had saved, to falsify their identity in order to protect his children from his fate. It bought him about seven ‘purely Germanic generations’ mentioned in different baptismal church books. That’s how it’s fake. But you can’t even prove it now. People who did it are all long gone.”

      Heinrich wasn’t smiling anymore; I guess whatever I just told him finally started to convince him that I was telling the truth. Only I wasn’t sure of how he was going to take it.

      “My mother’s family came from Poland together with my father’s and also bribed the clerks. The two families always remained very close, and that’s how my parents ended up together…”

      Officer Friedmann’s face looked serious now.

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I don’t know… I just thought you should know before…”

      Before you decide if you want to be with me, I mentally finished the sentence that I couldn’t pronounce out loud.

      “Do you even realize that I’m a Standartenführer of SD and can put you and your whole family in jail for that?”

      I just silently nodded. All this time he was looking into my eyes, as if deciding something for himself. Finally, he asked me, “Have you ever told anybody else about it?”

      “No, of course not!”

      He looked away for a second and then at me again.

      “But why would you tell me?”

      “Because I really like you, I guess… and if we ended up together and I had to live my life knowing that you hate me, my heritage, my whole family, and my religion without even realizing it, I wouldn’t… I don’t know, I just had to tell you.”

      Another long pause followed, during which I held my breath, dreading his reaction. He finally broke the silence. “I really like you too, Annalise.”

      “So you don’t hate me for being Jewish?” I almost whispered.

      “Have you ever heard me saying anything anti-Semitic?” I’d never been happier to see his slight grin, as I was now.

      “No…”

      “Personally I have absolutely nothing against Jewish people, Annalise. To me, the whole Aryan Purity theory is a total bunch of bull... nonsense, I meant to say. But ironically it’s my job to supervise and keep the purity of the Third Reich’s national and emotional state, as they call it. So right here and right now you’re going to swear to me that you’ll never say to anybody what you just told me, ever again, no matter the circumstances! Swear!”

      “I swear!”

      “Good.” Heinrich went quiet for another moment and then pointed a finger at me. “But you’d better always kiss me on the first demand from now on, or I’ll report you to the office!”

      There wasn’t a condition in the whole world that I would agree to more gladly. I grabbed smiling Heinrich by the collar and started to cover his face in kisses. I felt like a huge weight had just been lifted from my shoulders. I was all soaked, freezing but happy. All of a sudden a loud voice obviously addressing us, called out from the alley.

      “Hey, you two! What the hell are you doing there?”

      Heinrich got up on his feet, helped me up, and winked at my scared face.

      “Busted.” Without turning to the voice, he answered, “This Fräulein fell, and I was helping her get up.”

      Meanwhile, the same voice, which as I could see now belonged to a man in a long coat with special markings, continued, “You were helping her get up for five minutes? Gestapo. Your papers, both of you, now!”

      “Are we in trouble?” I whispered to Heinrich, who seemed to be as calm as a rock. I’d never had any interactions with the Gestapo before and was a little scared, to say the least.

      “No, we’re not.” He turned around and walked toward the two men (the second one remained silent the whole time, so I figured he was the first man’s subordinate), and addressed them in a loud commanding voice that I’d never heard before. “Heinrich Friedmann, Standartenführer SD. Now you show me your papers!”

      The reaction of the two Gestapo officers was immediate, as soon as they saw Heinrich’s Standartenführer markings on his coat and collar, both saluted him and after saying “Herr Standartenführer!” froze with their hands next to their foreheads. Heinrich eyed the two men for another moment and then said in the same commanding tone, “At ease, men.”

      “Herr Standartenführer,” the same man, who did all the talking, continued, his voice was apologetic now. “We’re very sorry. Just doing our job, Sir.”

      Both Gestapo officers took out their identification cards and presented them to Heinrich, who intentionally slowly walked under the nearest street lamp and closely inspected the papers. Like a curious baby, I kept turning my head from the Gestapo agents to Heinrich and back. I’d never seen him before interacting in any way with his subordinates and found it absolutely fascinating. If even the almighty Gestapo was afraid of Heinrich, I guess he was a very powerful man.

      “Good job keeping the streets safe, officers.” Heinrich finally stopped “torturing” the two partners and returned them their cards. “But for the future, if you see a man on a street ‘helping his girl get up,’ make sure first that the man is not one of your superiors.”

      “Jawohl, Herr Standartenführer! Again, we’re very sorry, Herr Standartenführer! Have a good night!” They saluted Heinrich once again and politely nodded at me. “Have a good night, Fräulein!”

      After that the two men quickly walked away, leaving us alone and smiling.

      “So, you really are a big and scary SD officer? I’ve never seen the Gestapo show their papers to anybody.”

      “The Gestapo is an inferior branch. Let’s say, we’re the brain and they’re our hands.”

      If the dreadful Gestapo was “just the hands,” I was afraid to think what was going on in that “brain.” But for now I kept this thought to myself. I had already said too many things for one night.

      “Do you have any more confessions to make before I take you home? Any communists in the family? Any Marxists? Sectarians?” He was making fun of me again, and that was a good sign.

      “No, I think that’ll be it for now.”

      “Thank God!”

      The old Gryselda turned out to be right after all: I was very much in love.
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      Like before every big show, the rehearsals today promised to be long and exhausting. It was only nine in the morning, and I was already in my pointe shoes, warming up by the barre behind the stage. By the end of the day my feet will be most likely bleeding. Last time I had Adam taking care of them… I started to wonder if he made it safely to New York and if Dr. Kramer found him. I was hoping that Adam would get a good position in one of New York’s theatres and one day would become very famous, just to spite the whole Nazi philosophy. And then they would be very sorry that they made him leave.

      Gretchen, “the snake,” accidentally pushed my shoulder while passing by me and occupied the position by the barre right in front of me. We never had liked each other, but my latest promotion to the prima-ballerina’s substitute, even though technically I was still just a regular soloist, really set her off. She was several years older than me and a very good dancer, so she’d naturally assumed that the position should have been hers, and when I got it, her animosity toward me turned into barely masked hatred.

      “So, Annalise, that new officer of yours, he’s really handsome! No wonder you two can’t keep your hands off each other. If I were you, I’d make out with him on every corner too.”

      Oh God, she probably saw us outside the theatre… or she just plain follows me trying to dig up some dirt so the management could fire me and the position would be hers.

      “That’s none of your business what I do when nobody sees me. And I would really appreciate it, if you stopped following me around.”

      “I have better things to do than follow Your Highness around. It’s just you two were so into each other that you didn’t even hear me passing by.”

      A couple of girls next to us giggled; no wonder, if Gretchen talked any louder, the whole company would hear her.

      “That’s fine, don’t be embarrassed.” She continued and turned to me so I could see her sarcastic smile. “He is very, very handsome. And I’m really happy that you permanently turned to the officers. Much better choice than your little Jewish ex-boyfriend. By the way, does your handsome officer know that you two were almost inseparable?”

      The desire to lift my leg off the barre and give Gretchen a nice kick in her snake’s mouth was becoming more and more overpowering.

      “Adam was not my boyfriend. We lived not too far from each other and he was escorting me home, that’s all. And, yes, Heinrich does know about him.”

      “Fine, don’t get so defensive, I’m just teasing you. So if you’re officially with your new ‘German boyfriend number two,’ does that mean that your ‘German boyfriend number one’ is available?”

      I couldn’t hold back a little chuckle when I heard that.

      “You can have him all for yourself, you two are going to be perfect for each other.”

      “Good. Because he already came here a couple of times and was asking me out.” If she was waiting for some type of reaction from me, I couldn’t be happier that that maniac finally switched his attention to somebody else. Not getting any upset feelings from my side, Gretchen tried one more time. “I just wanted to make sure that you were fine with that.”

      “Absolutely fine. Go right ahead. Green light.”

      I hope he’ll strangle you one day – he’s really good at it!

      By the end of the day I was so exhausted that I fell asleep right in Heinrich’s car, as usual, sent by him to get me home safe. I woke, with someone gently shaking my shoulder – it was Heinrich’s driver, Hanz.

      “Fräulein Meissner, we’re home.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I hadn’t even noticed I’d fallen asleep. Thank you, Hanz.”

      He got out of the car and opened the door for me.

      “Thank you again, Hanz. Goodbye.”

      “Uh, Fräulein Meissner, wait. I won’t be able to pick you up tomorrow, Herr Friedmann will be out of town for several days.”

      “Really? He didn’t tell me anything.”

      “The order just came through a couple of hours ago. As a matter of fact, we’re leaving right now. He told me to pick him up right after I get you home. I’m sorry for the inconvenience, Fräulein.”

      “That’s fine, I’ll take a bus or ask my father to drive me. Tell Herr Friedmann not to worry about me. But where is he going anyway?”

      Hanz lowered his eyes.

      “I can’t really tell you, Fräulein. It’s kind of… confidential.”

      Of course it is. He’s an SD agent, stupid me.

      “Oh… I see. All right then. Tell him I wished him good luck with… whatever it is he’s doing. And I’ll see you soon, I guess?”

      “Sure, Fräulein. Goodnight.”

      He saluted me and drove away. Great.

      As I was entering the house, I almost got knocked off my feet by some shabby young man, with his hair sticking out in every possible direction.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, Fräulein.”

      “Uh… hello.”

      My father, who was standing behind the strange man’s back and was seeing him off (I guess), seemed to be caught by surprise, noticing his own daughter at the door.

      “Annalise! I thought you would be home later…”

      “Umm… no.” I looked at the stranger and back at my father. “Who’s this?”

      “That’s Josef. He’s… helping me with one particularly difficult case. Josef was just leaving.”

      Josef, who seemed to be very relieved to hear that, quickly nodded at me and snuck right between me and the door out to the street.

      “Papa. What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, Süße. How was the rehearsal?”

      “Good. Who was that?”

      “I already told you. He’s one of my assistants and was helping me with my case.”

      “Papa, I’m not stupid. You’re telling me that that man is a law student?”

      My father, who was now clearly lying right to my face, just shook his head and said, before going to his study, “I know that you’re not stupid. That’s why you should just forget you ever saw him, and keep your mouth shut.”

      I sighed. Was it just my family or had the whole world gone mad?
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      I was looking in the mirror in Giselle’s dressing room (as a prima-ballerina she was entitled to her personal room) and still couldn’t believe that I did it. First time in my life I had all the attention on me and I did “fantastic,” according to Frau Martha who never praises anybody. But earlier that morning, when the same Frau Martha called me and told me that Giselle twisted her ankle and wouldn’t be able to perform for some time, I thought I was going to faint.

      It’s every ballerina’s dream to dance solo, no doubt, but it’s one thing to just dream about it and quite another thing to actually carry the whole performance on your shoulders. Because, if you’re a soloist and you fall, maybe nobody will even notice. But if you’re a prima-ballerina and you mess up, that’s a major problem that can cost you your future. My hands were shaking before I made my first exit on stage. But I quickly pulled myself together, and danced the whole two-and-a-half-hour act “flawlessly” (again, according to Frau Martha).

      I smiled at my own reflection even though I was still breathing heavily, more from anxiety than from dancing. I got a standing ovation. Too bad Heinrich wasn’t there to see it, he would be so proud of me. I took a long hair pin out of my tight ballerina bun. That pin, which my grandmother got me for my eighteenth birthday, looked more like a knife with three long sharp ends on it; no wonder since it had to hold my waist-long braid together for more than two hours. The regular pins that the other girls normally used just wouldn’t do the trick. I closed my eyes for a second. I could finally relax. The feeling of relief was immense, and my breath finally started to slow down.

      Suddenly I heard the door knob turn, and when I opened my eyes to see my visitor, my heart dropped. It was Sturmbannführer Reinhard and he just locked the door behind him. Not knowing what to expect this time, I slowly, without him seeing it, took my sharp hair pin and hid it under one of the layers of my skirt. If he tries one of his tricks with me again, I’ll stick it right into his neck without any hesitation.

      Reinhard, with one of his insolent smiles, slowly clapped his hands together several times.

      “Bravo, Fräulein Meissner, bravo! Very well done.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      Even though I tried to sound calm, this man always used to put me in a paralyzed state of fear; the memories of our last “meeting” especially made my heart race so fast that I could almost see it beating through my dress.

      “Just wanted to congratulate you on your debut, let’s put it that way.”

      He slowly walked right up to me and put both his hands on my shoulders. I felt like a ton weight was pressing me down into the ground.

      “Life is an interesting thing, Annalise, don’t you think? It’s all about the opportunity.” He was looking into my eyes through the mirror reflection without blinking. “The company’s prima-ballerina hurts her foot and now you can shine. Great opportunity. Do you want to hear about an even better example of an opportunity? SS Sturmbannführer threatens to report you to SD, and what do you do? You come across a certain SD Standartenführer, I have to give you that, you even made sure that he occupied a superior position – and jump right into his bed. And there you go, you’re all safe now. I think it’s a great example of an opportunity, don’t you think?”

      “I didn’t jump into anybody’s bed.”

      I could still hold his gaze, but my hands had already started to slightly shake. I was hoping Reinhard didn’t notice that.

      “Really? That’s not what I heard.”

      “If your source is Gretchen, she has a very long tongue.”

      He smirked and squeezed my shoulders a little.

      “No, she’s not my only source. But that doesn’t matter now. I’m just glad to know that at least you’re sleeping with a Nazi officer.”

      “I’m not sleeping with him.” I tightened the grip on my hair pin just in case.

      “Sure you are. You caused me a lot of trouble by telling your new lover on me.” He lowered his head to the level of mine without releasing my shoulders. “One very undesirable report even ended up in my personal file, and that really upset me. Do you know what happens when I get upset, Annalise?”

      Unfortunately, I knew it only too well, from my own experience, so before he decided to break my neck or smashed my face on the mirror, I said the first thing that came into my mind that was supposed to make Reinhard at least think about murdering me right there and then, “He’s not my lover, we’re getting married.”

      A shade of surprise, mixed with doubt, crossed his face, and he straightened out behind the chair.

      “Really?”

      “Yes. So if you do anything to the SD Standartenführer’s future wife, you’re going to get into even more trouble.”

      Reinhard finally let go of me, and I let out a little sigh of relief. I had no idea how I was going to get out of all this, but at least I wasn’t dead, and that would do for now.

      “That’s funny.”

      “Why is it funny?”

      “Well, you got so mad at me after my little… anger fit, completely justified, it should be noted.” Justified?! You almost broke my neck, you bastard!  “And you’re getting married to a man who shot his wife in cold blood. I find it very ironic, don’t you?”

      “He didn’t shoot his wife. She committed suicide.”

      “Shooting yourself twice in the heart is quite an interesting way to commit suicide.” Reinhard smirked. “Well, good luck to you then. I hope you’ll live a little longer than the former Frau Friedmann.”

      With those words, Reinhard unlocked the door and finally left me alone. I slowly leaned back on my chair, still squeezing my improvised “weapon” in one hand. What the hell did he mean she shot herself twice in the heart? I was pretty sure that it was physically impossible, but why would Reinhard say that? Just to scare me? That didn’t seem right either. Even though he was a sadistic psychopath, so far he had never lied about anything.

      I realized that I’d never spoken to Heinrich, himself, about the circumstances of his wife’s death, but he certainly didn’t look like a man who could kill his own spouse. Well, I guess I’ll just ask him about it when he comes back. Oh, no!!! I told Reinhard that we were getting married, and it’s the same thing as putting a poster right in front of the SS Central Command Office. I guess I messed up, and messed up royally after all…
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      It was Sunday morning, and my whole family and I were going to the nearest Protestant church for a service. Not that we were such big church goers (to begin with, we were all still technically Jewish, because by the Jewish law baptized or not baptized in any other church, the baby remains Jewish), but my father insisted that it would be good for our image. I just shrugged; I didn’t mind the church, so I picked out my longest and most modest dress, put on my most modest coat, and followed my parents and Gryselda.

      During the service Norbert kept twitching his leg – he couldn’t wait to go see his girlfriend before his football practice started. I slightly pushed him with my elbow and shook my head. He just rolled his eyes at me. I tried my best to concentrate on what the minister was saying, but my mind kept wandering back to recent events.

      I don’t know why my father’s movement caught my eye, I guess he did something very unusual that attracted my attention, but I clearly saw him slowly placing a Bible on his lap, reaching into his pocket, and sliding some papers in between the pages. My mother was sitting between us intentionally straight, I thought, so nobody could see what he did. Then, after that maneuver, my father carefully returned the Bible back to its place. I couldn’t wait till the end of the service to ask him what all that was about. An even more interesting thing happened later: a young woman, sitting next to my father, reached for “his” Bible and supposedly started looking for a passage the minister was reading. I couldn’t see her too well, but I was pretty sure that I saw her putting something into her pocket. Probably my father’s note or whatever it was.

      Back home, when I finally confronted my parents about what I saw, they both bluntly denied that anything that I mentioned ever happened, and then made very big eyes at me and whispered, “Don’t talk to anybody about anything like that! That’s conspiracy, and conspiracy is next to treason! We can all be arrested if you just mention anything like that! Keep your mouth shut.”

      That was definitely, too many orders to keep my mouth shut, for one week, and now I had absolutely no doubt that my parents were up to something not quite legal. Not feeling up to revealing any more family secrets, I picked a book from the library and went straight to my room, where I nodded off pretty soon. My mother’s voice woke me up when it was already dark out.

      “Süße, Heinrich’s here. He and your father want to see you in Papa’s study.”

      “Oh, no…”

      “What’s wrong, dear?” My mother was a little surprised because normally when she’d tell me that Heinrich had come over, I would run right by her, with the happiest smile on my face.

      “Oh, nothing… I think I’m in a lot of trouble, that’s all.”

      “What did you do, Annalise?” She looked concerned now.

      “I said something very, very bad.” I got up from my bed, straightened out my wrinkled dress the best I could, and quickly fixed my hair. “Now I guess I’ll just have to go and get what I deserve.”

      I passed by my confused mother and went to my father’s study with a very heavy heart. Of course by now Reinhard probably had told every single officer about my upcoming “wedding,” and now Heinrich would have to explain to everyone the reason behind the whole confusion.

      When I reached my father’s door, I slightly knocked on it even though it was open. After my father, who didn’t sound too happy, told me to come in, I just stood in the entrance looking at the floor. I honestly couldn’t face the two men sitting across from each other.

      “Well, here she is. I guess you talk to her now, Heinrich,” my father said. I took a deep breath. Here it comes. The “talk.”

      Heinrich got up from his chair and walked to me.

      “I came to talk to your father about something important, but he told me that I have to ask you.” He took my ice-cold hands in his and said what I expected to hear the least, “Annalise Meissner, will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

      I finally lifted my eyes from the floor and looked at Heinrich. What? Did he just ask me to marry him? I heard my mother, who followed me all the way from my room, gasp behind my back. I realized that I had to say something and slightly nodded, still in complete shock.

      “Yes…”

      “Oh, Richart, how great it is!” My mother rushed to hug me and Heinrich. “Our girl is getting married! Congratulations, you two! I’m so, so happy for you!”

      Gryselda ran in hearing my mother’s screams and started hugging us as well.

      “So wonderful! So wonderful! We have to celebrate. I’m going to make such a dinner!”

      Finally, I interrupted the happy chaos. “If you’ll excuse us, I need to talk to Heinrich just for one minute. Alone.”

      As soon as we entered the library, I closed the door and began by apologizing.

      “I am so, so, so sorry! I know why you’re doing this, it’s all my fault, well, actually, it’s Reinhard’s fault, he scared me to death and the first thing that came into my mind, was to tell him that we’re getting married and… so you don’t have to do this just because… you know. It’s completely my fault and—”

      “You talk too much, you know that?” Heinrich interrupted my apologizing speech by placing a finger on my lips. “I would have asked you to marry me eventually anyway. But now I guess I’m going to have to write Reinhard a gratitude note for speeding the process. You didn’t even say hello to me yet.”

      “Hello.”

      “Hello.”

      “I really, really missed you.”

      “I really, really missed you too. Any more trouble you’ve gotten yourself into while I was away, or is that it?”

      I smiled and put my hands on his uniform. He looked so handsome in it, so powerful, so strong… It was interesting, that with all my animosity toward all the other men in uniform, I really liked how Heinrich looked in his. And soon I’ll be this officer’s proud wife.

      “No, that’s it.”

      He lifted my chin and lightly kissed me on the lips.

      “Let’s go back to your father. I have a strange feeling he’s putting rat poison on my plate right now.”

      He always knew how to make me laugh.

      “He would never do that. You’re one of his best friends.”

      “Yes, and also a Nazi officer who’s marrying his Jewish daughter. He must be delighted!”

      I just shook my head and followed my future husband to the living room, where my parents were already drinking champagne, waiting for Gryselda to set the table.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My current state could only be described as head in the clouds. Three days ago Heinrich surprised me with an absolutely stunning ring that I was wearing without taking off now. And today my father was holding a big engagement party for both mine and Heinrich’s family that we’re supposed to meet for the first time. I was almost dancing on the tips of my toes in my new dress while my mother was trying to fix my hair.

      “Can you stand still for just one second, Annalise? Managing your amount of hair is not easy to begin with, and now you’re making my job almost impossible!”

      “Sorry, Mama. I’m just so excited!”

      “Of course you are. You’re getting married, and it’s the most important event in any girl’s life, I understand.” She paused for a second. “I just want to make sure you’re doing the right thing.”

      “What is that supposed to mean? I thought you liked Heinrich. You’ve know each other for how long? Twenty years?”

      “Maybe even a little more than that… but twenty years ago there was no Nazi Party, and he wasn’t one of them. And don’t forget for how long he’s been away, doing God knows what. I just don’t want you to make any hasty decisions and regret it later.”

      I turned around and looked at my mother, who was trying (out of good motives but still) to ruin my happy state of mind. There was no way I would let her do that.

      “Mama, I know what I’m doing. And Nazi Party or no Nazi Party, trust me, Heinrich is not like any of them.” After a pause I added, “He knows that I’m Jewish, and he’s still marrying me.”

      “What?” Judging by my mother’s wide open eyes, I quickly realized I shouldn’t have probably told her that. “You told him? Are you insane?! We’ve been trying to cover it for how many years, much more tolerant years, and now you go and tell one of the high-ranking SD officers – whose job is to find and get rid of any Jews – that you’re Jewish?!”

      Yes. Definitely shouldn’t have told her that.

      “If he hated Jews so much, he wouldn’t be marrying one of them, don’t you think?”

      “Why would you tell him?!”

      “Just wanted to make sure that he was all right with my heritage, that’s all.”

      “Well, thank God he is, but what if he wasn’t?!”

      My mother actually had made a good point. No matter how much I hated to admit it, when I made my confession I was too drunk to think what would happen if Heinrich really hadn’t been all right with it.

      “He is. So let’s just drop the subject.”

      My mother shook her head and pursed her lips. Just when I thought that the worst part of the day was over, the door to my room opened and there she was, my Grandmother Hilda, escorted by my father and Norbert.

      “Ilsa! How did you allow this to happen?!”

      “Hallo, Oma.”

      “Don’t you ‘hallo Oma’ me, Fräulein! Are you out of your mind to marry that man?!”

      Even though she was born and raised in Germany, Grandmother Hilda was still very Jewish. Unlike my mother, who was already very “Germanized,” grandmother still spoke three languages: German, Polish, and Hebrew (the last two only with Grandfather when he was still alive and very rarely with my mother, who didn’t understand any of it anyway). Needless to say that with everything anti-Semitic going on, she hated anything connected to the Nazi Party out of some former national pride, I guess, which she clearly refused to give up.

      “Mother, what can I do?” My mother tightly hugged Grandmother Hilda and kissed her on both cheeks. “She’s in love, she wants to get married.”

      “But why to a Nazi?!”

      “Oma, Mama is technically married to a Nazi too now.” Low move, but I was trying to distract my feisty grandmother from my persona. “Papa is a long-time member of the Party himself.”

      “He had no choice, he had a family to feed.” Grandmother had a habit of talking about people as if they weren’t standing next to her. “And I still wouldn’t come to your house for almost two years because of that, if you remember.”

      Norbert sat on my bed and was obviously enjoying the show. He loved Grandmother Hilda and how tough she was, unless her toughness was aimed at him, of course.

      “Oma, Heinrich is very nice. He’s not like the other Nazis.”

      “No such thing as a good Nazi!” Once that woman made up her mind on something, no arguments normally worked to persuade her in the opposite, so I just shrugged and turned to the mirror to put on my earrings. “All of them are evil and merciless killers, that’s what they are! They think they’re better than everybody else! The descendants of Gods! And whoever is not ‘purebred’ enough needs to be gotten rid of, in order not to ‘pollute’ the genes of the ‘superior’ race! Just look what they did to those poor people during Kristallnacht! And now my only granddaughter is marrying one of them!”

      “Heinrich wasn’t even in Germany during Kristallnacht, Oma. He didn’t kill anybody.”

      “Well, it’s true, Frau Brauer.” My father finally came to my rescue. “Heinrich is more of a… an office worker. He works for Intelligence. He just collects information, he doesn’t actually walk around and kill people.”

      “Collects information about who, Richart?” Under grandmother’s stern look, my father now didn’t seem quite so happy to have gotten involved in the whole conversation. “The ‘unfits.’ The undesirable for the Third Reich people, which includes Jews, Communists, and everybody else who doesn’t support them. Maybe he doesn’t hold a gun himself, but the result is the same. Those people are dead. Or in camps.”  She turned to me. “But I guess that fact doesn’t concern you, does it? You betrayed your roots!”

      “I didn’t betray my roots, Oma! I can’t marry a man who I love, just because he’s German? What, are you discriminating against Germans now?”

      “They discriminate against us, and I can’t discriminate against them? Since your great-grandfather was forced to come to this country every single member of our family would only marry Jewish people. They were hiding their origin just like us, but that didn’t matter. We knew who we were and we honored it. And now you want to marry a Nazi! Do you even realize that your children are going to be Nazis?”

      “Nazi is not a nationality or religion, Oma.”

      “It is both a nationality and religion now, girl!”

      “I’m not going to listen to this anymore!” I’d finally had enough of the preaching for one day and couldn’t stand it anymore. Or maybe I just got upset about a lot of things that Grandmother Hilda said, which made perfect sense, and I didn’t want to admit it. “This is done; it is my final decision. I’m marrying Heinrich whether you like it or not! And if you don’t want to be nice to him or his family at dinner tonight, you might as well leave right now! If you would rather put your political preferences above your granddaughter’s happiness, then go now.”

      With these words, which left both my parents and Norbert speechless, I stormed out of the room and went to the kitchen to help Gryselda with dinner preparations. Actually what I did was just sit in the corner, where our housekeeper put me so I wouldn’t be under her feet, drink hot chocolate, and talk about how unfair both my grandmother and life was.
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      The dinner went surprisingly well, apart from my Grandmother Hilda shooting menacing looks at my future husband and pursing her lips every time someone from his side praised Hitler and approved of the Party politics. I could understand Heinrich’s family too, they were multi-generational “purebred” Aryans, and unlike us, they had nothing to hide and nothing to be afraid of, and when your country’s leader constantly tells you that you belong to a superior race, I bet it feels nice to be proud of it.

      Aside from the political talk, both families seemed to be really getting along; both belonged to the upper middle-class, most members of each family were very well educated (except for the black sheep – me – who decided that dancing was more interesting than studying), so they were very much satisfied with becoming related soon.

      When the last guests finally left, Heinrich and my father moved to the living room to have some after dinner drinks and discuss the details of the upcoming wedding. Normally when men talked it would mean that my mother and I would be excluded from the conversation, but since this time I was quite a big part of the discussion, I was invited to join them. The financial details, as well as the guest list, half of whom would be military, bored me to death, so I got busy sketching the wedding dress and quietly consulting with mother about what would look better. I guess I got so carried away that I didn’t even hear my father calling my name.

      “Annalise!”

      “Yes?”

      “Heinrich was just saying that you have a very important dinner next week.”

      “Do we?”

      “Yes.” Heinrich took a sip from his glass. “Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler is holding a dinner for the commanding staff and wants me to bring you along.”

      “Me? Why me? What did I do?”

      “Nothing, I hope.” He was laughing. I, on the contrary, didn’t find anything amusing about meeting Reichsführer, the most brutal anti-Semite in the whole of Germany. “When it comes to SS and SD staff of my rank deciding to get married, he wants to personally approve of the future spouse. I don’t want you to worry and think that you’re getting some sort of special treatment, everybody goes through it, he just wants to look at you and ask you a couple of questions.”

      “Like what?”

      “Something general. He just wants to know you a little.”

      “Why would he want to know me? He’s not the one who’s marrying me!”

      “Annalise!” My father always worried that being a careless girl, I’d say something negative about somebody important and would get us all in trouble, so he tended to interrupt me as much as he could.

      “Richart, the girl is just curious, that’s all.” At least my mother was on my side.

      “No, no, that’s absolutely fine.” Heinrich gave my father a reassuring nod and turned to me. “Herr Himmler just wants to make sure that you’re… how should I put it? A suitable wife for an SD Standartenführer. I know it doesn’t sound too great, but believe me, you’re not being singled out in any way, and many women have gone through the same… testing.”

      “Why doesn’t he just check her papers?” I guess my mother was even less enthusiastic about her only daughter meeting Heinrich Himmler, than the daughter herself was.

      “Oh, trust me, his staff made sure that her papers and Aryan certificate are all in order long before he decided that he wanted to meet her in person.”

      “What if he doesn’t like me?”

      “He’ll like you.” Heinrich seemed to be very sure of it, but I was still quite terrified. “You’re blue-eyed, blonde, beautiful, and athletic, you could say that you won a genetic lottery, so believe me, you’re good.”

      I won a Jewish genetic lottery, I thought, but stopped asking questions. Whether I wanted it or not, when Heinrich Himmler invites you to dinner, the attendance is very much mandatory.

      I was dreading that day for almost the whole week, and here it was. That Friday, I was supposed to be giving a performance, but several days prior Frau Martha called me to one side, told me that Gretchen would dance my part, and that I shouldn’t be worried about anything but making a good impression on Herr Himmler, since I was the face of her ballet company. I never thought I would say it, but for the first time in my life, I wanted to switch places with Gretchen.

      Heinrich was supposed to pick me up any minute now, and I was pacing back and forth in my room like a caged tiger. I couldn’t even sit down in order not to wrinkle my silk, dark-red evening gown, but I was too nervous to keep still anyway. I always liked being all dressed up like a doll, but this time I felt more like a member of a tribe who’s being decorated up, only to be sacrificed to the ancient gods. My mother did a great job of putting my hair up in a complicated hairstyle, which, combined with several layers of mascara, red lipstick and some blush, made me look like a movie star.

      “Annalise, Süße, Heinrich’s here! Come down, Herzchen, you can’t be late!” my mother called from the hallway.

      That’s it. I’m going to die of a heart attack. I came down the stairs and saw my future husband standing there with my mother, smiling and confident in his black uniform.

      “You look absolutely stunning.” He kissed me gently on my cheek, took the fur coat from my mother’s hands, and helped me put it on. “You’re going to break a million hearts tonight.”

      “Thank you,” I barely whispered. My mouth was all of a sudden too dry, and my hands were too cold and sweaty. I caught myself thinking that I’d never been so nervous in my life.

      “Bless you, baby.” My mother kissed me on my forehead. “Be careful, all right? Heinrich, please take good care of my girl.”

      “Don’t worry, Ilsa. I’ll bring her back so soon that you won’t even notice that she was gone.”

      Hanz, Heinrich’s loyal driver, greeted me with a smile and held the door open for the both of us. Halfway to the hotel (where the dinner was taking place) Heinrich, obviously sensing my anxiety, took my hand in his and slightly squeezed it.

      “Don’t worry about anything. You’ll do fine.”

      I squeezed his hand back and whispered, “Just please, don’t leave me alone with those people.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      As soon as we pulled up to the entrance, I immediately spotted two SS officers casually walking around with machine guns. Several more men, who I assumed belonged to the Gestapo, were smoking not too far from the door. Security measures were very impressive. I took a deep breath and followed Heinrich inside.

      I didn’t expect to see so many people. Since we’d gone in, in about fifteen minutes I’d almost lost count of all the officers who kissed my hand and congratulated me on my engagement. I was trying really hard to remember their names, some of which I was sure I knew from newspapers, but soon gave it up as something impossible. Commanding staff’s wives were all simply breathtaking, all fur, silk and diamonds, and soon my cheeks started to hurt from constantly smiling to every single one of them.

      And then I spotted him. Heinrich Himmler himself, standing not too far away, with a group of officers, and a couple of plain-clothed men. I recognized him right away: his pictures were in every newspaper, next to every article discussing “the Jewish problem.” And here I was, a little Jewish girl, standing within several steps of him. He’s turning his head. He’s looking at me. Oh God, he’s looking right at me.

      Himmler nodded to the officers that he was talking to and walked right up to us with a wide smile on his face. Heinrich saluted him with the usual “Heil Hitler!” after which they exchanged handshakes. After regular “how do you do’s” during which I realized that I forgot how to breathe, Heinrich finally turned to me.

      “Herr Reichsführer, allow me to introduce my future wife, Annalise Meissner. Annalise, say hello to Reichsführer Himmler.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you.” I slowly extended my hand, and Himmler slightly shook it.

      “The pleasure is all mine, Fräulein Meissner. I’ve heard a lot about you and was really looking forward to meeting the young lady, who conquered one of my best SD officers. Now I see why.” Himmler smiled. “Heinrich, she is absolutely beautiful, you certainly didn’t disappoint me!”

      He turned to the men he was previously speaking to and waved at them.

      “Dr. Goebbels, say hello to Standartenführer Friedmann and his bride-to-be, you have to see her!”

      Dr. Goebbels? Not Joseph Goebbels, the Minister of Propaganda? And then I realized that a short man, who was wearing a suit among all these military men, was Dr. Goebbels indeed. It certainly wasn’t getting any better! At this point I wouldn’t have been surprised if the Führer himself, had shown up.

      Meanwhile the Minister of Propaganda approached us and after exchanging greetings with my Heinrich, kissed my hand.

      “Joseph, just look at her, isn’t she lovely?”

      “Absolutely.” I could feel Goebbels’s piercing gaze analyzing every single feature of my face. After a pause he continued, “You have gorgeous hair, Fräulein Meissner. Is it your natural color, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Yes, it is, Herr Minister.”

      “Beautiful. Very beautiful. You also have a very nice posture.”

      “Thank you, Herr Minister. I’m a ballerina.”

      “Ballerina?” He looked me up and down. “That’s very nice. You must be very athletic. I heard you have to practice a lot for that, almost like our soldiers.”

      “Well, I’d say ballerinas have a more difficult routine.”

      “How come?” Himmler raised his eyebrows.

      “Because your soldiers don’t have to move on their tip-toes all the time.”

      After a second they laughed, and I laughed with them. I have to be as charming as possible with these people, I reminded myself. My future depends on that.

      “She’s witty, Friedmann, I like her!” Himmler patted Heinrich on the shoulder. “Where did you find her?”

      “She’s my good friend’s daughter.”

      “Is he in the military?” asked Goebbels.

      “No, he’s a lawyer.”

      “So he’s a member of the Party then?”

      “He certainly is.”

      “Do you go to the university, Fräulein Meissner?” This time Goebbels addressed me.

      “Unfortunately not, Herr Minister. I was admitted to the ballet school after I finished my high school and since then I’ve been working in the company.”

      “Well, why would she need an education anyway?” Himmler shrugged at Goebbels. “The main purpose of a woman is to be a wife and a mother, and that’s exactly what she’s doing. You made the right choice, Fräulein Meissner, don’t listen to the Minister. Instead of wasting your time with school, it’s much better to get married early and start having children for the Reich. How old are you, by the way?”

      “I’m eighteen, Herr Reichsführer.”

      “Perfect! Heinrich, you couldn’t find a better wife, I’m proud of you. She’s young, athletic, beautiful, just a perfect set of Aryan features, all in one girl. When are you getting married?”

      “As soon as you sign our papers, Herr Reichsführer.”

      “I’ll sign them tomorrow morning. And don’t make me wait too long for the wedding.”

      “Of course, Herr Reichsführer.”
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      On the way home I couldn’t say anything in front of Heinrich’s driver, Hanz, but I felt such an overwhelming desire to spill my emotions in one monologue that I asked Heinrich to stop by his apartment “for a drink.” It was not too far from our house and even though he was a little surprised by such a request, he told Hanz to wait in the car and escorted me upstairs.

      As soon as Heinrich let me inside, the first thing I did was whisper-scream at him (even though I was extremely emotional, I still didn’t want to get him or myself in trouble, and you never know who might be listening through the walls).

      “What is those people’s problem?! I felt like a dog at an exhibition! I swear to God, the only thing they didn’t do was open my mouth and look at my teeth! And do you know what? I wouldn’t have been surprised if they did!!! What am I, a breeding horse?”

      “I thought you said you were a dog.” Heinrich laughed, and after taking my coat off, went to the bar. “What do you want to drink?”

      “I don’t know. Red wine, I guess. Any alcohol will do at this point!”

      “Oh, come on, that wasn’t so bad. They loved you.”

      “Heinrich, it’s humiliating! They were discussing me as if I was an animal, not a person! Oh, let’s cross this female with this male, they both look good, they’re going to give good quality offspring!”

      Heinrich chuckled again and filled two glasses with wine.

      “Do you find it funny?!”

      “No, I’m sorry, it’s not funny, you’re right.”

      “Then stop laughing, for God’s sake!”

      “I’m laughing about what you said about the offspring, not the situation.” He raised his glass and winked at me. “To our good quality offspring!”

      This time I couldn’t contain a smile even though I tried. It did sound very funny after all.

      “Your offspring is not going to be so purebred, Herr Standartenführer. It’s going to be half Jewish.”

      “And your offspring is going to be half German, Fräulein Meissner.”

      “Touché.”

      We both took a sip from our glasses, and I looked around. I’d never been to Heinrich’s apartment before and was very curious about it.

      “So this is where we’re going to live after we get married?”

      “No. This is just a temporary place my office gave me right after my return from France. The Party is giving us a house as a wedding present.”

      “A house?” I’d never heard about the Party being so generous before. “That’s quite a present, I have to admit. Are they building it or it’s an existing house?”

      “An existing house. I’ve seen it already, it’s almost as big as your father’s. You’ll love it.”

      “Where did the Party get it from?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe the previous owners died, maybe they moved, who knows. I thought you were really craving alcohol, why aren’t you drinking?”

      “Last time you got me drunk, we ended up in the snow and almost got arrested by the Gestapo.”

      “I liked that.” Heinrich moved closer to me. “Did I tell you how beautiful you look tonight?”

      “Several hundred times, yes.”

      “Well, here’s several hundreds and one: you look absolutely breathtaking.” He slightly touched my cheek and slowly traced his fingers down to my neck and then picked up the little golden necklace he gave me for my birthday so many years ago. “I can’t believe you’re still wearing it.”

      “Of course, I’m wearing it.” I smiled. “You gave it to me. I never took it off since.”

      Heinrich looked at the pendant for another second, and I could swear I knew what he was thinking: his wife, who was now dead, picked it up for me. Suddenly I remembered what Reinhard told me about the mysterious circumstances of her death and decided to ask my future husband about it right here and now.

      “Heinrich, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Is it true that your wife died from shooting herself twice?”

      “Who told you that?”

      I started thinking that it was going to be a little more difficult than I thought. Meanwhile Heinrich sat on the edge of a table, put his drink next to him, and was waiting for my answer with his arms crossed.

      “Umm… Reinhard did. Remember I told you that he scared me to death when he came into my dressing room after the show? When you were away?”

      “And what exactly did he tell you?”

      “Well… basically what he said was that it was you who shot her.” I bit my lip waiting for Heinrich’s reaction. He didn’t say anything, and I continued just to fill the pause. “Of course I told him that you didn’t do it and that she shot herself, but then he told me that ‘shooting yourself twice in the heart is quite an interesting way to commit suicide.’ So I was just curious, how is that possible that she shot herself twice?”

      “You’re right. It’s not physically possible.”

      “So… how did she die then?”

      “Do you really want to know the truth?”

      “I’m not sure.” I really wasn’t sure. And I really didn’t like where it was going.

      “It was me who shot her.”

      Heinrich kept looking me straight in the eye, and I couldn’t decide if it was one of his jokes or if he just told me the truth.

      “All right. I’m going to need a little bit more explanation of what you just said.”

      “Well, she actually forced me to do it. She tried to shoot me first. And she actually did. But she was the world’s worst shot.”

      “I still need a little more context to this situation. Why would she try to shoot you?”

      “You see, when we got married, we were both very young and hardly knew each other. I was travelling a lot for work, and she was a very jealous type. When I started working for SD, they sent me to Paris and I took her with me, but I couldn’t really tell her about my job, you understand why. You know, when you have a job like mine, you can’t always tell your wife where you go and what you do. And she kept accusing me of all kinds of things. Finally, I just got tired of it and told her that I wanted a divorce. That’s when she threw a fit and pulled a gun on me. I took my gun out too and told her to put hers down. She kept screaming and saying that if I didn’t take the divorce papers back she’d shoot me. I thought that she was just bluffing, of course, and made a step toward her to take her gun. And then she shot at me. I still have no idea how she missed my head from five steps away, but somehow she did. I couldn’t take another chance and hope that all her bullets were going to miraculously miss me as well and… then I shot her. The police didn’t even investigate the case as the Party took care of it. They don’t care too much for women as long as their agents are still alive and working for the ‘victory of the Reich.’ They even made up the story for the general public that she supposedly shot herself. Only some people within SS and SD knew the truth. I guess our ‘good friend’ Reinhard heard it somewhere and couldn’t wait to share the information with you.”

      I was looking down at the floor. I didn’t know what to say. The whole story made a lot of sense, but… he still shot his own wife. As if reading my mind, Heinrich asked me, “Let me guess, you’re contemplating if you should marry a man who shot his first wife?”

      Even now he’s joking. I smiled, came up to him, and put my glass down next to his.

      “Well, I told you that I was Jewish, and you’re still marrying me. So you, telling me that you killed your first wife, kind of makes us even now.”

      Heinrich flashed his charming smile at me, grabbed my waist, and pulled me close to him.

      “We’re going to make one interesting couple, Fräulein Meissner.”

      “I don’t mind. Just tell me this now, are there any other dead ex-wives or girlfriends I should know about?”

      “Do dead men that I had to kill for work count?”

      “I’ll just pretend that it was a joke, but even if it wasn’t, I don’t want to know anything.”

      “Then no. That one case pretty much sums it up.”

      “Thank God!”

      “Are we still getting married then?”

      “Of course we’re getting married.”

      At that point I already couldn’t imagine my life without this man. He couldn’t do anything wrong in my eyes. Whatever he did, I would forgive him anything.
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      It was finally here, my wedding day. I woke up the happiest girl in the world and immediately ran to the kitchen for my morning cup of coffee. Gryselda was already busy making breakfast and insisted that I waited for the food first. I was too excited to eat, so I, spoiled and stubborn, as my grandmother repeated too often, made the coffee myself. My mother came into the kitchen and gasped.

      “Annalise! You haven’t showered yet? What are you doing sitting around and wasting time? We’ll be late!”

      “Mama, the ceremony is not until twelve! It’s seven in the morning!”

      “Yes, and we still have to do your hair, get dressed, and actually get to the hall, which is on the other side of the city! So put that cup down and march to the shower, Fräulein!”

      “Almost Frau!”

      “Just go, for God’s sake!!!”

      I rolled my eyes at her, but still got up and went to take a shower. My mother was actually right: the biggest waste of time was travelling all the way to the other side of Berlin where the ceremony was supposed to take place. Even the church was not good for Reichsführer Himmler anymore, all the members of his “love child” SS and SD were supposed to be married by his rules and in his own place. When Heinrich first told me that the ceremony would take place in front of the Party functionary and with the presence of Himmler, I thought he was joking. But when he went on and said that even the altar wouldn’t be the regular Christian one, but some sort of a pagan Germanic, and it would be Reichsführer himself who would be pronouncing us the husband and wife, I thought that this country had definitely gone mad.

      When I got out of the shower, I already heard my Grandmother Hilda’s loud voice coming all the way from downstairs. They say Hitler is a great public speaker, well, they certainly never heard my Grandmother speak! Put her on a pedestal for fifteen minutes and she’ll organize her own Jewish National Socialist Party, and will turn the Germans into the “unfit” ones. I chuckled at the thought while combing my hair, when my mother opened the door to my room.

      “Annalise, you will never dry your amount of hair in time, Herzchen! Let me cut it; after you get married you won’t have time to take care of it anyway, so let’s just do it now.”

      “Mama, no! Don’t even think about it!” I always had some strange attachment to my waist-long braid and protected it with the devotion I was supposed to have for my Führer (even though I would choose my braid over my Führer every time).

      “Dear, after today your life will change completely. Your sole purpose from now on will be to take care of your husband’s needs. You’ll have to be in charge of the house; you’ll have to cook, clean, iron his uniform every day, and make sure that everything is in perfect order. Besides all that, you’ll still have to work for the company, if you don’t choose to quit it. Do you really think you’ll have time for your hair with all that?”

      With all the wedding rush I didn’t actually have time to sit and think about all that. I certainly didn’t like the whole idea of “cook” and “clean,” but I’d figure something out. One thing I knew for sure: my braid stays.

      “You’ll cut it over my dead body, Mama.”

      She just sighed.

      “Just go to the kitchen and dry it over the gas burner then. And try not to set it on fire!”

      A couple of hours later, when I was already dressed and was busy finishing with my makeup, Grandmother Hilda paid me a visit. Surprisingly, this time she wasn’t as feisty as she was on my engagement day, and instead of cursing “my no-good Nazi fiancé,” sat quietly on my bed.

      “Hi, Gran-gran.” I adjusted a couple of hair-clips that were supposed to keep my hair nice and wavy after I take them off, and smiled at her. “You aren’t yelling at me today, huh?”

      “What can an old woman do?” She shrugged. “You made up your mind. I may not agree with your decision, but I don’t want my only granddaughter to stop talking to me because I don’t like her husband the putz.”

      “Oma! Don’t call him that!” “Putz” and “meshuggeneh” were probably the only Yiddish words that I knew and all thanks to their regular usage by my Grandmother in relation mostly to the Nazi Party members and their wives or mistresses.

      “Anyway, I’m not here to fight, I want to give you something.”

      She walked up to me, took something out of her pocket and put it around my neck. She did it so quickly that at first I didn’t realize what it was until I looked closely at the pendant. It was a golden Star of David. I quickly clenched it in my hand ready to tear it off before someone came in and saw it.

      “Oma! What the hell are you doing putting this thing on me?!”

      “This ‘thing,’ as you condescendingly call it, was given to my mother by your great-grandfather before they had to leave Poland, girl. He made it to remind her that no matter where they go and no matter who they officially become in the eyes of the state, this ‘thing’ would remind her of who they really are. This is not just a piece of jewelry, this is a symbol, a memory, to make sure that you never forget that you belong to the, indeed, Chosen People and not what those Nazi imposters pretend to be. You belong to the Chosen People and should be proud of it, no matter what they tell you. My mother gave it to me before she died, and I gave it to your mother. Now we both agreed that it should be yours. So eventually, you’ll give it to your daughter. I know that you can’t wear it, of course, none of us did, but you can keep it some place safe and during the hard times you can take it out and look at it and remember how our ancestors suffered in Egypt and God saved them. And this time He will, again. It will give you strength even when you feel that there’s no hope.” I saw my grandmother quickly wiping a tear from her eye. “Annalise, I pray God every day for one thing: I pray to Him that my little girl doesn’t become one of them.”

      I felt tears filling my eyes. I never knew about this little family treasure we had and, more than that, I never knew that my Grandmother thought that I was sympathizing with the Nazi Party, whose only purpose was to create a Judenfrei Germany, which basically meant to get rid of the people I belonged to. I suddenly felt so ashamed that, preoccupied with my happiness, I completely forgot all about what was going on in the country. No, not even that, I chose to close my eyes on it because it didn’t concern me and if I didn’t see it, maybe it didn’t even happen, maybe it was just rumors spread by the anti-government propagandists. But it was happening, and in my hand I was holding a reminder, the little star, which the rest of my less fortunate fellow Jews now had to wear sewn on their clothes.

      “Oma, I will never become one of them. I swear to you, never. And Heinrich, he’s not like any of them either. He knows all about me, and he doesn’t hate me for that.”

      Grandmother Hilda was definitely surprised to learn that, but she reacted much calmer than my mother.

      “He found out you’re Jewish?”

      “I told him myself. And see, he’s still marrying me.”

      After a little pause, she smiled.

      “Well, maybe he’s not that much of the putz I thought he was.”

      I smiled back at her.

      “Well, if he’s so tolerant of your Jewish origin, maybe he’ll agree to one little request of your old Oma?”
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      Around 10:30, Norbert knocked on my door and told me that Heinrich was here. I was already completely dressed, and my mother had just finished readjusting flowers in my hair. I asked Norbert if Heinrich was alone and, after my brother’s affirmative nod, I quickly ran out to the top of the stairs. Heinrich, in his formal uniform, which SS and SD officers only wore for special occasions, looked especially handsome. He was talking to my father and didn’t see me until I called out his name.

      “Heinrich! Could you come up to my room just for five minutes? It’s very important.”

      “Sure.”

      He ran up the stairs and stopped at the last step, smiling at me.

      “Isn’t seeing a bride before the wedding bad luck?”

      “It is our wedding. Kind of.”

      Heinrich’s eyes stopped at my neck.

      “Are you wearing a Star of David?”

      “Yes. And I have a big favor to ask you. A huge favor.”

      “If you want to wear it during the ceremony, I’m afraid the answer will be ‘no.’”

      “No, of course not. My Grandmother was begging me to say a blessing before we actually get married. All of our family members had rabbis secretly marry them before the official ceremonies in church, and the thought of her only granddaughter not to be wedded according to the Jewish law is killing her! It won’t mean anything to you, so could you please just let her say a quick prayer?”

      I made my best begging eyes at my future husband, who was grinning and shaking his head.

      “You realize that by asking an SD Standartenführer to marry you during the Jewish ceremony you’re really pushing it. This is really, really wrong.”

      “I know, I understand, but it will mean the world to her! Please?”

      “On one condition. She’ll have to stop calling me a putz.”

      Five minutes later, we were standing in front of my Grandmother, who was smiling from ear to ear. Her and my mother had already made up an improvised tent by throwing a curtain on two standing lamps (good thing they were high enough for us to stand under). Norbert was sent to guard the stairs and tell us right away if someone from Heinrich’s friends, who were waiting for him in his car, decided to show up. My mother made me remove all my jewelry except for the Star of David and covered my face according to the Jewish tradition. Then Grandmother told me to walk around the “tent” seven times and then stand on Heinrich’s right side. I had no idea what it meant but did what I was told to. After I took my place next to my groom, Grandmother reassuringly nodded and said, “I’m asking God to forgive me for doing this, as I’m not a rabbi. But I hope He forgives me because I’m only wishing happiness to this couple.”

      Then she closed her eyes and started the ceremony, quietly singing the prayers. I’d never heard her speak Hebrew and wished I knew it so I could understand the meaning of the words. I was also incredibly grateful to Heinrich, who agreed to something that was contradicting all the laws and beliefs of the Party he belonged to. He was standing next to me in his SD uniform and was getting married to a Jewish girl during the Jewish ceremony. If someone found out about it, both of us would be immediately executed with no questions asked.

      Grandmother Hilda finished reading the blessings and told us to drink some red wine from the cup she had on my dressing table. Then she asked if Heinrich had my wedding ring he was supposed to give me at our official wedding ceremony. After he took the box out of his pocket, she told him to put the ring on my right hand. I was very surprised to see that ring, big, silver, and with ancient Germanic runes engraved on it. But since it was an official SS wedding ring and we didn’t have anything else, we had to use this one. I guess it was the end of our short “wedding,” as Grandmother hugged us both and said, “You are officially husband and wife before God now. Now break the glass!”

      Heinrich looked obviously confused at her request, so grandmother pointed to the object wrapped in the napkin that was laying on the floor before us during the ceremony.

      “This glass, smash it with your foot, step on it.”

      Heinrich did what she told him and laughed.

      “Can I at least kiss the bride now after all you put me through?”

      “Yes, you can!” My grandmother was too happy to object. “Mazel tov!”

      Sparing my grandmother’s feelings, Heinrich gave me a very modest kiss on the lips, after which my mother came up to give us both a hug. She was crying.

      “Mazel tov!” She kissed both Heinrich and me. “Heinrich, I really don’t know how to thank you for this. It means a lot to all of us.”

      “Don’t mention it.” My new husband smiled at her. “I’m actually serious, don’t ever mention it, or we all are going to get shot.”

      “Thank you.” I couldn’t believe that my grandmother was thanking my ‘no-good Nazi husband.’ “And please, take good care of my girl.”

      “Of course, Frau Brauer. I have one question for you though: am I Jewish now?”

      “You’re still very far from being Jewish, but you’re definitely not a putz anymore.”

      Since that last Grandmother’s phrase, Heinrich and she developed some special bond that even I couldn’t understand, but I couldn’t be happier that they were getting along so well.
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      Our official wedding ceremony was even stranger than our secret Jewish one. It reminded me more of an NSDAP meeting than a celebration, that’s how many swastikas and other Nazi symbols surrounded us. At one point I caught myself thinking that I was dreaming all this because there was no way that in real life I was standing next to the urn with the burning flame (wasn’t it supposed to be a cross with Jesus on it?), pronouncing an oath of loyalty to my Führer (I thought I was marrying Heinrich) in front of Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler. The latter then told us to exchange the almost identical rings, after which I was supposed to touch the bread and salt (and I thought that Jewish ceremonies were strange!) while my new husband was holding his SS service dagger in front of him (as he later explained to me it meant an oath to protect his new family). Finally, when I thought that it couldn’t get any stranger, Reichsführer Himmler presented Heinrich a copy of “Mein Kampf” and while we were exiting the SS building, Heinrich’s military “brethren” gave us a traditional “Heil Hitler” salute, which ended up as our official wedding picture. That was the icing on the cake.

      The wedding reception was much more cheerful though, or maybe I just had a lot of champagne and didn’t really care anymore. I finally learned Heinrich’s best man (and best friend’s) name, Hauptsturmführer Max Stern, since he said at least ten or fifteen toasts in our honor. As Heinrich later told me, they worked together in SD and even though technically Heinrich was Max’s superior, the two were very close. I thought that how little I actually knew about my new husband that even his best friend I’d only met at our wedding.

      But it was Max’s wife, Ursula, who really gained my friendship right away. If I didn’t know that they were married, I’d easily take them for siblings, that’s how much alike they were: both tall, blond, very lively, and talkative. Ursula, who was only five years older than me, happily informed me that we were going to be neighbors now and that I’d be seeing a lot of her, because “I would hate all the other senior officers’ wives anyway, since they are old, grumpy, and hate fashion.” I decided that this woman would definitely become my new best friend.

      We were drinking a lot and dancing a lot, and I felt like the happiest girl in the world. I was officially Frau Heinrich Friedmann, an SD officer’s wife. If two months ago someone had told me that I’d marry one of the men who took an oath to exterminate the entire breed of people that I belonged to, I would have laughed in their face. And still, here I was.

      On the way home, after we finally said goodbye to our guests, I was laying on the back seat of Heinrich’s car, while he was holding my legs on his lap.

      “You look drunk, Frau Friedmann.”

      “Not drunker than you, Herr Friedmann.”

      “What are you thinking about?”

      “I’m thinking that I married a man who I don’t really know too well. You know everything about me, and I still have no idea what’s going on inside your head.”

      “I would be a sorry ass spy if everybody would know what’s going on inside my head.” He grinned at me.

      “Then why don’t you tell me what you’re thinking about?”

      “I’m thinking about how pretty you look in that dress. I’m also thinking that you’ll look even prettier when I take it off you.”

      “You had plenty of chances to do it before our wedding day. It’s not my fault that you didn’t use such an opportunity.”

      “Your father is not too happy about his friend marrying his daughter to begin with, now can you imagine how mad he would have been if I got his little girl pregnant before the wedding? I don’t think I would have lived long!”

      I moved to Heinrich’s side and sat on top of him.

      “Well, now you have all the legal rights to do it, so why don’t we start right now?” I whispered and started to unbutton his uniform. “Because I honestly don’t think I can wait till we get home.”

      Heinrich slid both his hands under my skirt, grabbed my hips and pulled me even closer. I never thought before I could want a man so badly. I wanted his hands everywhere, wanted him to touch me, rip my dress off, and take me right there in the back of his car. I loved how possessive he was with me, how bossy, how greedily he kissed me, how he was biting my neck and my lower lip. I undid his shirt and put my hands on his chest. I wanted to feel every muscle, every part of his body, he was mine now and I wanted every single bit of him.

      We got so carried away that we absolutely forgot about Hanz in the front, but as it turned out two seconds later, Hanz was so interested in what was going on in the back seat that he didn’t even see an approaching car at the intersection. The sudden stop almost made us both fall on the floor, but luckily I just hit my back on the passenger seat.

      “Hanz, you stupid moron!” Heinrich yelled. “What the hell are you doing?! Do you want to kill me on my wedding night?”

      “I’m very sorry, Herr Standartenführer! That car just appeared out of nowhere!”

      “If you would pay attention to the road, you would have seen it, idiot!”

      “I’m very sorry again, Herr Standartenführer! It’s absolutely my fault.”

      I was so drunk that I found the situation very funny, until I saw Heinrich’s face.

      “Scheiße.” I followed his gaze and saw a very tall and very well built man coming out of the car we almost crashed into. “Hanz, now you’re really in trouble. Do you know whose car you almost hit? Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner, the leader of the Austrian SS.”

      The tall man took out a cigarette case, took one out, lit it up, and after that slowly approached the driver’s side of our car. Hanz jumped out and gave the stranger a military salute, even though the former was wearing a regular suit. I still had no idea what was going on. Meanwhile Heinrich quickly tried to put his uniform in some kind of an order and got out of the car.

      “Herr Gruppenführer!” Heinrich saluted the tall man and the latter just nodded. “Standartenführer Friedmann, we met at the Party meeting several months ago.”

      “Yes, yes, I remember.” Gruppenführer let out a cloud of smoke and extended his hand to Heinrich. Now that they were standing next to each other I noticed that even next to my new husband, who was very tall and very muscular, that man looked like a giant. “Standartenführer, can’t you find a driver who can actually drive?”

      “Allow me to apologize for this moron, Herr Gruppenführer. He’s actually a very good driver… when he looks at the road.”

      Heinrich gave Hanz a stern look, and the poor guy lowered his head like a dog expecting a beating. I moved closer to the window to take a better look at what was going on.

      “And what the hell happened to your uniform, Friedmann?”

      “Nothing, Herr Gruppenführer. It’s my wedding today, and my wife kind of… took care of it.”

      “Wedding? Congratulations!” The tall man smiled and shook Heinrich’s hand again. “And your bride decided to open her ‘present’ before she even got home?”

      Heinrich just laughed and shrugged.

      “So where is Frau Friedmann?”

      Heinrich walked up to my door, opened it, and made a motion so I would come out. I quickly straightened my dress out and finally met the tall man face to face. He didn’t look like a picture perfect Nazi, how the Party always portrayed them, with blond hair and blue eyes; on the contrary, he had rather dark features, just like Heinrich, and together with several deep scars crossing the left side of his face, he could look pretty intimidating. Except he didn’t. I actually thought that he was rather handsome.

      “There she is, Herr Gruppenführer. Annalise Friedmann, my wife. Annalise, meet SS Gruppenführer Dr. Kaltenbrunner.”

      “Nice to meet you, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      I extended my hand that simply disappeared into his huge palm. But he shook it very gently and nodded at me, smiling.

      “Nice to meet you too, Frau Friedmann. Congratulations on your wedding.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I almost got killed because you couldn’t wait to make a baby, so you will have to name your firstborn after me.”

      I couldn’t help but smile, even though I caught myself blushing.

      “I guess we owe you this one, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “That’s the least you can do.” Dr. Kaltenbrunner grinned, shook Heinrich’s hand again, and slightly bowed at me. “Frau Friedmann, goodnight.”

      “Goodnight.”

      As he was getting back into his car, he turned to Heinrich and said, “Try not to crash into anybody else tonight, I’m begging you!”

      When we got back into our car, I asked Heinrich, “Who is that man?”

      “Well, technically he’s a lawyer, and first was helping the Nazi Party in Austria with legal advice, so many people still refer to him as Dr. Kaltenbrunner. But since he joined the Austrian SS, he got promoted to Gruppenführer very quickly and, trust me, you don’t want to know how.”

      “Are you in trouble now?”

      “I’m an SD, he’s an SS, so he doesn’t really have authority over my branch, even though his rank is higher. Besides, his main sphere of influence is Austria, so he doesn’t spend much time in Berlin. Hanz, that’s who’s in trouble.”

      Hanz straightened in his seat even more, now afraid to take his eyes off the road.

      When we finally stopped by our new house, I was shocked by its size. It was a two-story mansion with an attic and a big porch. The lawn in front of it was neat and freshly cut. The Party definitely took good care of its property. Heinrich opened the front door with his key and let me inside. The house was furnished with immaculate taste and it seemed like the previous owners, whoever they were, didn’t spare any money while decorating it.

      “There’s no food in the kitchen, so Hanz will take you shopping tomorrow. But in the meantime, we have several bottles of champagne thanks to Reichsführer Himmler, some fruit and a nice, very comfortable bed upstairs.”

      “That’s exactly what I would like to see right now.”

      Heinrich picked me up, quickly climbed the stairs, and carried me to the huge king size bed.

      “Frau Friedmann, I believe we had some business to take care of before we were so rudely interrupted. And the first thing we’re going to do is get rid of this dress.”

      Heinrich turned me away to unbutton my dress, but it had about fifty buttons on it and he was drunk and didn’t want to wait anymore, so after the third one he lost his patience and ripped the lace material all the way down my spine. I don’t know why it triggered me so much, but I turned around, grabbed him by the collar and started kissing him, tearing his uniform and the shirt off. He pushed me onto the bed and climbed on top of me. He was breathing heavily and looking at me with his dark hungry eyes. I grabbed him by the belt and pulled him closer. I was finding some animalistic pleasure in feeling the weight of his body on me, almost to the point where it was hard to breathe. I was still wearing my silk underwear, but it didn’t last too long – he tore it off too, leaving me only in a garter belt with stockings.

      I didn’t recognize myself anymore; I never thought that I could be so shameless, rubbing myself against a man while he was squeezing my breast with one hand and undoing his pants with another. I never thought that I could explore his body so openly and definitely never thought that I could watch him kiss my stomach, going lower and lower until he pushed my legs open and put his mouth on me. He was slowly torturing me; he put his fingers inside of me and was watching my reaction, he wanted to see on my face how good it felt, wanted to watch me lose control over myself and beg him to take me already.

      When he was finally inside of me, I gasped in awe of the completely new feelings I was experiencing. And it was not just some wild primal physical pleasure, it was a whole new emotional state of mind. I was one with him; I was a part of him and he was a part of me. I felt absolutely conquered and submissive, and he was my king and my God. All I wanted was to give him everything I could, wanted him to have it all.

      The longer he made love to me, the more I wished it would never stop. I actually completely lost track of time and was in some sort of trance, a state of euphoria, my whole body glistening with sweat even though it was winter out and we didn’t even have the fireplace burning. We were both sitting on the edge of the bed, and I was slowly moving on top of him while he was looking me straight in the eye, caressing my legs and back.

      “You’re mine now, you know that?” He playfully bit my lip and traced his tongue down my throat to my collarbone. I closed my eyes and moaned with pleasure when he slightly squeezed my nipple. “You’re only mine, and you’ll always be only mine. If any other man touches you, I’ll kill him.”

      “If any other man tries to touch me, I’ll kill him myself,” I whispered and buried my face in his neck and shoulder, breathing in an intoxicating smell of his cologne and wet skin. “I’m only yours, and I always will be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “So, how’s the newlywed life treating you, beautiful?” Ursula poured more coffee into my cup.

      “It’s been fine since Heinrich finally gave up on me and hired a housekeeper.”

      “Well, he held on for a whole week, you have to give him that!”

      “Very funny. After he went to work hungry several times because I burnt his eggs, and after he ran out of clean shirts to wear, he didn’t have much of a choice. Besides the company only gave me two weeks of vacation, so after I go back to work in a couple of days I won’t even have time for all that household stuff. And how am I even supposed to manage this huge mansion? It’s impossible!”

      “Oh, don’t get me started, dear! Even before Max and I got married, I told him that I’m going to need some help around the house. And when he tried to object, I told him nice and clear that he has two choices: either he can have a beautiful, nicely dressed, and always happy wife to meet him from work every day, or someone in an apron, with her hair in a bun, no makeup, hands with sores from all that laundry and cleaning and smelling like food, grumpy and too tired for sex. The very next day he brought in a housekeeper.”

      “Well, at least I honestly tried, so Heinrich can’t say anything. It’s not my fault that I was born to dance ballet and not cook dinners.”

      “Exactly.” Ursula took another bite from an éclair that Heinrich had somehow managed to get, although he wouldn’t tell me from where. “Mmm, these are delicious! Have some too, you’re too skinny!”

      “I can’t, I have to watch my weight.” Instead, I bit on another grape. “I’ve never thought how great it is to be married to an officer. Where do they even get all these things from? Even my father couldn’t buy some things despite having the money.”

      “It’s not about the money, sweetie. It’s all about the contacts. And who has more contacts than the SD office? Besides, I don’t even think they have to pay for it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, they confiscate it.”

      “From whom?”

      “I don’t know. Anti-government people. Or Jews.” She shrugged. “I’m not too interested in where it comes from as long as it keeps coming. How do you like this coffee by the way?”

      “It’s great!”

      “And free!”

      Ursula laughed and finished her éclair.

      “I’m going to miss our little lunches when you go back to work, Annalise. Are you sure you want to? Because you know, you don’t have to.”

      “I know. I’m going to miss them too. But you and Max are always more than welcome to join us for dinner. And besides, I’m not ready to retire yet. I really enjoy dancing. Oh, by the way, did I tell you, I want to turn my attic into a little ball-room. I’ve always had one at home, but now I have no place to practice and the attic will be just perfect.”

      “What do you have there now?”

      “Nothing, just a bunch of boxes filled with the previous owners’ things. I don’t know why they didn’t take it with them or if someone just lived in the house alone and died, and the Party took over the house and didn’t bother to get rid of it… I don’t know.”

      “Heinrich doesn’t know either?”

      “No. He says they just offered him this house and he took it, no questions asked.”

      “Again, just like I said: great and free!” The last words we finished in unison and laughed. It really was great to be married to an officer.
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      Later that day, in order to kill some time while waiting for Heinrich to come back from work, I decided to start cleaning up the attic. I felt such enthusiasm when I first entered it, but now, after opening the first box and going through some other people’s things, I felt a little uncomfortable, as if I was in some way violating their privacy. But still, when I found a photo album in the first box, I couldn’t help but open it.

      It seemed like a family of five lived here before: besides the big family portraits with all the members, the most recurring were the ones with parents, very well dressed and always smiling, and their three children, two teenage girls and a very young boy, not older than five years old. Some pictures were taken inside the house and, judging by the furniture that was still in the same place, not too long ago. So my theory about a lonely person dying and leaving no heirs to the property proved itself wrong. But where did the family go and why?

      Besides the album the first box was full of toys that still looked like they had never been used, watercolors and some children’s books. I was getting a little confused: if the family decided to move away to some other city, I could understand why they didn’t want to take furniture with them, but what about the toys? I was pretty sure they wouldn’t take up a lot of space, and the boy could definitely use them for another couple of years. Strange. I decided to donate the first box to the orphanage.

      The second box contained a record player and a whole bunch of records (which I decided to keep); another one was packed with silverware (lucky me, real silver that just needed some cleaning) and neatly packed fine china, which probably cost a lot of money (again, why didn’t they take it with them if they packed it? Forgot?). The little suitcase next to it was full of candle holders and small trays, again, all silver and in excellent condition. As I was examining items one after another, I finally got to the very bottom of the suitcase and there it was. A Menorah. A big, beautifully made Menorah with a Star of David in the middle, right under the tallest candle holder. My hand froze midway: I didn’t dare touch it.

      All the pieces of the puzzle finally came together. The family didn’t move away; they were forced out under a new law that the Jews weren’t allowed to own any property in Germany. All the Jewish property was now owned by the Party. And the Party was “generous” enough to award one of its loyal members – my new husband – with this house.

      I sat on the dusty floor. I felt sick. We lived in a house that was taken away from its owners. We were sleeping in their bed and eating at their table. I was reading books in their library. Their books, the ones that they bought, and Heinrich was working in the study that belonged to the father of the family, whoever he was. I couldn’t believe it. We were nothing more or less than plain thieves, even though we didn’t know it. Or did one of us know?

      No, Heinrich wouldn’t do something like that, he would have told me if he knew. He even said that he didn’t know anything about the owners when I asked him. Besides, he would have known that being Jewish myself, I would have never moved into a house that belonged to Jews, who had been kicked out of it. I wonder what happened to them, though. Where did they go? Where everyone else goes? Poland? Or if they had enough money, the United States? Or Britain?

      I got so curious about their fate that I started quickly looking through the other boxes, searching for any possible clues. There was nothing, except for the pieces of their former life. Some documents, already useless papers, clothes, winter clothes, women’s hats (probably the mother’s), girls’ clothes, magazines… and a little red notebook, neatly filled with exquisite handwriting.

      

      “May 18, 1938

      

      Dear Diary,

      

      Today at school our new headmaster told us that every morning we will have to sing the national anthem and pledge allegiance to the Führer. Also, for the first time in my life I was called a mischling and told to sit with the other mischlinge. It was really humiliating. I asked Mama later that day why are they calling me a mischling all of a sudden? And she explained that it was because she was Jewish and Papa was German, so my siblings and I are considered ‘half-breeds’ now. ‘Half-breeds?’ I thought only dogs could be half-breeds. How can a human be a half-breed? But it’s still better than being a full Jew, Mama said. She lost her job in the conservatory because she was one.”

      

      It was a diary! The diary that belonged to one of the sisters! I moved closer to a little window, sat on the floor and started reading it, following the teenage girl’s life day by day.

      

      “May 27, 1938

      

      Nothing’s changed in me, same clothes, same hair, but all of a sudden my best friend Lisl’s mother told her to stop coming over. We used to do everything together: homework, piano lessons, going to the movies together, walking in the park… We always shared everything: lunch, clothes, and secrets. Now I can only put my secrets in this diary.”

      

      “June 5, 1938

      

      My poor Tim! He told me yesterday that his friends are making fun of him and calling him a Jew-lover. And all just because he hasn’t abandoned me like everybody else and still carries my bag home every day after school. I don’t know if I shall tell him that we shouldn’t be friends anymore, so as not to cause him any more trouble. But I really, really, really like him. I even let him kiss me on the cheek yesterday for the first time. I wish I could tell Lisl about it. She would have gotten all excited and would have asked me to tell the story again and again, so silly. But she’s not allowed to talk to me anymore. I miss her so very much!

      P. S. I hate Hitler!!!”

      

      Some pages contained short entries of just several sentences, some were very long, hastily written, and had some crossed out words and sentences. Those longer pages were the most emotional ones. The more I was reading, the harder it was getting to comprehend what that little girl had been going through, how from a life-loving, cheerful, and ordinary teenager she was slowly getting stripped down from her real identity and forced to wear a new label now, which was affecting every single part of her previous life. During one of the anti-Semitic rallies she actually witnessed both her parents being forced to stand in the middle of a plaza with placards around their necks, her father’s accusing him of Rassenschande – racial defilement – and her mother’s saying, “I’m a Jewish whore and I can get anyone in my bed.” It was sickening to read. I would have died if I saw my parents being humiliated like that. The girl was happy that at least they weren’t sent to jail.

      It was getting dark, so I turned an old lamp on and continued reading.

      

      “July 14, 1938

      

      The Gestapo finally let Mama go. We were all so happy that we just cried and cried, even Papa. He was telling her that he was afraid we would never see her again. The Gestapo never let anybody go, he said. The only way out of the Gestapo is to the camps. We are very, very lucky. But now Papa has to pay a huge fine because Mama broke the law by not wearing a yellow Star of David on her clothes. She was trying to explain to the Gestapo people that she didn’t know that she had to, because she was married to a German, but they still beat her up just ‘to teach her a lesson.’ How could they beat her up? For what? Just because she’s Jewish? Since when is that a crime? Stealing is a crime. Killing is a crime. You choose if you want to commit those crimes or not, and if you decide to do it, you’ll have to face the consequences and be punished. That’s how it works. But how can you control your origin? And why, if the Gestapo people who steal Jewish property and kill Jewish people, are not considered criminals, are Jewish people?”

      

      “Annalise, what are you doing here?”

      I was so consumed by that diary that I completely lost track of time and didn’t even notice Heinrich standing at the door. I turned the diary in my hand and showed it to him.

      “Did you know that our house belongs to a Jewish family?”

      “Our house belongs to the Party. Jews are not allowed to own any property.”

      “All right, used to belong to a Jewish family. Did you know about that?”

      “Why do you think it used to belong to a Jewish family?”

      “Because I found this.” I got up and handed Heinrich the diary. “And this.”

      I pointed at the Menorah. Heinrich quickly looked through the diary and threw it into the box next to the Menorah.

      “I’ll send people to get rid of all this stuff tomorrow. Don’t worry about it. Let’s go eat, I’m starving. Magda made some great smelling duck and it’s getting cold.”

      With those words he turned around and started descending the stairs. I froze in amazement at Heinrich’s absolutely unemotional reaction to my discovery, but then rushed after him, really annoyed by it.

      “What do you mean, don’t worry about it? Heinrich, look at me, I’m talking to you.”

      “Süße, let’s talk about it after dinner, can we? I had a really busy day at work and just want to relax now. I think I deserve to enjoy my dinner in peace.”

      I couldn’t believe that my own husband brushed me off like that. And there was no way I would let him just walk away from this conversation.

      “Heinrich, how can you be so indifferent to their fate? Don’t you understand, they were forced out of this house, and God knows what happened to them. We live in their house, which they bought and furnished with their money, and the Party stole it from them, plain and simple. And you just want to ‘get rid of their stuff’ so it wouldn’t bother me? How can you even say something like that?”

      Completely ignoring me, Heinrich went to the dining room and gave Magda, our new housekeeper, a signal to start serving food. With not a care in the world, he unfolded a napkin and placed it on his lap. I just stood in the doors, watching him with my arms crossed over my chest.

      “Heinrich? Are you even listening to what I’m trying to say?”

      “Yes, I am, and I’ve told you already that it’s not something I want to discuss at dinner. Now sit down and eat.”

      Magda, feeling obviously uncomfortable witnessing our fight, was trying to cut the meat and disappear as fast as she could.

      “Don’t boss me around, I’m not one of your subordinates, I’m your wife, and you will have to talk to me.”

      “Exactly, you’re my wife, and as I remember, you swore to obey your husband. So when your husband tells you to sit down and eat in silence, please, be so kind, as to sit down and eat in silence.”

      I couldn’t believe him. The man that I knew and married would never say something like that. Or maybe I didn’t know him after all?

      “Thank you, but I’m not hungry anymore.”

      I couldn’t even be in the same room with him now. He didn’t try to stop me when I walked away and went back to the attic. Angry and upset, I carefully picked up the girl’s diary from the box where Heinrich threw it earlier and curled up on the floor between the boxes with it.

      

      “September 29, 1938

      

      Everybody’s talking about the war with Czechoslovakia. Hitler already has Austria, will he ever have enough?

      Papa is really upset. The Party has ordered him to burn more books to ‘get rid of all the Jewish filth and propaganda’ and he’s very afraid for our library. After teaching history for so many years, he’s collected a lot of very important and rare works, he says. But most of them are written by Jewish authors and need to be burnt. Even the history is wrong if it’s written by a non-Aryan. It’s history, whatever happened—happened, and there’s no way to change it. People witnessed it. But Papa says that the Nazis are rewriting history too now, along with biology and all the other sciences. I feel like in several years there will be nothing left but the Nazi Party. If someone would ask me to describe the Party, I would tell them that I always see it as a huge fire-breathing monster, always hungry and never satisfied, that keeps walking the earth and eating everything it sees. People, animals, even cars and bridges, whole cities and countries, until nothing is left in the world besides it. Only then will it be happy. I think I’m getting a fever; I start thinking strangely.”

      

      “November 3, 1938

      

      Papa says we will most likely have to leave the country. He says that even though he and we, the children, are probably safe for now, Mama is not protected by any laws and they can just pick her up on the street, put her in a truck and send her to a camp. He heard they do that. He told Mama not to go outside at all, only in case of emergency. Papa has to do the shopping now, but maybe it’s for the best, because most of the stores refused to sell food to Mama anyway. They were afraid that the Gestapo would arrest them for dealing with a Jew. It’s a criminal case now.”

      

      “November 10, 1938

      

      I don’t know what to write. I have no words left, only tears and fear. I never thought it would come to this. I didn’t believe it and was always hoping for the good. Now they don’t just segregate us, they openly kill us, slaughter, like animals. Last night they broke glass in every single store owned by the Jews. The owners themselves, they were dragging outside and beating them up, with their fists, boots and rifles. They didn’t care if it was a man, a woman or a child, they were beating them because they were Jewish. They broke into a synagogue and after a rabbi tried to protect the sacred scrolls and books, they locked him and the others inside, and set that synagogue on fire, with people in it. When I heard Papa telling this to Mama, I couldn’t believe it. I know I won’t be able to sleep at night again. I’ll be listening to every car outside. I’m so terrified that they will come and get us all. I just hope they will have some mercy and just shoot us all together, but please don’t lock us up and burn us. That’s the most terrible death! I’ve heard they did it to several families last night. Please God, don’t let them come and burn us down!”

      

      I couldn’t contain the tears anymore. A teenage girl asking God for an easy death for her and her family was too much to take. I was holding my mouth with my hand, afraid to turn the next page. I closed the diary, pressed it to my chest, and bit my lip. What would have happened if my great-grandparents hadn’t falsified their papers? This could have been my diary. Or even worse, because unlike my little diary writer, who was only several years younger than me, I would be considered a full Jew. And then that’s it, immediate execution or the camps. I could have been dead by now.

      “Are you still reading that?”

      I turned my head and there he stood, in his black uniform, with arms crossed over his chest, frowning at me. My husband.

      “The girl who wrote this… she was a mischling. And her mother was Jewish. The Gestapo people beat her up just because of it.”

      “So?”

      “So?! That’s all you can say? So?!”

      “What do you want me to say, Annalise? That I feel bad for them? Trust me, I do. But feeling bad is not going to change anything. You’re just going to drive yourself crazy feeling sorry for every single Jew in this country. I know that the Gestapo and SS do horrible things nowadays, but the worst thing you can do is let it go to your head. There’s nothing we can do about that girl and her mother, so stop torturing yourself thinking about her. It’s done. Over. They’re gone. They’re all gone. Give me that diary, and I’ll burn it right away so you don’t have to sit here anymore and cry, feeling miserable.”

      He made several steps toward me, but I jumped to my feet and clenched the little red book in my hands, protecting it like a child.

      “You’re not burning anything! And stop acting so indifferent like it doesn’t concern you at all!”

      “What the hell do you want from me, Annalise? Find out where the family is and bring them back, if they’re still alive, of course, apologize for taking over their house and sing the little boy a lullaby before he goes to sleep?! Is that what you want me to do?”

      I made a step back, farther away from him.

      “You knew about them. You even knew that they had a little son. Oh, God, I can’t believe it. All this time you knew and didn’t tell me.”

      “And what would have happened if I’d told you? Would you move in here? No. Some things are better left unsaid, Annalise, and especially these days. Let’s not fight. Just get over it.”

      He made a step toward me and stretched out both hands, trying to hug me, but I quickly stepped aside, closer to the exit and out of his reach.

      “Don’t touch me. You… I can’t even believe you. Get over it? You’re telling your Jewish wife to get over it?” Suddenly another thought crossed my mind like a sharp knife. “Wait a minute, Heinrich. How did the Party get the house? Who gave an order for their eviction?”

      He was looking at me without saying a word. And I wanted him so bad to say anything, just about anything to prove me wrong.

      “Heinrich, who is in charge of collecting the information about Jewish families and their assets?” He was still quiet, so I answered instead of him. “The SD office, isn’t it? Your office. And you’re in charge of it.”

      “I’m not in charge of the whole office. I work in the external intelligence department. I have nothing to do with the deportations.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Heinrich! Your SD office threw those people out so you could settle down here with your new wife! What did your colleagues do to them anyway? You know what, don’t even answer me, because I don’t want to know! Oh my God, I can’t believe I married you! I thought you were different from them, but you are just exactly the same. Even worse. Because you pretend to be good.”

      “Herzchen, calm down. You’re overly affected by that diary, and you don’t know what you’re saying.”

      “I know very well what I’m saying!” I was almost screaming at him. “Why did you even marry me? Just because I look German?”

      “Annalise, keep it quiet.”

      “No, I won’t keep it quiet! My Grandmother was so right when she said there’s no such thing as a ‘good Nazi.’ I should have listened to her! And what are you going to do when you get tired of me? Maybe send me to the camp with the rest of the Jews?”

      He shut my mouth with his hand so fast that I didn’t even understand what happened. All I knew was that I was pressed against the wall and could hardly breathe now.

      “Are you insane saying things like that out loud?!” He whispered to me through gritted teeth. “It’s enough for one person to hear you, and you’ll be done for. And your whole family! Our damn maid is downstairs, and you’re screaming at the top of your lungs!”

      He finally removed his hand from my face and touched my shoulder.

      “I’m sorry, dear, did I hurt you? I didn’t mean to do that, I just wanted to protect you. You don’t realize how dangerous it is to say something like that. You’ll get yourself killed.”

      He tried to hug me again, but I wormed myself out of his embrace and quickly walked out the door. He followed me to the top of the stairs and called out my name.

      “Annalise!”

      “I should have never married you!”
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      I woke up at the sound of the alarm clock and tried to stretch, hearing my joints cracking in several places. For the third night I was sleeping on the couch in the library, but it was so uncomfortable and small that I couldn’t even completely stretch my legs. And today was the first day when I had to go back to my ballet practices. The little vacation the company gave me was officially over. It was going to be a long day.

      Heinrich and I hadn’t really spoken since the diary incident, except for several times when he asked me when I was planning to end the silent treatment. I wouldn’t even answer him. My first initial shock had passed, and now I was mostly thinking about the future. I couldn’t divorce him, but even if I tried, on the ground of what? “I’m sorry, Herr Judge, could you please sign my divorce papers? I’m Jewish, and it turned out that my Nazi husband doesn’t like the Jews.” Ridiculous.

      Forget about the whole thing and pretend like nothing happened? Keep living in a confiscated house, wear confiscated silk and fur, and live happily ever after closing my eyes to the sufferings of my own people? Or just screw it all, pick up and leave? Go to some other city? Maybe New York? I even have a friend waiting for me in New York. I smiled at the thought of seeing Adam’s surprised face if I would suddenly show up at his door. He would be so happy.

      And then I thought of Heinrich again. The biggest flaw in my last plan was that I still loved my husband. Loved him dearly and deeply. Hated him and couldn’t live without him at the same time. Loved every corner of his dark Nazi soul. What kind of a Jew am I after that?

      A proud one, I told myself, brushing my hair in front of the mirror in the bathroom on the first floor. I was only entering our bedroom to change my clothes now, so the bathroom over there was out of the question. I knew that even the towels in there smelled of his aftershave and it was driving me crazy. The only way I could figure out what to do was to completely separate myself from him for now, to understand my own feelings.

      Out of some rebellious desire to protest against them all, the Party that draw a line between the two of us and the Führer who was leading them, I took my Star of David out of its hiding place – the second bottom of my powder case – put it on and hid it under my dress. I smiled at my reflection. Today I will be dancing wearing it, and nobody will know. But I will, and that will be enough.
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      At the theatre I received some interesting news. Giselle, our prima-ballerina, before we started our regular morning barre, announced that she’d be taking a temporary leave because she was expecting her first child. And after everyone was done with hugging and kissing, she suggested me to Frau Martha as her temporary substitute for that period of time.

      “You know how much I love every single one of you.” She smiled at the other soloists. “But Annalise really saved me when I twisted my ankle not too long ago, and she did great. Of course it’s not up to me to decide, but I think she would be the most obvious choice for the company. I’ve never seen anyone so fully dedicated to dancing, and it’s not only about the technique, which we all know she mastered to perfection, she really puts her whole soul in her dance. Every time I watch her move, she’s so immersed in it, she becomes her character, you live that character’s life with her, you get the emotions, you want to move with her, and that’s what makes her so captivating for the public.”

      “You’re too kind.” I smiled at Giselle, but at the same time couldn’t help but feel proud of someone so talented acknowledging my recent success as her temporary substitute. “But I couldn’t ever compare to you.”

      “Oh, no, a couple more years and you’ll be better than me.”

      After we were done with the barre, which came to me surprisingly easy after not exercising at all for two weeks, I had to follow Giselle to the other room where I had to practice her part. That was really exhausting, and after several hours of dancing I took a little break and went to the women’s bathroom to wash up.

      I was soaking wet. My feet were already hurting me, and I knew that tomorrow I’d be really sore. I started drinking water right from the faucet when Gretchen came in and started wetting her towel next to me.

      “So, how are the rehearsals going, Your Highness?”

      “Fine, thank you.” I was too tired to fight, so I decided to simply ignore Gretchen’s usual poisonous tongue and be as polite as I could.

      “You must be really happy. Everything seems to be coming together for you. The marriage, the little promotion, the new home.”

      She even knew about the home. Probably Reinhard told her, who else.

      “Yes, I am very happy, thank you.”

      After I finally drank enough water, I started washing my face and neck, trying to cool myself down after an exhausting routine. I started feeling so refreshed and relaxed that I didn’t even notice how both my necklaces, the one with my dancing shoes and the other one with the Star of David slipped from under my clothes. Gretchen, however, did notice.

      “What is that?”

      “Huh?”

      I lifted my head from the sink and followed her gaze to my chest. I tried to make a motion to put both necklaces back inside, but she snatched up the one with the Star of David and yanked it off my neck.

      “Give it back!” Even though I immediately broke into a cold sweat, realizing the horror of my situation, I tried to grab it back from Gretchen’s hand, but there was no way she would let go of her trophy so easily.

      “You! You’re a dirty little Jew!!! I always knew that!”

      “Give it to me!” I tried to catch her hand with my necklace clenched in it, but she pushed me off, against the wall. She looked at me with such a victorious look on her face, like a cat who caught a mouse eating its food.

      “I can’t believe it! How did you cheat everybody for so long, huh? You dirty, nasty Jew! You’re dead now!”

      She flashed a predator’s smile at me and rushed to the door, but there was no way I would let her walk out with what was basically my death sentence in her hand. Following some primitive instinct of survival, I jumped on her from the back, grabbed her by the hair and, with all the force I had, pushed her into the mirror wall. I guess I hit her hard, because the mirror cracked where her head hit it. For a second she lost her concentration, and it was more than enough time for me to grab my necklace back from her hand and run.

      As I was turning the corner of the hallway, I heard Gretchen screaming at the top of her lungs behind my back.

      “Somebody call the Gestapo!!! She’s a dirty lying Jew!!! Get her! Don’t let her get away!”

      I ran into the dressing room, grabbed my bag, and ran out of the back entrance. I was running all the way to the bus station and, to my luck, one was just approaching. I quickly jumped on it, terrified to look back. Half a minute, that’s how long it took for the bus to start moving, but it seemed like a century to me. I was so relieved that no one was following me in the street, and I could now make it home and think of how to get out of all this. I turned my face away from the window and noticed the passengers’ curious looks at me. What was even worse, several Nazi officers, who occupied the seats at the front of the bus, were staring at me as well. And then I realized that I was still wearing my long, full and fluffy ballerina skirt and pointe shoes. On top of it I still had my Star of David clenched in my fist, but nobody saw it.

      Trying to attract as little attention as I could, I sat on one of the empty seats, opened my bag and dropped the necklace to the very bottom of it. Then I took out my regular shoes that I threw in there in the rush of my escape and changed into them. Thank God no one asked me anything, and in about half an hour I safely made it home.

      As soon as I locked the door behind me, the cold sweat of fear covered my whole body. What was I supposed to do now? What a stupid, stupid thing to do, to wear something like that in public! What the hell was I thinking? Sheltered by the safety of the long time ago falsified documents, I’d started to feel invincible from the Nazis. And it was the biggest mistake I could have ever made that could cost me my life. And not just me, my whole family.

      “Idiot, idiot, idiot!!!” I screamed at myself and, feeling absolutely helpless, slid down the door to the floor.

      I felt the tears filling my eyes and, for a second, felt like there was no way out of this, so why not just wait for them to come get me and get this over with. But some new person inside of me, some new Annalise I never knew existed before, got a hold of me. Pull yourself together, she said. Even the most hopeless situations have at least two solutions. But what do I start with? First of all, get rid of the evidence. This way it will be her word against yours.

      Right. The evidence. I dug my necklace out from my bag, and without thinking twice, ran up to the attic and threw it in the suitcase together with the Menorah and mezuzah. Together with all the Jewish belongings it wouldn’t even look suspicious. Second, make up a story. I tore off my other necklace, the one that Heinrich gave me, from my neck and made sure it bruised my skin a little. Third, pull yourself together. Take a shower and put on a nice dress and then go make some coffee. That’s what innocent people do. Good. Now all we have to do is wait.
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      The Gestapo showed up in about two hours. The loud knock on the door almost made me drop the cup I was washing and immediately sent chills down my spine. I wiped my hands on a towel, straightened my dress and hair, and went to open the front door. Three men, all in black leather coats, eyed me up and down. The one who was standing in the front, finally spoke.

      “Annalise Friedmann?”

      “Yes.”

      “We have an order for your arrest. You’re suspected of hiding your Jewish identity. You’re going to have to come with us for an interrogation.”

      Interrogation. I knew what that meant. Everybody in Germany knew what it meant, but nobody ever spoke of it.

      “All right.”

      I knew that there was no use trying to talk or plead, so I just locked the door behind myself and followed them to the black car parked near the sidewalk. I forgot my coat. They wouldn’t have probably allowed me to take it anyway. We were making our way to our destination in complete silence. Even “the leather coats” weren’t talking to each other. It was even more terrifying.

      We finally reached a gate, which a soldier with a machine gun opened after verifying the driver’s papers. Again, no words had been spoken. I started to feel more and more uneasy. After we entered the tall grey building, they right away took me downstairs, to the basement as I guessed, and then led me all the way through the long corridor with locked rooms on each side. No sound could be heard from upstairs. “Abandon all hope, you who enter here,” they should have put a sign at the very entrance of these catacombs. The Gestapo jail.

      We entered a smaller hall with several rooms and two guards, who were playing cards when we entered. They rose when they saw us and, giving me an indifferent look, asked the leader of the group, “Where to?”

      “Room six. Kuntz should come down with the file soon to speak to her.”

      One of the guards opened the door to one of the cells, grabbed my elbow, and pushed me inside, locking the door behind me with a loud bang. I was left alone in a small square room with the two iron chairs and a heavy table. Nothing else. Just the concrete walls and a dim light on the ceiling. If I thought that it was cold outside, I was mistaken. In this tiny basement room, it was freezing, and all I was wearing was a thin dress with short sleeves. I sat on one of the chairs, which felt like a piece of ice, and wrapped my hands around myself, trying not to shiver too much. It didn’t help a bit.

      I have no idea how long I was sitting there, but finally I heard some loud voices by the door and saw it open. I was both relieved and scared: relieved because I could at last talk to someone in charge here and ask them to call my husband. I was sure they wouldn’t treat me like a regular criminal when they learned that I was their superior’s wife. But at the same time I didn’t know how much trouble it would get Heinrich in.

      A bald man with tiny evil eyes came in, holding some papers in his hand. I was still sitting, looking at him anxiously, waiting for him to speak first. He pushed the door closed behind his back, without taking his eyes off me moved the chair with a loud screech and sat across the table from me. I nervously gulped. Slowly, he opened the file he’d brought in and looked me straight in the eye.

      “Have you been told what you’re being accused of, Frau Friedmann?”

      “Yes, I have.”

      “Good. So, are you admitting the fact of concealing of your Jewish origin and the falsification of your papers?”

      “N-no. I mean… I’m not Jewish, I’m Aryan.”

      “Right. So your passport says, huh? And your Aryan certificate. All here and in order. But it says here that you were caught wearing a Star of David. What is that all about?”

      “I never wore a Star of David. I don’t even own one. I’m a Protestant, like the rest of my family. I go to church on Sundays.”

      By the look on his face I could see that he wasn’t buying it.

      “I’m going to read you something from the report I have here. From the words of Gretchen Wolf, who works for the same ballet company as you do: Fräulein Wolf noticed a necklace with a pendant (which was a Jewish Star of David) on Frau Friedmann’s neck and took it off immediately. Following her civic duty, which prescribes all the citizens to report all the Jews to the authorities, Fräulein Wolf tried to do the same, when Frau Friedmann maliciously attacked her and, after stealing the evidence from her victim’s hand, made a quick escape before Fräulein Wolf could take any measures to stop her.”

      He stopped reading and squinted his eyes at me, which made him look even more evil than he already did. I felt a cold sweat breaking out on my temples.

      “You were caught, Frau Friedmann, fair and square. We have the witness here, so let’s just drop the whole red-tape thing with the interrogation, with the court, and sign the confession, shall we? And of course you’ll have to give me the names and addresses of people who made your papers because they look as real as mine.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Sir. Whatever is described in that statement in absolutely false.”

      He cringed at my words as if I made him swallow a bitter pill.

      “Frau Friedmann, I’m begging you, I’ve had a long day and want to go home. I have no desire to stay here with you all night, getting that confession out of you, and trust me, you will sign it.” He rubbed his forehead like a school teacher who was trying to get the right answer out of his student, but unsuccessfully. “I have a whole bunch of other papers here, confirming your close ties with the Jewish community, signed by an SS officer, who was doing research on you and which was dropped, at the request of your husband.”

      My husband! So he knows who my husband is! Maybe he’ll let me talk to him after all?

      “Your husband, who you so wickedly deceived.” After those last words I lost that tiny hope I had. They won’t let me talk to him. I’m on my own. “But now, when the truth finally surfaced, and it always does, Frau Friedmann, you have no other choice left. Sign the confession, and it’ll soon be over.”

      “I can’t confess to something I’m not guilty of. I never deceived anyone. I’m Aryan.”

      “Well, I guess it won’t be over as easy as I thought. All right, you made your choice.” I could see his jaw line harden as he shut the file closed. “You’re very lucky, Frau Friedmann, do you know why?”

      I just kept staring at him, afraid to breathe. He’s not going to torture me, is he? I’m an officer’s wife, and it’s against the law!

      “The most famous interrogator in Germany paid us a visit today and no one, I mean, no one, has ever kept silent for more than twenty minutes with him. Personally I would choose an execution any time over him ‘questioning’ me, if you know what I mean.” He was watching my reaction closely. I didn’t know if it was a psychological trick to make me speak or was he really telling the truth. Whatever it was, I couldn’t squeeze another word out of myself. “I had the honor to watch him ‘working’ with one of the suspects, and to tell you the truth, the hair on the back of my neck stood up, and I’ve seen a lot of things in my life.”

      I clenched my teeth so they wouldn’t shudder. My heart was beating so fast that it was ready to jump out of my chest. Maybe God will feel bad for me, and I’ll die of a heart attack? Meanwhile, the man took out his pen and moved a sheet of paper next to me.

      “Last chance, Frau Friedmann. You’re an officer’s wife, and I feel bad for you. You’re a woman, after all, what are you hoping for? You won’t be able to tolerate the pain, feel sorry for yourself. The result will be the same, you’ll still go to the camp, but either healthy or… make a choice.”

      I looked at the paper, back at the man… and shook my head. He pursed his lips and shrugged.

      “Well, I tried, Frau Friedmann. I tried.”

      He picked up the file and knocked on the door so the guards on the outside would open it. He walked out without even looking at me. I was left alone and hopeless.

      I couldn’t possibly know how much time passed since the man left, but the longer I sat there, the more terrible pictures of what was going on with the prisoners of the Gestapo jails were flashing in front of my eyes. I was feeling trapped in that room and suffocating with fear. But after I started to hear muffled screams from behind the door, I finally broke down and started crying. I wanted to go home so bad, home to my parents, to my dog, to the safety of my husband’s arms. I ruined it all, and now I was going to die.

      More time passed, and I started to feel exhausted. My tears had dried and my breathing slowed down. Have they forgotten about me? I didn’t even care anymore. I was too tired to keep jumping at every sound behind the door and just froze in my chair, still hugging myself with both hands, feeling absolutely desperate. The screams behind the door had stopped a long time ago, and I started to hope that everyone had left for the night. But that hope soon disappeared when I heard loud voices behind the door and the sound of my door unlocking.

      All the fear returned right away and tripled. I expected my torturer and executor to walk in any second, and just the thought of what he could possibly do to me made me break into a cold sweat. I started shivering uncontrollably, staring at the door without blinking. I dug my fingernails into my skin, still holding myself, the last means of my protection.

      The door swung open and first walked in the man who was interrogating me before. After him followed another one, and as he entered, the room itself seemed to become smaller in size. I immediately recognized him. SS Gruppenführer Dr. Kaltenbrunner. He looked at me with a mixed feeling of surprise and concern, but didn’t say anything.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, you read the file, it’s all there, but she’s still being stubborn. I offered her the opportunity to sign a confession, but she refused. So… whatever you want to do.”

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner just slowly nodded, took the file from the man’s hands, and threw it on the table.

      “That’ll be all, Kuntz. Leave us.”

      “But I thought you wanted me to be present at the interrogation so later I would be able to perform the suggested…”

      “I said. That’ll be all.”

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner’s stern voice made Kuntz gulp nervously, after that he just bowed his head to one side and walked out of the door, closing it behind him. I never knew I would think that, but I wished he would have stayed. Meanwhile “the most famous interrogator in Germany” took out his cigarette case, lit up one, and took a long drag.

      “I didn’t expect us to meet again so soon, Frau Friedmann.”

      He was speaking so calmly as if we met at some soirée and not the Gestapo jail. I wasn’t even breathing anymore. I became a tight ball of nerves, terrified to even blink. I was dreading his first move.

      “Why are you shivering? Are you cold or are you scared?”

      “Both,” I hardly whispered after a pause.

      He put away his cigarette, slowly removed his service dagger, and put it on the table. His gun followed. When he started unbuttoning his uniform, I pressed even harder into the chair as if it would help me. What is he going to do to me? When he moved behind my back I shut my eyes tight, expecting a punch or something worse. All of a sudden something heavy fell on my shoulders, and I felt immediately wrapped in something warm and smelling of cologne and cigarettes. I opened my eyes. He’d put his uniform jacket on me. I wasn’t sure what to do next.

      Meanwhile Dr. Kaltenbrunner sat on the table inches away from me and gave me a reassuring smile.

      “That’s better, huh? It can be chilly down here.”

      “Yes,” I whispered. A little relieved by his so far non-hostile behavior, I gratefully wrapped myself in his jacket that was like a blanket for me. I almost forgot how big and muscular this man was.

      “So what’s the story with the Jewish Star?”

      I took a deep breath and started talking.

      “First of all, I’m not Jewish. I’m Aryan. Second, I’ve never even owned a Star of David, let alone wore it in public. I would be crazy to do something like that, even if I was really Jewish, don’t you think?”

      He slightly tilted his head to one side.

      “That’s funny. That’s exactly what I told Kuntz. Who in their right mind, especially if they’re in hiding, would wear their religious symbol on their neck? But still, why would that girl, what’s her name, make a whole scene? False accusations can bring her to jail, you know?”

      “She did tear a necklace from my neck.” I started very carefully. “But it was the necklace that my husband gave me a long time ago. Earlier that morning our prima-ballerina Giselle announced that she was expecting and asked for our choreographer to make me her substitute for the time of her absence. Gretchen, she’s a little older than me and worked for the company longer, so she always felt as if I was taking over her rightful place. And this time I guess she just got angry and confronted me in the bathroom. She started screaming and getting into my face, I didn’t want to fight and tried to leave, but when I was passing by her she grabbed my necklace and tore it from my neck. I pushed her off me, and she hit the mirror wall and then I took my necklace back from her and ran away before she could attack me again. I heard her screaming something about me being Jewish behind my back, but I didn’t know what exactly she was saying.”

      “Is there any chance I can see that necklace?”

      I thought it through while still at home, and now I was happy I did. I put my hand into the pocket in my dress and took out the little golden necklace with a pointe shoes pendant on it.

      “I was just trying to fix it when the Gestapo came.”

      I stretched my hand with an open palm to Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner, and he picked up the necklace from it. I noticed that he had very aristocratic hands. It was hard to believe that he could possibly torture anybody with these hands. At least I wanted to believe that he didn’t.

      “This little thing certainly doesn’t look like a Jewish Star to me, and I’ve seen a lot of them.” He grinned at me. I shyly smiled back. “So let me get this straight. That girl gets jealous of your recent ‘promotion,’ attacks you and, trying to get rid of the competition, calls the Gestapo accusing you of falsifying your identity?”

      I couldn’t have said it better. However, I was still trying to be very careful with every single word I was saying, trying to persuade my interrogator the best I could.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, I couldn’t possibly falsify my documents. They were checked before my wedding by the office staff of Reichsführer Himmler himself, and they would have definitely known the fake ones from the real ones. I was trying to explain it to that man who was here first, but he refused to listen to me.”

      “I absolutely agree with you. You can’t be a Jew.” He gently lifted my chin and looked closely at my face. I froze for a second. “You have the most perfect Aryan features I’ve ever seen.”

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner picked up a strand of my hair, looked at it, and brushed it off my face. I didn’t move; he could touch me all he wanted as long as he wasn’t beating me up.

      “You’re even a natural blonde. Jews don’t look like that.” He lit up another cigarette and suddenly asked me after a pause, “And what’s the story with your Jewish boyfriend anyway?”

      “Jewish boyfriend?” Now I was really puzzled. “I never had a Jewish boyfriend. In fact, my first boyfriend became my husband.”

      Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner just nodded several times and started going through the papers in my file. Finally, he fished out one of the papers.

      “Here it is. Adam Kramer? Who’s that?”

      “Oh, Adam!” If I had any doubts before, now I knew for sure who the SS officer was, who put all that stuff in my file. Ulrich Reinhard. “No, Herr Gruppenführer, Adam was just a neighbor who happened to be dancing in the same company with me. He lived nearby and was escorting me home every evening so nobody would bother me. I never dated him. And the rest of the supposedly incriminating facts against me were put in this file by a man who has a personal vendetta against me.”

      “Was he dancing in your company as well and you stole his part?” Dr. Kaltenbrunner chuckled. I couldn’t help but smile.

      “No, Herr Gruppenführer. That man was kind of… stalking me for quite some time.”

      “Stalking you?”

      “Well, you know what I mean. And when I finally told him to leave me alone, he… didn’t take it too well.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He tried to choke me.”

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner burst into laughter.

      “He tried to choke you? And they say I’m bad.”

      I smiled and slightly shrugged.

      “Yes, that man Kuntz kind of… implied it too.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Nothing. He said that I’d better sign the confession or I’ll be talking to the most famous interrogator in Germany, who can make even the toughest prisoner talk in less than twenty minutes.”

      “Oh God!” Dr. Kaltenbrunner laughed and covered his eyes with his hand. “He did not say that, did he really? You poor thing, no wonder you were so terrified when I walked in. I apologize for that idiot, he’s not too bright.”

      He finished his cigarette and put his hand on my shoulder.

      “Are you all right now?”

      “Yes, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “You’re not shivering anymore.”

      “No. Thank you for your jacket, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “You’re most certainly welcome, Frau Friedmann.” He looked at me a little longer and asked, “You’re not afraid of me, are you?”

      For a second I didn’t know what to reply, but then quickly regained my composure and smiled.

      “No, Herr Gruppenführer. You’ve been very kind to me. Thank you for listening to my side of the story.”

      He nodded and picked up my file from the table.

      “So this leaves us only one thing to do: burn this nonsense and forget it ever happened. What do you think?”

      I couldn’t believe my ears. Was he going to let me go?

      “Would it mean that… I’m free now?”

      “Absolutely free, Frau Friedmann. And trust me, I wish we had met in any other circumstances but these.”

      “Me too, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “Good. Let’s go, I’ll give you a ride home. Your husband must be worried sick about you.”

      “I don’t want to impose on you, Herr Gruppenführer…”

      He made a dismissive movement with his hand and knocked on the door.

      “It’s the least I can do for you after what these idiots put you through. Let’s go.”

      I followed Dr. Kaltenbrunner out of the Gestapo catacombs. I still couldn’t believe that the man, who was supposed to be my executor, had just saved my life.
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      “He let you go? I can’t believe he just let you go like that.”

      It was three in the morning, and I was sitting next to the fireplace, holding a glass of cognac in my hand. Heinrich, with messy hair and still not changed from his uniform, was sitting next to me, right there on the floor, and rubbing my back slightly. It had only been fifteen minutes after I walked through the front door, and he rushed to me from the living room where he’d been waiting for me all this time, asking me what happened and covering my face with kisses. I was too tired to protest and too happy to see him anyway.

      “Why wouldn’t he? I explained everything very rationally, and he took my side instead of Gretchen’s. At least, he’s much more pleasant to deal with unlike that other man, Kuntz.”

      “Pleasant to deal with? Annalise, you clearly don’t know who you’re talking about. Kaltenbrunner is a sadistic maniac who finds some sort of sick pleasure in inventing new ways of torturing people. I didn’t want to tell you when you first met him, but his infamous brutality is what made Himmler appoint him as leader of the Austrian SS. And you’re calling him pleasant?”

      “He wouldn’t torture me. I’m a woman.”

      “A woman?” Heinrich shook his head at me. “It’s even worse. You don’t want to know what he does to women. He’s very anti-Semitic, so he’s kind of disgusted by the Jewish girls, but he doesn’t mind having some fun with the other ones before killing them. And if the girl is Jewish, he throws her like a bone to his SS buddies, and they—”

      “Heinrich, I don’t want to hear about that,” I interrupted him before he said something more disgusting. However, it was still hard for me to believe that Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner would do something like that. After all, from the whole Gestapo crew he was the only one who treated me like a gentleman, even though I have no idea why.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. You’re still probably terrified from what happened.”

      I took another small sip of the brown liquid that burnt my chest but calmed my nerves. Right now I didn’t feel anything at all. Just tired and empty.

      “It’s all my fault, Heinrich. I almost had myself and my whole family killed just because of some stupid incident. What was I thinking anyway? It’s not the time to be proud of being Jewish. It’s not all fun and games as I thought. It’s all very, very serious. And I put you and your career in danger too. What would they do to you?”

      Heinrich just shrugged indifferently.

      “Most likely nothing. If I told them that I didn’t know about your origin.”

      “Are you sorry you married me?”

      “No, of course not. I love you.”

      “I love you too, Heinrich. I’m sorry for being so stupid. I promise it will never happen again. You were right all along, all the things that you told me there, in the attic. Please, get rid of all the boxes, together with my necklace. I don’t want to have any reminder of who I am.”

      “You shouldn’t be saying that,” he said quietly after a pause.

      “No, I’m done. Today for the first time I realized how fragile my situation is. I don’t know why Dr. Kaltenbrunner decided to take my side, but if I slip again, there won’t be a second chance. I will go to all the parades with you, I’ll be wearing a swastika on my left arm, and I’ll be greeting all your friends by raising my hand and saying ‘Heil Hitler!’ I’m done with pride, I’m done with fighting, I’m too scared, Heinrich. You, Nazis, won.”

      I saw him staring at the fire and biting his lip, as if deciding something for himself. Finally, he took the glass from me, finished it in one shot, and firmly said, “I’m not a Nazi.”

      I raised my eyes to meet his, but he was still looking at the fire, frowning.

      “Of course you are. How many years have you been working for the Party now? Ten? It’s all right, I don’t hate you for that…”

      He shook his head with a stubborn expression on his face.

      “I’m not a Nazi,” he repeated once again. “It’s all fake. The whole SD position is fake. I despise them all and what they do, and I will die but I won’t let my wife feel like she has to hide her whole life.”

      Heinrich finally turned to me, his expression almost angry.

      “Don’t ever feel ashamed of who you are, Annalise. Don’t let them defeat you so easily.”

      “Heinrich, I don’t understand what you’re trying to say. What do you mean your SD position is fake?”

      “It means what it means. I’ve been working for the American Secret Service for almost four years now. I’m a counterintelligence agent.”

      For a moment I was just looking at him with my mouth open, trying to comprehend what I’d just heard. I tried to form some questions in my mind, but couldn’t find the words to speak. Finally, Heinrich continued, “When I first joined the Party, it was all very different. They seemed to be the only one’s brave and bold enough to bring such necessary changes to the country, which was basically in ruins after the Great War. People had nothing, no money, no food, no hope left. And here comes Adolf Hitler, promising to bring the great German nation back from its knees. He was the only one who wasn’t afraid to swim against the current, he was the one who kept saying that the democratic government wasn’t doing a thing for the starving and defeated nation, and he was right. But those weren’t just empty words. He had the solution. He was proposing plans that were making sense at that time. He promised people food and work, but more than that, he kept reminding the nation of its pride, of its origin, of its superiority. You have to understand, after the years of feeling like nothing, both for soldiers and ordinary people, it was nice to hear that they belong to the oldest race, the Aryan race, which was destined to rule the world. The idea of the Third Reich was a dream they were ready to fight and to die for. And I was one of them.”

      I caught myself holding my breath listening to my husband’s story. He was speaking very quietly, as if talking more to himself than to me. I realized that it was probably the first time he was telling this to anyone and, afraid to interrupt him, I didn’t dare to even move.

      “And then there was Nuremberg. By then I already swore my absolute loyalty to my Führer and believed in his cause unconditionally. I almost idolized him, just like the rest of my Aryan brothers, who were standing next to me shoulder to shoulder. We were the best of the best, he said. The purest of the purest. The future rulers of the world. I didn’t know what he really meant back then. Until he announced the Nuremberg Laws.”

      He shook his head and looked at the empty glass in his hand.

      “We needed to cleanse the nation from within. That was the new course that the Party took in 1935. First we create the perfectly clean Aryan society and then we make the rest of the world fall on its knees before us. For the first time in my life I started to doubt my Führer’s words. I thought that we wanted to break the chains put on us by the British and the French, not to deport half of our fellow Germans out of the country. Yes, they were Jewish, but did it matter if each and every single one of them loved Germany as much as we, Aryans, did? They lived here, most of them for generations, they spoke German, they even fought in the Great War for their Fatherland! And we were supposed to get rid of them just because our Führer was afraid that they would ‘contaminate’ the pure Aryan blood? That certainly didn’t make any sense to me.”

      He sat still for a minute, staring at the fire without blinking. I was wondering what he was reminiscing about, maybe about the old, hopeful Heinrich, who behind the noble cause of his Führer couldn’t see his true evil ways. I gently put my hand on top of his, silently inviting him to tell me more.

      “After 1935 everything changed. He was now openly speaking of Judenfrei Germany and how we were supposed to come to it. Right away began the harassment, segregation, deportation… executions. And we, the SS, were supposed to be in charge of it all.”

      Heinrich suddenly got up and went to the bar to pour more cognac in his glass. I guess that it was difficult for him to speak about it sober.

      “Do you know how I got my first big promotion? We received an order to liquidate the unwanted emigrants on the German border. You see, the Führer deported them, and the Polish government refused them entry into Poland as well. So some of them found themselves just stranded near the border, nowhere to go. They tried to ask local farmers for some food or at least water for the children, but farmers started to complain to the officials about more and more Jews arriving and wandering around the area. They were afraid for their crops.”

      Heinrich shook his head and finished his glass in several big gulps.

      “So the leader of my group told me to take about twenty men and… take care of the situation. I asked him for clearer instructions. And then he said, “Just make sure no Jews are left there by tomorrow. And do it in such a way so as not to upset the farmers.” When I arrived there with my team, it took us not more than half of the day to successfully herd all the Jews into one place. They gladly followed us, thinking that we were there to resolve their situation. And in a sense we were.”

      I could see Heinrich’s jawline harden while his gaze was fixed at something in the dark sky. I was dreading what he was about to say next.

      “I had an order to liquidate them quietly and away from farmers’ eyes. The only way to do it was to take them to the nearest forest and execute them over there. But then we needed to get rid of all the bodies, and there were at least a hundred people there. When I ordered several Jewish men to dig a ditch, they all understood that it would be their last resting place. And do you know what shocked me the most? They didn’t start crying or begging for their lives. No, they just stood there quietly, looking at us. At me. Men, young and old. Women – their wives, sisters, and mothers. Their children. A pregnant woman with her husband. Nobody said a word. Not a single word.”

      I wanted to come up to him, hug him, console him but didn’t dare to interrupt his confession. I knew that he needed to relive it all once again, by himself, and touching him now seemed somehow inappropriate.

      “When the ditch was deep enough, I told the Jews to throw the shovels out and remain in the ditch. And then I built a firing squad of ten people and ordered them to shoot the Jews in the ditch. Do you know what happened? They couldn’t do it. They were young boys and they’d never shot anybody in their lives. So they were just standing there, holding their guns in shaking hands and looking helplessly at me and at the Jews in the ditch. For one second there I thought to myself, we can all just let them go, tell them to take a chance and try to get through the Polish border, just get out of there, because nobody would have known anyway. But I swore my loyalty to my Führer. ‘My Honor is Loyalty,’ that was our motto. I was a soldier and had an order.”

      Heinrich slowly filled his glass once again and downed it in almost one shot. But he wasn’t getting drunk no matter how hard he tried.

      “I had to show those boys an example. I was their leader and they were looking up to me. So I started yelling at them, saying what kind of SS soldiers were they if they couldn’t execute a few Jews? Doesn’t their oath mean anything to them? What would their Führer say? What kind of future rulers of the world were they if they didn’t have the balls to pull a trigger… You know, I was yelling more at myself, not at them, trying to get myself angry. And then I pulled my gun out, came up to the ditch, and shot the first man in the head. ‘Is it that hard to do?!’ I was screaming at the faces of the boys. I shot the second one. ‘Is it?!!’ I shot the third one. The fourth. The fifth. ‘Finish the job,’ I said. ‘If you refuse to shoot, I’ll put you all in the same ditch because you’re no better than the dead Jews already laying in it.’ They shot the other five men still remaining in the ditch and started to bring new people. I told them to line them up in front of the ditch, by ten, so every soldier would execute one Jew at the time.” After a minute of dead silence lingering in the room, Heinrich turned around and looked at me. “Do you know what the scariest part was? The children.”

      I shook my head, desperately pleading him with my eyes not to say anything more.

      “The mothers didn’t want to let them go. They didn’t cry, didn’t beg us to spare their children’s lives, no. They just wouldn’t allow the children to let go of their hands. So, I had to tell my soldiers to shoot them together, with a rifle, so the bullet would simultaneously kill the mother and the child she was holding. In about fifteen minutes we were done. After a couple of hours there was nothing left as a reminder of the hundred people we brought there. Just the fresh ground on top of the ditch and a slight smell of gun powder still lingering in the air. The following week I was promoted to SS Obersturmführer. I executed a hundred innocent people and they highly praised me for that, can you imagine? Right after that I filed a request for the transfer to SD. I told my superior that I felt that I could be more useful to my country in the position of an agent, establishing a network of spies outside the country, gathering information, spreading disinformation when needed. Anything, but that again. After that day I didn’t want to have anything to do with SS whatsoever. You know, sometimes I still see their faces at night. They just stand there and look at me, not saying anything.”

      “I’m sorry, Heinrich.” Deep in his thoughts, I wasn’t sure that he heard me.

      “I left for Paris after a couple of weeks and finally could breathe freely again. I wasn’t an officer anymore, just a regular German clerk living in a beautiful apartment with his wife and working for an embassy. Well, at least according to my legend. It was so peaceful there, so… I don’t know, carefree. I felt the contrast with my own country every time I visited it to make my reports. The grip of the Nazi Party was tightening on the neck of the nation. And I realized that it wasn’t the Party I wanted to be a part of anymore. Thanks to my already well-established contacts, I easily found an informant working for the Americans and asked him to put me in contact with his superiors. At first they were suspicious of course, and for at least a year they watched me very closely, thinking that I was sent by the Germans. But after my ‘trial’ period had finished and they knew that they could trust me, our relationship greatly improved. The problem was that when my wife found out, she thought that it was the most reckless idea I could come up with and decided to shoot me in order to save her life. You understand that if the Nazi Party had found out that she knew and didn’t inform them, she would have been executed too. So she left me no choice.”

      “So that’s what really happened…”

      “Yes, that’s what really happened.”

      “Aren’t you putting yourself in danger by telling me?”

      “Weren’t you putting yourself in danger by telling me that you were Jewish?”

      I was expecting him to smile, but he didn’t. We both were too tired to smile.

      “I knew I could trust you.”

      “And I know that I can trust you too. But that’s the first and the last time we speak about my work. If I tell you any details and if God forbid by some accident someone happens to interrogate you, we’re both dead. The only reason I told you all this was because I couldn’t tolerate the thought that my own wife would be hating me my whole life for something I am not. I just wanted you to know that I’m on your side.”

      Now it all made perfect sense. The acceptance of my origin, helping Dr. Kramer, even agreeing to participate in a Jewish wedding. He really wasn’t a Nazi after all. He was against them. But there was one thing left that was still confusing me.

      “What about the Jewish family who lived here then?”

      “They’re all fine and living in Britain.”

      “How did you… how do you know?”

      “That’s part of the job I’m doing with the Americans, and sometimes with the British. We try to help as many Jews as we can to escape the persecution and the deportation to the camps. That was the reason I accepted the position in the main SD office here, in Berlin. I have easy access to all the lists, documents, stamps, passes, everything. It’s risky of course, but why not stamp a couple of passports in my lunchtime when nobody sees it? And another family is able to cross the border. I know it’s just a drop in the ocean, but still something.”

      “It’s not a drop in the ocean, Heinrich! You’re saving their lives! Maybe it’s just one family, but think about that, they get to live. For them it’s everything!”

      I couldn’t express how proud I was of my husband, humbly standing by the window and apologizing that he could only do so little. I was so proud I married this man. I came up to him, hugged him tight and said, “I can’t tell you how much your words mean to me. I love you even more now if it’s possible of course!”

      Heinrich just stood there, gently stroking my hair.

      “Don’t think of me as a good man. For the most part I still have to pretend to be a faithful Nazi and do the dirty job they expect from me. I save ten people and send two hundred to death just by signing an order. I’m still a murderer, Annalise. Not willingly, but I still am.”

      “It’s not you, it’s Hitler. It’s all his fault.”

      He nodded, but still wasn’t convinced by my words.

      “When I’d just started my negotiations with the US Secret Service, they asked me, well, if you don’t like the Nazi Party so much, why don’t you just quit? If you’re against their racist politics, don’t like killing people and don’t want anything to do with the Nazi regime, why not emigrate to another country? You don’t understand, I told them, you can’t just quit the Nazi Party, it’s not a job. They’re very unforgiving and if they suspect you of treason, your whole family will be sent to the camps, even though they didn’t do anything. You always have a choice, they told me. But we don’t have a choice. Not under this regime.”

      “Heinrich, I want to help you.”

      “Help me with what?” He seemed confused by my words.

      “With whatever you do. I can contact people for you. I can bring you their passports. I have a lot of Jewish people I know from the area who could use our help—”

      He interrupted me with the stern voice he only used with his subordinates.

      “No. Absolutely not. Forget about it.”

      “But why not? I know I can be useful, so why don’t you want to give me a chance?”

      “You’re not being in any way involved with it, and that’s the end of it. I’m not going to allow you put your life in such danger. End of discussion.”

      “But you’re putting your life in danger every day, aren’t you? What makes me any different?”

      “You’re a woman. And my wife. I will not allow that.”

      “And you’re my husband. Don’t you know how much I’ll be worrying every single day when you leave for work now? I don’t want you to risk your life either, but I know why you’re doing this and I understand that. So why can’t you understand how important it is for me to know that I did at least something, a tiny thing that helped to save my fellow Jews’ lives? Why are you robbing me of this opportunity? Because of the selfish desire to know that I’m safe and sound at home while somebody else’s wife is being shot at in the street? Right in the open? Have you thought of that?”

      Heinrich was looking at me without saying a word for a couple of minutes. Then he finally said, “You just came back from the Gestapo jail. You’re lucky to be alive. Don’t you understand that you would be taking a risk and may go there again?”

      I shook my head.

      “It’s not about me anymore, Heinrich. You showed me that I can do something good. I have a purpose in life now, and I’ll be forever grateful to you for that. Just please, let me help.”

      “All right.” He gave up after another long pause. “I won’t be giving you any serious tasks of course, maybe you’ll deliver a message to one of my connections once in a while, you won’t even know what it means anyway. But you have to remember once and for all, it’s not a game, it’s an intelligence war. So you’ll have to do exactly what I tell you and when I tell you, no questions asked. Like in the army. One slip and the whole scheme will crash like a house of cards, and we’ll be the ones buried under it. Got it?”

      “Jawohl, Herr Standartenführer!”

      Heinrich just rolled his eyes at me and went to the bathroom to wash up. Extremely exhausted, but happy, I crashed on the bed right in my dress, and the second my head touched the pillow, I fell into a deep sleep with no dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Berlin, April 1939

      

      The war started. The war without a single gunshot. The war declared by the Reich on the rest of the world. The scariest part was that the world didn’t seem to be willing to put up a fight, and just decided to meet all the demands of the Führer to evade the possible bloodshed. Our army was moving farther and farther East, now occupying the remaining part of Bohemia, Moravia and Czechoslovakia. Everybody knew that Poland was next.

      I looked in the mirror for the last time before leaving the house. I needed to make sure that I looked perfect, and not just perfect, but stunning. Just in case I put on another coat of red lipstick, sprayed more perfume on my neck and, satisfied by the girl’s look in the mirror, went outside. The weather was just perfect, not too hot and not too cold, so wearing a coat with a fox collar wouldn’t look too suspicious today. And that coat was the most important part of my clothing this morning.

      Enjoying the beautiful day, I walked to the nearest bus stop, not too fast and not too slow, the way a normal housewife with no cares in the world, would do. And I needed to look very normal not to cause anybody’s suspicion. When the bus arrived, I smiled at the officer who helped me climb the steps and sat next to a window without looking at anybody. By now I already knew the routine very well: don’t make any unnecessary small talk, don’t look at anybody, but don’t look away either if someone tries to talk to you. Be polite, but distant.

      I got off at my stop and strolled down the alley to the nearest market. Nodding to the greetings of the sellers, I walked straight to the meat section of the market. The butcher immediately recognized me and gave me his wide and almost toothless smile.

      “Good morning, Frau Friedmann! Great to see again! The usual?”

      “Good morning, Klaus. Yes, the usual. Last time I brought too much and half of it had gone bad. I’ll have to stop by more often I guess, to keep the meat fresh.”

      I smiled at the butcher, who was bigger than the dead cow behind his back. I’d become his regular customer by now and even though I was only buying tripe and bones, I was always leaving him a very good tip almost the same amount as I would have paid for a good cut of meat. Needless to say, he was more than happy to serve me without questions asked.

      After the easiest part was over, I needed to proceed with what I came here for, and that was the riskiest part. I started walking back to the entrance of the market, but this time keeping close to the houses to my left. After a quick look around and making sure that no one was following me, I quickly sneaked into a narrow side street in between the two houses and made my way all the way through the inner yard, then across the street, then to another side street and right to the already familiar house. After I knocked on the door, it opened almost immediately – he knew that I was always coming at the same time.

      “Good morning. Otto’s wife sent me, she says you sell Belgian lace.”

      That was the code phrase for today. Every time I would come it was different, and I had to learn it by heart. If a single adjective was dropped by mistake, the whole deal would be off. The owner of the house nodded at me and replied with his code phrase.

      “Good morning, Frau. Unfortunately, we’re out of Belgian lace. But my wife has a handmade one that looks just like Belgian. Would you like to take a look?”

      After hearing him repeating it just the way Heinrich told me he should, I nodded in satisfaction and stepped inside, after which the man quickly locked the door behind my back.

      “Follow me.” He didn’t actually have to say that. I already knew where we were going, right through the kitchen door and down to the basement, where he would give me what I came for.

      “There are four of them.” The man, whose name I still didn’t know just like he didn’t know mine (again, according to the instructions), took out one of the bricks in the wall and from a secret box inside took out four passports which he handed to me. “Husband, wife, and two children.”

      “I thought it was supposed to be just two?” I quickly took my coat off and unfastened a lining on my fox collar. I took the passports from the man’s hands who seemed to be happy to get rid of them (as always) and carefully placed them inside the collar, right under the second lining.

      “Yeah… they thought that the children were gone. They thought that soldiers took them with the rest. But the kids outsmarted those Nazi bastards and hid under the steps. So now it’s the four of them. Sorry about the inconvenience.”

      “It’s fine.” I put the first lining back on and straightened out the collar, making sure that it looked absolutely flawless. “The more the better. Just next time let my connection know in advance; it’s difficult to stuff four passports under this thing, they can move and start looking suspicious. I would have brought a bag with a double bottom if I’d known.”

      “Sorry again, Frau.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      Before leaving the man’s house I once again checked my coat in a tiny hallway mirror. After it passed my thorough inspection, I walked outside and headed back to the bus stop.

      I almost sneaked back onto the wide street where the bus stop was, but at the last moment the two “leather coats” – the Gestapo as I guessed – turned from around the house and walked toward me, and there was no possible way to escape meeting them. At first a cold needle of fear pierced my mind: had someone tipped them off? But whatever it was, I kept walking, head high, hoping deep inside they were just patrolling the streets.

      They were, as it turned out just minutes later, but the sight of a beautiful and very well-dressed young woman in such a, let’s put it mildly, “humble” area of Berlin, immediately raised their suspicion. They slowed down their walk and waited for me to reach them. Since the side street between the two houses was very narrow, they knew I had nowhere to go. I flashed them a smile and (still hoping that they would let me pass without asking any questions) said, “Excuse me, officers.”

      They didn’t move and looked me up and down once again.

      “Good morning, Fräulein.” One of them finally smiled back.

      “It’s Frau. Frau Friedmann.”

      “I beg your pardon, Frau Friedmann. May we see your papers, if it’s not too much trouble?”

      Nobody tipped them off, I knew by that single phrase. Nothing to be afraid of.

      “Absolutely no trouble, officers.” I reached into my purse and produced both my passport and Aryan certificate. It wasn’t my first check, and I knew by now that sometimes they asked for it. I guess it was my last name that was always confusing them: if it had only one ‘N’ at the end instead of two, it would already be a Jewish version of a German surname. Some Jewish people used this little spelling trick to their advantage, and added a second ‘N’ to avoid deportation or even worse – a camp. But nobody so far was able to falsify an Aryan certificate.

      They thoroughly checked both documents I handed them, while I patiently stood next to them humming a popular song. Finally, the one who was talking to me before, lifted his eyes from the passport to me.

      “What are you doing in this area, Frau Friedmann? You live quite far, and it’s not too safe here.”

      I had answers for every possible question he could ask me; Heinrich and I played out every scenario we could ever imagine, and I was more than prepared.

      “Ugh, you don’t even know the half of it, Sir! Last week when I came here I almost got my wallet stolen right from my purse, can you imagine? But I have no choice, this is the closest market to my house where they sell tripe. My husband and I, we just got this gorgeous German Shepherd puppy as a wedding present, and he loves tripe! But you see, at the market next to our house they don’t sell tripe, only good cuts of meat. And even though my husband occupies a very well paid position at SD, I still wouldn’t feed that little teething ball of fur with filet mignon, shoot me, but I won’t, no matter what a gorgeous dog he is!”

      The well prepared and even better acted out monologue, masterfully finished by flirty laughter, immediately changed the Gestapo officers’ whole attitude.

      “That would be one very lucky dog!” They laughed along with me. I playfully rolled my eyes and batted, my heavily coated with mascara, lashes at them. “He is one very lucky dog! Spoiled to no end! I mean, who else’s master would risk their life to put the food on his plate every day? And look at me, I almost got arrested because of that little brat!”

      “Well, no one would arrest you, Frau Friedmann.” They were already apologizing, handing me back my papers without even checking the contents of my purse, let alone searching me. I’m getting really good at this, I thought. “We’re just doing our job. Sorry again for the inconvenience.”

      “Oh, please, don’t apologize, officers!” I flashed them another charming smile. “I understand and always gladly comply. You, guarding our streets, that’s what makes Germany safe.”

      After those last words they both proudly straightened even more and saluted me goodbye. Now I could make my way home safe and sound and get ready to finish the “operation.”
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      Two months earlier.

      

      We were eating dinner when Heinrich suddenly said, “We need to get a dog.”

      I almost thought I misheard him.

      “What is it, dear?”

      “I said, we need to get a dog. That would be your excuse to go by my informant’s house. He lives in the former Jewish area, so you can imagine what a hole it is. But they have a market there, where you can go and buy bones for the dog. Our market doesn’t sell them. That’ll be a perfect explanation. The only thing is, you’ll have to go in the morning, you can’t walk around there after dusk, it’s very, very unsafe. And the Gestapo patrol it all the time too…” Heinrich nodded, as if agreeing to himself. “Yes, we’ll definitely have to get a dog.”

      I was already used to agreeing with my husband whenever it concerned our underground work. He certainly knew better and had years of experience behind him, so I just smiled. “Dog it is, dear. What kind of dog do you think we should get?”

      He raised his eyes from his plate to meet mine and winked at me.

      “A German Shepherd, of course. What kind of a picture perfect Nazi family are we without a picture perfect Nazi dog?”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. There was only one “but.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be able to control it. It’s a very powerful breed, and I’m a very tiny girl.”

      “You’ll do just fine. If you were able to handle both Reinhard and Kaltenbrunner, I’m sure you can manage a little puppy.”

      I was going to interject here that I wasn’t so sure that I “handled” the situation with the both above mentioned too well, but just shrugged. “They are not dogs. They’re men.”

      “So we’ll get a male puppy then.”

      He always jokes around. I love him even more for that. He makes everything seem so easy and safe, as if we aren’t risking our lives every day. And meanwhile his latest present for me, a beautiful Catholic praying cross, with beads that I wore on my wrist, at least every time I was leaving for Heinrich’s “business,” contained a tiny white capsule, just like the one he showed me during our first lunch together.

      I know that Heinrich was contemplating a lot before giving it to me, but finally the cool-headed spy took over the hot-hearted husband in him, and with a deep sigh and a heavy heart he instructed me about the possible use of the capsule.

      “If someone catches you with the evidence and takes you to jail, there won’t be a way out. Even I won’t be able to help you. If you’re already in the interrogation room, just take it right away, before they take the cross off you or handcuff you to the chair, and they always do during the interrogation. Understand? The sooner you do it, the better. They won’t let you out alive anyway, but this way at least they won’t be able to torture you before they kill you.”

      He looked me straight in the eye, in the hope that his words might scare me and I would change my mind about becoming one of his “connections.” But I wasn’t scared. Without hesitation I took the black onyx cross from his hand and wrapped it around my wrist.

      “Don’t worry about me, Heinrich. I understand all the risk and there wasn’t a second when I doubted my decision.”

      He sighed. “Some agents were afraid to take a pill. And then big operations failed, and many people died.”

      I shook my head and reassured him once again, “I’ll take it.”

      “Don’t swallow it though. If you swallow it, they make you vomit and then you’re really done for. You have to bite on it, crush it in your mouth. Then you’ll die within seconds.”

      I nodded again. We both got silent for a moment. It was not every day that I discussed with my husband ways to bite on a cyanide capsule. But again, not every Jew is married to a Nazi, even a half-fake one. I chose my own fate. I had only one question that was bothering my typically girlish mind.

      “Heinrich… will I feel any pain?”

      He gave me a confused look. I guess he’d never concerned himself with that. “No. You won’t feel anything.”

      “Good. That’s all I wanted to hear. Now what do I have to say to your man?”
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      Berlin, April 1939

      

      I finished packing lunch for Heinrich while Rolf, our four months old puppy, hilarious in his growing state with disproportionally long paws and ears bigger than his head, was enjoying his fresh bone. At first I felt a little resentment toward the dog when Heinrich first brought him in, but in just a couple of weeks Rolf became so attached to me (since I was the one walking, feeding, and playing with him), that I couldn’t imagine entering the house without him jumping all over me, wagging his tail and almost shivering from happiness that his “mama” is finally back. Heinrich was right after all, I smirked to myself, I did manage a little puppy just fine.

      Hanz was already waiting for me outside in Heinrich’s car. On days when I wasn’t at the company and could bring him lunch myself instead of Magda sending it with Hanz, Heinrich’s loyal driver would always pick me up at 11:30 sharp. The most difficult part was to get through the checking post at the entrance of Heinrich’s office building at 8 Prinz-Albrechtstrasse, which was considered a high security establishment and therefore all the visitors were subject to search.

      My husband trained me very well. We were rehearsing it again and again, until he would be completely satisfied with my performance. Now, confidently walking in the tightest skirt I owned toward the SS guards and already smiling at them in the flirtiest way possible, I could only silently chuckle at my very first attempts to do the same with my husband during our improvised scenario. He couldn’t even try to conceal his laughter when I tried to act how he wanted me to act: and that was, as he called it, a typical Parisian girl who has at least four different lovers on both sides of the Champs-Élysées. The problem was that I’d never been to Paris and had no idea what those almost mythical, to me, Parisian girls looked or acted like.

      “No. No, no, no, no, no.” He shook his head once again. “I don’t believe you. You walk like a Catholic school girl, not a foxy Parisian.”

      “Well, I’m sorry, ‘Herr-Expert-in-Foxy-French-Girls,’ I don’t even understand what you want me to do!”

      “You act all the time on stage, it’s the same thing. Very simple. Just smile. No, not like a good Jewish girl, show me all your beautiful teeth, like the Americans do in the movies. That’s better. Not so fake though. Relax. Good.” My first approving nod. “Now walk to me. No, that’s not a foxy walk. We’re going to buy you some new clothes. And shoes. The higher the heels, the better.”

      Today I was wearing those very shoes that made my legs at least ten inches longer. I walked up to the two familiar guards and winked at the one who was supposed to check my papers, even though they knew who I was and where I was going.

      “Hello, boys! Thank God, today my favorite officers are working, lucky me. Last time that old fat pervert almost wanted to do a detailed personal search on me. I mean, do I look like I can hide a bomb under this skirt?”

      Both SS guards laughed along and hardly looked inside my purse. They were both very young and probably by now had a crush on me after all the shameless flirting I did with them throughout the past two months. There was more chance now that the Führer would establish a democratic republic instead of the Reich, than that these two would start checking my clothes.

      “You wouldn’t blame him if you saw his wife, Frau Friedmann.”

      I giggled, gave the smiling officers a little wave and cat-walked along the corridor to the elevator. I knew they were watching me and I was always putting on a show for them.

      “What a lucky man Standartenführer Friedmann is!” I heard one say to his buddy as I was walking away. “I would kill to have a wife like that!”

      I silently applauded myself.

      Heinrich’s adjutant Mark greeted me by getting up and saluting me and immediately dialed my husband’s number. After this formality he opened the door to Heinrich’s office and after asking if we needed coffee or something else, closed it behind me. My gorgeous, in his black uniform, husband got up from his table and walked to greet his wife with a very long and very passionate kiss.

      “How was the market today, sweetheart?” He whispered into my ear. He told me to never say anything compromising even in his personal office, since SD had a nasty habit of installing microphones in random offices just to “keep the personnel in check.”

      “It was fine, dear. Rolf was very happy with his bones.” I took off my coat and quickly got all the four passports out of the wide fox collar – another one of Heinrich’s ingenious ideas. He unlocked his safe, took out one of the stamps and without a sound stamped all four of them, after which he safely placed them on the bottom of the bread bag I brought for him. All in all, it took us less than half a minute, but already tomorrow yet another family would be safely crossing the border of Switzerland with no questions asked, just because of an SD passing stamp on the front page.

      “The Gestapo stopped me, though. They wanted to check my papers.”

      “They did?”

      Heinrich frowned for a second, but I dismissed all his concern with a wave of my hand.

      “They were just wondering what a well-dressed woman was doing there, that’s all.”

      “They didn’t want to search you, did they?”

      “I bet they did, but after I told them who my husband was, they decided against it.” I caught myself thinking I’d gotten so used to playing a “foxy Parisian” role, I’d started flirting even with my own husband. Not that he didn’t like it.

      “They better keep their hands to themselves. All this belongs to me and only me.” He put his hands on my waist, squeezed it tight, and pulled me toward him. I threw my hands on his shoulders and whispered, almost touching his lips with mine, “Why don’t you put a little tag on me then? Something like ‘SD Standartenführer Friedmann’s private property. Do not touch under the risk of the death penalty?”’

      He smiled and took my right hand in his. “I already have that tag on you. Right here, on the fourth finger of your hand. It even has my name on it.”

      It did. All SS wedding rings were engraved on the inner circle: Reichsführer Himmler loved branding everything related to his “child” – the SS.

      “Not good. You’re scaring away all my potential lovers.”

      “If you keep talking like that to your husband, you’ll get some of that baton over there.” He squinted his eyes at me playfully menacingly, and nodded in the direction of the little coffee table where he kept his baton and leather gloves.

      “You wouldn’t dare!” I slightly smacked him on the chest and crossed my arms. Your move, Herr Standartenführer!

      He shrugged and walked to the table. I was watching him with a skeptical look on my face. I loved this little game, and so did he. Heinrich picked up the baton from the table, intentionally slowly inspected it, and suddenly smacked its end on his open palm. The sound came out very loud, but I just rolled my eyes at him, showing that I wasn’t impressed. He smirked and slowly walked behind my back, still playing with his baton. I stood on the same spot without even turning around. I was trying not to smile too obviously, but I knew I was going to win this one. He put the flat end of the baton on my neck and traced it down my spine, sending shivers all over my body. I closed my eyes at the sensation of the firm metal against my skin covered only by a very thin silk top.

      And then, all of a sudden, he hit me! Right on my behind and rather strongly. I turned around right away and gasped in shock.

      “You! You just smacked my butt with that stick!”

      He was dying of laughter.

      “I sure did! Didn’t see that coming, did you?”

      “I’m going to kill you!”

      I tried to grab the baton from my bastard husband’s hand, but he, still laughing, easily caught my hand and in a quick move drew it behind my back. My right hand followed the left in a second.

      “I don’t think you’re going to do anything, lady. As a matter of fact, you look pretty helpless to me. I can’t say that I don’t like it.”

      “What typical SS behavior!”

      “How about some not very typical SS behavior?”

      “What do you have in mind, Herr Standartenführer?” I don’t know why I even asked that because he was already unbuttoning my white silk top. “Heinrich, seriously, what are you doing?”

      “What do you think I’m doing?” He whispered into my ear, pushing me closer to the desk. “I’m going to have sex with my Jewish wife on my SD office desk right under the Führer’s portrait. I hope he’ll enjoy it!”

      “Heinrich! No!” I loudly whispered at him, trying to stop him from undressing me, even though I definitely liked the idea of having sex on the desk of an SD office. “Your adjutant can walk in at any minute!”

      “He can’t walk in until I tell him to.” He was already taking the skirt off me, leaving me only in my underwear and unbuttoned top.

      “Heinrich, you’re insane! We’re going to get arrested!”

      “Only if we get caught.” He grinned at me and removed his gun, placing it on a desk next to me. “So we better not lose any time.”

      I had no idea what had gotten into my husband, who didn’t even bother to take off his uniform jacket, and it was now scratching the skin on my chest as he was thrusting inside of me with enough force to make me dig my fingers into his uniform cloth. I wasn’t pushing him away, I wanted him closer, wanted him to press my back even harder against his desk, even though tomorrow I’d most likely find several bruises from both the desk and the metal crosses on his chest. My husband wasn’t always a gentle lover, but I liked him even better this way.

      I was biting my lip, trying to remind myself that I wasn’t in my bedroom and couldn’t make any sounds, but the stronger Heinrich’s grip on my thighs was, the harder he moved, the more I was losing control over myself. I didn’t care if his adjutant was going to hear us anymore, I didn’t care if there really was a microphone in Heinrich’s office, I started moaning louder and louder until he pressed my mouth shut with his. I grabbed his neck and wrapped my legs around his waist, allowing him to go even deeper. He was moving faster now, and I had to bite on my finger not to scream.

      “Heinrich, please…” My legs started to shiver and I knew that very soon I wouldn’t be able to keep quiet anymore. But he didn’t listen to my pleadings. He never did. Instead he just pressed both of my hands down and was basically raping me now, his own wife in his own office, dressed all in black; a typical SS officer. I had no idea what was wrong with me that it was driving me so crazy, but I lost all control over myself, closed my eyes, and screamed out his name. He pressed my mouth shut with his hand and kept moving, stronger and stronger, deeper and deeper until he was finally done with me. The heavy weight of his body on top of me was making it hard to breathe, but I still didn’t want to push him away. His hot shallow breath was burning my neck, and I was enjoying every second of it.

      “You’re such a dirty animal,” I told him when he finally opened his eyes and looked at me. He replied with one of his grins and finally got off me, allowing me to at least put my skirt back on.

      “You ripped my stockings.”

      “I’ll buy you new ones.” He put his uniform in order and put his gun back on his belt. “Hungry?”

      “I’m starving!”

      After we finished with lunch in less than five minutes, I was getting ready to leave to complete the last stage of our weekly (and sometimes daily) routine. As I was leaving Heinrich’s office, Mark asked us if we enjoyed our lunch. By the hardly masked smirk on his face, I knew right away that he had heard everything that had happened on his boss’s desk.

      “Oh, shut it, smartass.” Heinrich, unlike me, clearly wasn’t embarrassed. “You wish you could bring your wife here for lunch.”

      After that he gave me a purposely loud kiss on the lips. “I’ll see you at dinner, dear.”

      Now all I had to do was to go to a little park nearby and feed the birds with the crumbs and bread sides, supposedly left from our lunch. “Feeding the birds” was the last and probably the easiest part of the well-rehearsed and always perfectly timed operation. After I was done with the “feeding,” I would have to throw away an “empty” paper bag, which would be picked up precisely one minute after by a man emptying garbage containers. The man of course was one of my husband’s connections, and it would be him who would deliver the, hidden at the bottom of the bag, passports back to the owner of the house whom I saw only hours earlier.

      Then the latter would pass the passports to one of his connections, another German family with which a Jewish family was staying. And after that – freedom. They could freely walk to the train station, buy a ticket, and not to be afraid of being arrested. If you had an SD stamp in your passport, it was like a ticket to the moon, you could go as far as you wanted. I only saw those families on pictures in their passports, but I always prayed that all of them would make it safe to the other side, while we stayed to help as many as we could.
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      “I’m thinking to quit ballet.”

      Heinrich raised his eyes from the newspaper he was reading and frowned at me. “Why? What happened?”

      I was trying to start this conversation with him a long time ago, but only today I woke up feeling one hundred percent sure that my decision was right. And a sunny Saturday morning seemed like a perfect time to break the news to my husband.

      “Well, first of all it takes up too much time from our ‘job.’ Sometimes I can’t meet your people on time or see you at certain days in the office, and all this causes delays for those families. You know, both they and whoever is hiding them are risking their lives every single minute and time is precious for them.”

      Heinrich slowly nodded with a pensive look on his face but didn’t say anything.

      “And second of all…” Second of all, Gretchen was making my life a living hell, but I wouldn’t say anything to him about it. The first day when I returned to the theatre after the whole necklace incident, she caught me in one of the long corridors, and God, was she furious.

      “Do you know that I almost got put in jail because of you, you dirty Jew?!”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about, let me pass.”

      “Oh yes, you do. Do you know that the Gestapo people brought me to jail, and Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner was yelling in my face for about twenty minutes nonstop for my so-called ‘false’ accusations? False?! He wouldn’t even let me talk at all! What the hell did you, dirty Jew, do, to make him believe you? Did you fuck him or something?”

      “I didn’t fuck anybody, Gretchen, move and let me go.”

      “You must be really good at it if he took your side. Just like your husband did, when you got yourself in trouble with Ulrich. By the way, does he know that his dirty Jewish whore wife fucked the General?”

      I was really done listening to her and walked past her, pushing her with my shoulder because she wouldn’t move.

      “We both know the truth, you Jewish whore!” she screamed behind my back. Since then she would remind me of what I supposedly “did” at every chance she had.

      “And second of all?” Heinrich’s question brought me back to reality.

      “Right, second of all.”  Here comes the most difficult part. “Second of all, Heinrich, and I want you to listen to me very carefully before you call me insane and refuse to even discuss it with me. I know that you just lost your radio operator, and I want to replace him. I already thought it through, and it only makes sense. I’ll be able to send the messages right after I get them from you, no middle men, just think how much time you’ll be able to save. The sooner your people in the States get them the better, right? Besides, you won’t be throwing a shadow on yourself while meeting with your connections to deliver a message, instead it’ll be just you and me, husband and wife. Tell me now it’s not the perfect plan?”

      “It’s not.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because it’s insane, and you’re going to get yourself killed. Stamping the passports is one thing and being caught with a radio is a completely different one. And that’s exactly the reason why I’m constantly losing my men: the Gestapo is able to intercept our signal in minutes, and then that’s it. Done. The fifth guy already.”

      “Did they kill him?”

      “No. As soon as they started breaking into the apartment where he was working, he took a cyanide. Thank God. It sounds very wrong, but… you know what I mean. At least they couldn’t find out anything.”

      It did sound extremely dangerous; I was not going to lie. And if caught, I don’t think that all my looks and flirting would do any good.

      “You said that the Gestapo are able to intercept the transmitting signal within minutes. So the operator has at least five to ten minutes to send it, and get away with the radio, no?”

      “It depends on how close they are. Let’s say someone in East Berlin intercepts the signal from West Berlin, they send the car, but the operator might be gone by then. But if they happen to be right next to the house you’re working in – and that’s exactly what happened to my last guy – there’s no way you’ll get out.”

      “What if you drop the radio? Is it so important to constantly keep one and the same, or it doesn’t matter which one you use?”

      “Well, in the case of an emergency of course you can drop it, but… normally operators are not advised to do so because you have to understand how difficult it will be to get a new one after you get rid of the old one.”

      “Let me do it then.”

      “Didn’t you listen to what I just said? It’s a Russian roulette game, Herzchen.”

      “I did. But let me at least do it until your American friends set you up with a new operator. You have nobody now, do you?”

      Heinrich was frowning and biting on his nail, a habit that seemed to surface every time he was under stress. I noticed it a long time ago. Sometimes he would sit by his desk, his gaze fixed on something in the distance with a pen between his teeth, or a letter opener. It seemed like biting was helping him think and make decisions. And now he made another one.

      “I will let you learn how to operate the radio because you’re right about the emergency situations like the one that I’m in now, with no radio whatsoever. So in the future if I lose yet another one, you’ll be able to send something for me that really needs to be delivered on time. But in all the other cases, you won’t even touch it. I can’t risk my wife’s life for some other country. Deal?”

      “Sounds fair.”

      “Then it’s decided. You keep dancing for now, I know how much it means to you, but I’ll still have you meet the people who I’m working with directly here in Berlin. They both have been living here under false identities for years now, but they’re both American Intelligence agents. Ingrid will teach you the Morse code and the basic principles of operating the radio. She wanted to replace the guy who I lost, but her superiors wouldn’t let her do that. She has a fake life built so carefully and perfectly that risking it all would have been madness. Even I sometimes have no idea how she manages to connect so many people with each other: Austrian Underground, French and British spies, people from Holland, Poland, Belgium, Czechoslovakia… it almost seems like she knows everybody. And always has a plan.”

      I didn’t like the fact that he was speaking so highly of some other woman, who I had never met in my life, and for the first time since we got married I actually felt jealous. It surprised me a lot. It’s not because he praises her like that, I told myself, it’s because they’re like big kids playing their spy games and wouldn’t let me participate because they think I’m too little. I’ll show them little.
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      Berlin, May 22, 1939

      

      I will always remember this day because that’s when everything went wrong. The ringing phone caught me at the doorway when I was leaving my house. I was supposed to meet Ursula at a café and after a quick lunch we were supposed to go shopping. But that never happened after I picked up the phone. It was my mother, and she was crying. They just got the paper. Norbert was being drafted into the army.

      In just half an hour I was sitting with them in the kitchen, my mother still in tears, my father was paler and thinner than usual, and Norbert. My big brother Norbert. My tall, handsome Norbert, with a picture-perfect, future Nazi soldier face. At least that’s what they thought.

      “I don’t understand, why now? We’re not even at war with anybody yet.” I was still confused and hoping that the paper, which I was holding in my hand, was a mistake.

      “‘Yet’ is the correct word, princess.” Even though I was a married woman now, my father was still calling me pet names. “Did you hear the news on the radio today? Hitler signed the pact with Mussolini.”

      “I didn’t hear anything. What does it mean?”

      “It means that they’re officially allies now. And why would you make such a pact with anybody if you’re not planning a war?”

      “War with who, Papa?”

      “Poland, of course. Austria was the easiest part, and they managed to overthrow its former government with only five hundred SS soldiers.” I knew that. And I also had a personal acquaintance with those five hundred SS soldiers’ leader – Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner, who was behind the whole Anschluss operation. “Then our troops marched South-East and this time it was a small army. Neither Great Britain nor France did anything. And now the Führer wants Poland, but this time he knows that it’ll be the last straw, and most likely if we attack Poland we’ll find ourselves at war with three countries: Poland and the allies. That’s why they’re drafting young men into the army, girl. Do you see it now?”

      I did. And more than anything I would hate to have my Jewish brother fighting for a victory of the Nazi regime. My mother started crying again, silently wiping her tears with a wet handkerchief. Norbert seemed very indifferent to everything around him, as if it didn’t concern him at all.

      “Norbert,” I called his name. He raised his blue eyes at me. “Do you want me to talk to Heinrich? Maybe he can do something? He knows a lot of people and maybe he can get you into a position here, in Berlin. That way you at least won’t have to go to the front.”

      He shrugged. “I’d rather go to the front and fight against the real enemy than stay here and kill innocent people.”

      His words cut me like a knife. That’s exactly what he’s thinking of Heinrich. That’s what my whole family is thinking. As if sensing my emotions, Norbert leaned forward and took my hand in his.

      “I’m sorry, Annalise, I didn’t mean it to come out that way. I know how much you love your husband and how much he loves you. I don’t think he’s a bad man, I just think he has a bad job, that’s all. I wouldn’t be able to do it. Don’t worry about me, I’ll just go to the front and will try my best not to get killed.”

      He winked at me with a smile that had remained the same since he was a little boy. He still was. Only twenty-three and not even married yet. So if he dies there will be no one left from him. Why am I thinking about this? What an awful, terrible thought! He won’t die. Of course, he won’t. He’s my only brother, and I love him. He can’t die.

      “Richart, I can’t take it anymore!” my mother cried out. “I will not sit here and listen to my only son talking about getting killed! And you, you, with all your arguments and explanations, it won’t solve anything! Talking will not help us! Get him out of this God forsaken country!!!”

      “Ilsa.” My father was staring at her hard. “Please.”

      “Please what, Richart? Please watch how they will take your son and do nothing? You did it so many times before for the people who you didn’t even know, why won’t you get your own son out?”

      “Papa? What’s going on?”

      “Nothing, princess. Ilsa, let’s talk about it later.”

      “Later? There won’t be any ‘later!’ ‘Later’ my son will be gone! Get. Him. Out!!! Talk to Josef, or I will.”

      “Who’s Josef?”

      “Nobody, sweetie. Ilsa, you’re upset, please go upstairs and I’ll bring you that heart medicine we still have left from Dr. Kramer.”

      “Will someone tell me what’s going on here?”

      I said it so loud that they both got quiet right away. And then Norbert answered my question.

      “Papa’s working for the Underground.”

      “Norbert!”

      “What?” My brother shrugged while I was still sitting there with my mouth open. “She would have found out sooner or later. I don’t think it’s fair that you’re keeping a secret from your own daughter. But now that she knows, why don’t you just tell her everything? Don’t worry, she won’t go tell her husband on you.”

      I looked my father in the eyes, but he looked away. He took a deep breath and started talking. Talking about the beginning of the oppressions and how he lost his sleep. He couldn’t sleep because he had a bed to sleep in, while his fellow Jews were robbed of their property. He couldn’t eat because a German housekeeper was serving him his dinner on fine china while people in ghettos were starving. He couldn’t stand going to the Party meetings anymore because the “Jewish problem” seemed to be the only thing they could talk about.

      When they approached him in a church for the first time, he was happy. They said he could help a lot of people. They said, as a lawyer, he could falsify a lot of papers for them. Marriage certificates, birth certificates, property ownerships, legal name changes, notarizations… he agreed to all of it. I was listening and thinking how reckless he was in his desperate desire to finally be useful, to stop his conscience from burning him like red-hot steel every time he saw another truck pull up and take more people; men and women, young and old, like cattle, to be killed. He knew where they were taking them. He was a member of the Party. He knew it all.

      He’d already made a lot of mistakes. I knew of them from Heinrich’s words, they were not professionals, these Underground people, they weren’t trained, they weren’t soldiers, just regular people acting on instinct. There were many of them all over Germany, but there was too little they could do without the proper organization, equipment, and at least some structure. That’s why they were constantly getting caught by the Gestapo, who were laughing at their efforts to put up a fight against the Nazi regime. The Gestapo didn’t even really bother with them because they didn’t consider the Underground a serious threat. But it didn’t mean that they didn’t kill every single one of them when they caught them.

      “Papa, you have to stop it with them, this instant.” I started pacing around the kitchen back and forth, wondering if the Gestapo have been watching him already, and if they knew anything about his “activities” with the Underground. “That man, Josef, he comes right to your house. I came back a little early from ballet practice and saw him with you. And you were trying to feed me the story that he was one of your students. Do you think they’re going to believe you when they arrest you?”

      “Annalise, I know what I’m doing…”

      “No, you clearly don’t. You have no idea what danger you’ve already put yourself, Mama, and Norbert in.” I didn’t live with them anymore so if the Gestapo would come for my father, they wouldn’t bother me. I was an SD Officer’s wife and lived on the opposite side of the city. But my whole family would end up in a camp. I shuddered at the thought. “I’m going to have to talk to Heinrich about it.”

      “You will not say a word to Heinrich!” My father jumped to his feet and walked up to me. I interrupted him by raising my hand before he would say anything else.

      “If the Gestapo are already after you, he’s the only person who can find out. And he’s the only one who’ll be able to help us.”
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      “They will have to go, Annalise. Both of them.”

      Heinrich just came back from work and right away took me to his study, far away from the ears of Magda, who was setting the table. It’s been a little over two weeks since he tried to get to the current Gestapo files in which they investigated possible Underground suspects. The problem was that the Gestapo was a separate section of SD and therefore he couldn’t just walk into their main office and ask around about their current affairs without causing major suspicion. Heinrich belonged to SD-Ausland, or foreign intelligence.

      “I finally found the right person from their office, who, after a bottle of brandy, spilled his guts. He told me not only about that guy Josef, who – you were right – they’ve been following for quite some time already, but also about both his boss’s mistresses. The bad news is that they constantly have an eye on this Josef, so it’s only a matter of time before they get him. Now they’re waiting him out, trying to establish his connections and mark all the people he’s working with, but as soon as they get enough of the information, they’ll grab him. And then he’ll sing like a bird about all the others helping him. They all do. I’m afraid the sooner your parents leave the country, the better.”

      “How soon are we talking here?”

      “A week at the most.”

      “A week!” I gasped. “So soon! But where are they supposed to go? We don’t even know anybody abroad.”

      “Switzerland will do. For now. But if the situation should change and they will no longer be safe there, they can always go to Britain. Or even the States. I’ll have my people get them visas.”

      “What about Norbert?”

      “The best decision for Norbert now would be joining the Waffen-SS. He fits their standards; they’ll easily accept him. And I’ll send a note to the recruiting office so they make sure he has a good position.”

      “Waffen-SS? But Heinrich…”

      I looked at him in awe, his stories about his days in SS still in front of my eyes. He can’t seriously suggest sending Norbert to do the same thing he did.

      “The war will start very soon, Herzchen. And this way he’ll at least be safer than regular army soldiers, who will be thrown at the enemy as cannon fodder in the name of the victory of the Reich. Think about that.”

      I heard Magda politely knocking on the closed door. I liked that shy girl, she was like a mouse. We never even noticed her in the house, but somehow she managed to get everything done.

      “Herr Friedmann, the dinner is ready. Shall I serve it or shall I wait?”

      “Serve it, Magda. We’ll be right there.”

      “Yes, Herr Friedmann.”

      Heinrich leaned closer to me and gently kissed me on the lips.

      “Let’s go eat, sweetheart. It will all be all right, I promise.”

      I nodded. I nodded several times, even though I knew that nothing would be all right. Nothing will be all right ever again.
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      The heat was unbearable. We were driving to the train station, and I was already suffocating. Heinrich opened all the windows, but that didn’t help a bit. I didn’t want to complain though, I knew that my poor husband in his stuffy uniform and knee-high boots was suffering worse than me. At least I was wearing a light silk dress. My parents and Norbert in the back were keeping quiet as well.

      After we made the last turn before driving up to the station, we saw a big crowd of people moving toward the station and soldiers with machine guns guiding them. The road was blocked by a black car with SS plates on it. An officer walked toward us, and, seeing Heinrich’s uniform, saluted him.

      “Heil Hitler, Herr Standartenführer.”

      “Heil Hitler. We need to get to the station, what’s going on over there?” Heinrich nodded to the big crowd of people who were blocking the road.

      “I’m sorry, Herr Standartenführer, we’ve had a problem with the transport today. They were supposed to send a train for all those Jews two hours ago, and it only arrived now. The rest of the trains have been delayed as well. But I can let you through so you don’t have to wait in this heat.”

      “That would be nice.”

      The officer saluted again, got into his car, and pulled up so we could pass through. But as soon as we passed by his car there was no way we could drive any farther because of all the people in front of us. Heinrich stopped the car and slightly shook his head, frowning at the crowd in front of us. I knew that he was feeling sorry for them, but the already familiar officer interpreted my husband shaking his head as a gesture of annoyance with the wait. So he immediately barked several commands to the soldiers around the Jews, and they started separating the people in front of us, roughly pushing them apart with their batons.

      “Like cattle,” I heard my mother say from the back. I turned my head to her; she was slowly moving her head from side to side, covering her mouth with one hand. “Poor things.”

      “Mama. Don’t say anything.”

      The windows were open, and the soldiers could hear us. She blinked her eyes at me several times, but I looked away. She didn’t understand.

      Finally, when the soldiers created a corridor of some sort for us to drive right up to the station, Heinrich slowly moved his car forward, making sure he wouldn’t accidentally hurt anybody. As soon as we got out of the car the heatwave immediately burnt our faces. Heinrich wiped the sweat off his forehead before putting on his black uniform cap with a skull and crossed bones on it. He noticed a commanding officer on the platform and told us to wait by the car while he spoke to him. One of the soldiers passing by us kept repeating the same command, moving along the line of herded Jews.

      “When you get to the platform, tell your name to the officer with the list so he makes sure you’ve boarded the train. Don’t take all your luggage with you, only one suitcase per person is allowed. Leave the rest on the platform and put your name on it, it will follow you in the next train. The quicker you move, the sooner the train will leave and the faster you’ll arrive at the next station, where you can get water and food.”

      My mother was shifting uneasily from one foot to another, observing the soldiers with batons. Norbert was frowning. I knew exactly what he was thinking: that within the next few days he might become the same SS soldier with a baton and would have to push those innocent Jewish people closer to the platform, even though by his origin he was supposed to be amongst them. I tried to lean on the car, but the black metal was so hot that I almost burnt myself. I had no idea how those people were waiting here for their train for more than two hours in this almost intolerable heat. I heard children cry and mothers trying to pacify them, but in vain.

      Finally, Heinrich came back and told us to follow him to the platform. A soldier that he brought with him helped my parents with their suitcases. We decided that they take only the most necessary things, and later that week we’d pack the rest of their belongings and would send them separately.

      “Move away! Move, I said, let them pass! Schnell, schnell, schnell!” A soldier was shoving people away from us with unnecessary roughness. He wanted to impress the Standartenführer. I was clinging to Heinrich’s arm, trying not to look at the people around me. I was ashamed to look at them. As soon as we climbed the stairs leading to the platform, my mother caught up with me and whispered. “Annalise. Why are they putting them in a cattle train? Where are they going to sit? There are not even any windows, how are they going to breathe?”

      I had to shush her because the commanding officer, who was in charge of the transportation today, was approaching us. I didn’t want him to hear anything.

      “What an awful day, huh, Herr Standartenführer? Ladies.” He nodded at me and my mother, and then extended his hand to my father and then Norbert. “Hot like in hell and on top of everything I have to deal with the complete incompetency of those idiots who just sit in their office all day doing nothing and still can’t send one single transport on time. I mean, is it that hard? Like I have nothing better to do than be stuck here with these stinky Jews and listen to their complaints and whining for half of the day!”

      Heinrich’s face didn’t give away any emotions to that last comment. Instead he just asked, “How many people are you transporting today?”

      “Close to five hundred.” He turned to his adjutant. “Adler, bring us water with ice here, it’s impossible to breathe! I would offer you a light snack, but we didn’t bring any food unfortunately. We were supposed to be done by lunch, and now you see what’s going on.”

      Yes, we saw what was going on. The soldiers were stuffing people inside the train cars like sardines. Some of them were trying to protest, saying that there was no space left in the train car, and that it was too hot and they needed water. They were getting the same reply, “You’ll get the food and water when you arrive at your station! Keep moving.”

      “Where are they being sent to? Dachau?” Heinrich took out a handkerchief and wiped the sweat off his face. The commanding officer nodded and started unbuttoning his uniform jacket.

      “Yes. And if nobody messes up the transportation again, they’ll be there in less than twenty-four hours.”

      Twenty-four hours? They’ll be locked up in those cattle cars with no food or water or even air to breathe for twenty-four hours?!

      Obersturmbannführer called one of the soldiers out and motioned him to bring more people to the front cars. “What the hell are you doing? Those three front cars are half empty; you can easily put another twenty to thirty people in there!”

      “They’re saying that there’s no space left because of the suitcases, Herr Obersturmbannführer!”

      “Then throw the suitcases away! Do I have to think for everyone around here?! Excuse me for one second, Standartenführer.”

      As soon as he walked away from us my mother touched Heinrich’s shoulder and whispered, “Heinrich, they’re not really leaving those people in that train for so long, are they? They’re already screaming that they can’t breathe, they’re going to die!”

      Heinrich looked at her and nodded. “Some of them will.”

      “But it’s inhumane! It’s just… sadistic!”

      “They want them all dead anyway, Ilsa.”

      “But why not just shoot them right here then? At least it’s more merciful. They won’t suffer too long.”

      “Because the people of Berlin need to believe that their Jewish neighbors are being taken to a safe place, just like was shown to them in Dr. Goebbels’ propaganda movies. A beautiful housing project with a concert hall, a library, a school, and a daycare. Nobody is supposed to see this. That’s why they blocked the road and wouldn’t let any civilians in, so they wouldn’t know what’s really going on.”

      My mother stepped back and gave my father a helpless look. He gently touched her cheek and gave her a sad smile. The commanding officer’s adjutant came out of the station office holding a tray with several glasses of water, which we accepted like a blessing. I took a sip of ice cold water and pressed the glass to my forehead to cool myself. A little girl standing next to her mother and waiting their turn to board the train saw me and started pulling her mother’s hand.

      “Mama, they have water! I want some too!”

      “That water is only for Germans, baby. We’ll get ours when we get to our stop, I promise.”

      “We’re Germans too! Why can’t we get any water?”

      “We’re Jewish, baby, we’re not Germans anymore. We’ll get our water at the next station, just like that officer over there said. Be patient, all right?”

      The girl’s mother gave me an apologetic smile and tried to turn her daughter’s face away from us so she wouldn’t see us drinking. I made a step forward to offer them my glass, but Heinrich’s strong grip immediately clasped my shoulder. I looked at him and he shook his head “no.”

      “Heinrich, she’s a little girl,” I whispered. “And it’s my water, I’m not going to drink it, I’d rather give it to her.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Heinrich, please!”

      He tightened the grip on my shoulder and started firmly pulling me back, but I yanked my hand away from him and walked right up to the girl.

      “Hello, little princess. You must be thirsty?” I smiled at her and extended my glass of water to her. “Don’t be shy, you can have it. Just leave some for your mother too.”

      She took the cold glass from me and started drinking in big gulps, holding the water with both hands. Her mother was smiling at me with gratitude. The soldiers next to us even stopped pushing people forward and were staring at me in barely masked shock. The girl, meanwhile, took the glass off her lips and looked at the rest of the water in it.

      “Do you want to give it to your Mama?” I asked her. She nodded.

      “Don’t worry about me, she can have it all.” Her mother pushed the glass back to her daughter, but I handed it to her anyway.

      “You better drink it too, you have a long way ahead of you.”

      She hesitated for another second but then drank the rest of the water and handed the glass back to me.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Frau.”

      “It’s really nothing.” I smiled at the mother.

      “God bless you, girl,” one of the men behind her back said to me. I saw his beard and clothes and thought that he must be a rabbi. He nodded at me and said something in Hebrew.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have enough for all of you.”

      “Annalise!” Heinrich’s hand was on my shoulder again. The Jews involuntarily stepped away from him. He must look very intimidating to them, a tall decorated Standartenführer in a black uniform. “Are you done with the charity? Let’s go, you’re interrupting these officers’ work.”

      He led me away back to my family. The commanding officer standing next to my brother was looking at me as if I did something that didn’t make any sense to him whatsoever.

      “Women!” Heinrich shook his head and rolled his eyes, in this one word justifying my behavior.

      “I know,” the commanding officer chuckled. “My wife feeds homeless cats by the front porch every morning.”

      “I’d rather have mine feeding cats than Jews!” Heinrich joked and they both laughed. I thought that my husband should have been an actor.
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      I gave my mother a last hug and kissed both her wet cheeks. She never stopped crying. The “Jewish” train was long gone, and the soldiers opened the platform for the civilians again. My father was already standing at the doors of the train car next to the conductor.

      “Frau, the train is leaving in one minute!” The latter called my mother.

      She nodded at him and squeezed my hands in hers.

      “Please, be safe, dear! Heinrich, take care of my girl and, Norbert, will you?”

      “Of course I will, Ilsa.” Heinrich kissed my mother goodbye and helped her get on the train. “We’ll try to visit you as soon as we can. Don’t forget to call us when you get to your apartment!”

      “We will,” my father replied instead of her. “Thank you for everything, Heinrich!”

      “Anytime, Richart. Call me if you need anything.”

      The train let out a last, loud whistle and started moving. I followed the car to see my parents leave for another country for an indefinite period of time. They waved at me for the last time. I waved back. I was trying so hard not to cry but I couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. I felt like I’d lost both of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Berlin, September 1939

      

      “Shall I pack any warm clothes?”

      “No, we’re just going for a couple of weeks, I think,” Heinrich replied from the bathroom. “I’ll put toothbrushes in your suitcase, all right? And my razor.”

      “Take the shampoo too.”

      “What for? I’m pretty sure that they have shampoo in Poland.”

      “If your colleagues from the Wehrmacht didn’t bomb all the pharmacies!”

      Heinrich laughed. I was closely inspecting the contents of the four suitcases we were taking with us, making sure that we didn’t forget anything important. In the orders that came in Heinrich’s name, calling him immediately to the headquarters in, now occupied by our troops, Poland, the date of the return wasn’t posted, so in case we had to stay longer than we thought we would, I wanted to be prepared.

      Heinrich didn’t want me to go at first, but I told him that I just couldn’t stay home all by myself with my parents gone, and Ursula leaving with Max as well. The other reason was that I was hoping to see Norbert, who was now serving in the Waffen-SS. When he came by to say goodbye in full, front uniform, I hugged him tightly and didn’t want to let go. He told me that he hated his uniform already.

      After telling Magda for probably the millionth time not to forget to feed and walk Rolf and our old and grey-faced Milo, who we took in after my family’s departure, we finally picked up our suitcases and headed to the same train station where I’d said goodbye to my parents just three months ago. It was much cooler now, and I thanked God that this time there were no soldiers with batons around.

      I had never travelled before and was very excited to get on a train and leave for a completely different country. Poland sounded almost exotic to me. Max and Ursula were sharing a coupe with us, and having them around made my first trip abroad absolutely unforgettable.
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      I had just finished my lunch and was enjoying my coffee, looking through the pages of today’s paper. The day outside the window of the hotel we stayed at was still warm like in summer, a popular song was playing on the radio and I was waiting for Ursula to come over so we could walk around the city again. We’d already been to two galleries, discovered a beautiful park, a whole bunch of shops and decent restaurants, and even dragged our husbands, unwillingly, to the Opera House.

      My blissful state of mind was rudely interrupted by the slam of the door. I knew that Heinrich was supposed to be at his meetings at the headquarters till at least four. I got up from the bed, put my coffee cup onto a little tray next to me, and closed my gown just in case.

      “Annalise! Are you home?” It was Heinrich’s voice.

      “I’m in the bedroom.”

      He almost ran in and quickly looked around.

      “Are you alone?”

      What kind of a stupid question was that?

      “No, my lover is in the shower.” I sarcastically raised my eyebrow at him. He didn’t smile and instead impatiently shook his head.

      “I’m serious. Is Ursula in her suite?”

      “Yes, but I’m waiting for her to come over any minute now. Why?”

      “I need you to send something for me. It’s very important.”

      “Do you want me to go to the post office for you?” I was a little confused with his more than odd behavior.

      “What post office, what are you talking about?”

      “You just said to ‘send’ something for you.”

      “Yes. Send.”

      I wasn’t getting it.

      “Annalise, I need you to go to one of my connections’ apartment and send something for me. The message. Understand?”

      I finally understood what he was trying to tell me.

      “A radio message?” I whispered. Just in case. We always whispered. Half of Germany whisper-talked now.

      “Yes. Do you remember how to use the radio?”

      “Yes.” Ingrid, Heinrich’s American fellow intelligence agent, spent more than three weeks with me making sure that I learned the Morse code by heart, and could use the radio even with my eyes closed and in the middle of the night.

      “Good. Here’s the address.” Heinrich picked up a little notepad with the hotel’s monogram on it from the nightstand, tore one page off, and quickly wrote an address on it. “It’s not too far from that restaurant where you liked the fish, remember?”

      “Yes.”

      “Great. Don’t ask anybody for directions, just walk around till you see the street with this name on it. Then find the house with this number on it, but don’t ask anybody for directions, got it? Or they can remember you and later tell our friends from the Gestapo that you were looking for a house where they caught a signal. Your apartment will be on the top floor, number 57. The key is under the mat, under one of the tiles, it’s loose, so pick it up, get the key and go inside.”

      “Is someone living in there?”

      “No, unfortunately our radio operator got compromised and got called back immediately. This is a safe apartment, the one that we rented just in case. Well… the ‘just in case’ happened.”

      Heinrich quickly took out a paper with a note on it and handed it to me.

      “Learn it by heart. You can’t make a mistake not in one word, not even in a single preposition, otherwise the whole code won’t make any sense. It’s very important that you memorize it word for word.”

      It didn’t make any sense to me already. What was written on that little piece of paper in my husband’s rushed handwriting looked more like verses from a poem, not an important message.

      “What does it even mean?” I looked at him.

      “To you – nothing. Even to the people from the Gestapo in case they intercept it – nothing, because I coded it myself and only an agent at the receiving end in the States knows the code. And to people at the American intelligence service – it’s everything, the information they’ve been long waiting for to share with their British friends about the further plans of our Wehrmacht.” He motioned his head to the direction of the paper. “Don’t waste any time, learn it. I have to burn it after you’re done.”

      Heinrich made me repeat the message five times before he gave me a satisfactory nod, went to the bathroom, burnt the note, and flushed the ashes.

      “I have to go now, before all the ‘big guys’ come back from their lunch and notice that I’m gone. Don’t worry about anything, there’s almost no people from the Gestapo in the city yet, so you’ll have plenty of time to disappear before they intercept the signal. No matter what, don’t run, don’t act nervous… you know the routine.”

      “I do. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. Go back to work.”

      Heinrich quickly kissed me on the lips and said, already at the doors, “Be very careful, all right? I love you!”

      “I love you too, Heinrich.”
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      My hands in thin satin gloves were shaking. According to one of Ingrid’s many instructions, I always had to wear gloves coming into any conspiracy apartment or especially touching the radio in order not to leave any fingerprints that could easily lead to my arrest. I had been staring at the radio for more than ten minutes already, and was still afraid to touch it. Finding the house and getting inside was the easy part, but now what? It’s one thing to feel an adrenaline rush from pretending to play a cool spy, and quite another to actually become that cool spy. And as soon as I turn the radio transmitter on, my time will start ticking. I felt my stomach tightening up from the nerves.

      Once again I got up from my seat and looked out of the window, making sure that no black cars were patrolling the area. Black cars were always bad news. Not seeing anything suspicious I returned to the table, where the open suitcase with the radio in it was staring at me. I bit my lip and touched the black onyx Catholic cross, tightly hugging my right wrist.

      “Screw it!” I said out loud to myself and flipped the transmitter on. The Russian roulette game started, and I just put a bullet in the revolver.

      I don’t remember when else I was so concentrated on my task. Probably not even when I was dancing a solo part as a prima-ballerina. I had no chance to make a mistake this time and that’s why I was working slowly, counting every little “beep” in my head. After getting a short confirmation, I immediately turned the radio off, took off the headphones and leaned back on the chair. I did it. My heart was racing, and the palms of my hands were sweaty under the thin satin. I let out a deep sigh of relief. I did it. I went to the window again and looked outside. The streets remained silent, but I knew that it could change very soon. I had to get out of there.

      Already at the door I looked back at the suitcase with the radio. Heinrich told me that I had to leave it there and be gone, but for some reason I started contemplating. What if within the next few days Heinrich finds out something even more important? What if he needs to send a message to his agent in the States but won’t be able to?

      I put my hand on the door knob and started to turn it, but then I made another decision that would change my whole life so drastically very soon. I walked back to the suitcase with the radio, shut it closed, and firmly grabbed the handle. I wasn’t going to leave it for them, I was taking it with me.

      According to my calculations, with so few Gestapo agents around the city I had about twenty to thirty minutes to walk far enough from the house and get back to my hotel at my normal pace and not raise anybody’s suspicion. And there I’d just stick the radio together with our other suitcases until we needed to use it again. Nobody would look for a radio in an SD Standartenführer and his wife’s hotel suite.

      But I miscalculated. I was just turning the corner when I heard the screeching of the tires back at the street I’d just left. Loud banging of several doors, voices screaming commands in German, and heavy boots on the ground left no doubt: the Gestapo was right behind my back. I kept walking toward the big alley I came from, hoping that at least they hadn’t seen me. It should take them now about three to five minutes to search the apartment and the roof to realize that both the operator and the radio were gone. And then they would start looking around for people with suitcases.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it! I need to get rid of this thing! Immediately! But I couldn’t just put it down on the ground and walk away, no matter how big the temptation was. People on the streets would certainly see it and would point me out to the agents right away. There’s a building across the street, I’ll walk inside, leave the suitcase in the hallway and walk out. Yes. That’s my only possible option.

      I tried to make it to the only building standing among the row of private houses as fast as I could, but the tight skirt and high heels didn’t help to move too fast. Plus, the radio in my hand weighed a ton, and I was too terrified to look back to see if they were out there following me yet. I was getting closer to the building, closer to its open door and a dark hallway, I just had to cross the street now. Let all these cars pass by and go.

      But one of the cars didn’t pass me by. It stopped right in front of me and as soon as I saw SS plates on it, I felt my heart stop beating. They got me. The door opened and when I saw the driver getting out, my eyes froze wide open in awe. It was him. Almost seven feet tall, all black uniform, leather, skull and crossbones, with dark burning eyes and scars crossing his face – the leader of the Austrian SS, Gruppenführer Dr. Ernst Kaltenbrunner.

      “Frau Friedmann.” He narrowed his gaze at me, his voice quiet and menacing. “You’re under arrest.”

      That’s it. I’m dead. I tightened the grip on the suitcase so he wouldn’t see my shaking hands. But despite my heart already beating in my throat, I still managed, even though I don’t know how, to ask, “For what?”

      He eyed me for another moment and then burst into laughter.

      “For wearing a skirt like this. You could cause a major accident in the street.”

      What?

      “Excuse me, Herr Gruppenführer?”

      He walked up to me and nodded at the suitcase.

      “What are you doing walking around with this thing? Doesn’t look like a suitable purse for a pretty girl like you.”

      “I just picked it up from the train station. It’s one of our suitcases they accidentally lost,” I said the first lie that came to my head.

      Idiot, I thought to myself right away realizing my mistake. What the hell are you doing here miles away from the station? And the suitcase doesn’t even have a name written on it! Luckily for me, Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner didn’t notice my slip. Instead he just took the suitcase from my hand.

      “Let me give you a ride then. You shouldn’t be carrying heavy things like that.” He opened his trunk and put the suitcase in it. “What do you have in there? Rocks?”

      “My records and some clothes. Mostly the records.”

      “You’ve brought your records with you?”

      “It’s classical music. I’m a ballerina, and I need them to rehearse while I’m at home.”

      Could I have possibly made a stupider excuse?

      Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner just chuckled, shook his head, and held the passenger door open for me. “Get in, I’ll drive you to your hotel.”

      “Thank you, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      I got inside his black Mercedes, and he shut the door. In the side view mirror I saw men, who looked like the Gestapo agents, stopping several people and checking their papers. I was relatively safe, if you can call safe sitting in the car of the Austrian SS leader and having your radio in his trunk.

      When he sat beside me and started the car, I nodded in the direction of the Gestapo police. “What’s going on out there?”

      Gruppenführer looked in a rear view mirror and waved his hand. “Who the hell knows? Probably catching some Resistance members. Or looking for Jews. Or just making believe they’re working.”

      I smiled. He seemed to be in a good mood. Now I just have to nicely laugh at his jokes for the rest of the way, and it’ll be over with. Maybe I’ll even survive. I involuntarily touched the Catholic cross on my wrist, its cool stone giving me some confidence. I had my cyanide in it and, surprisingly, it made me feel more or less calm.

      “I thought you were Protestant,” Dr. Kaltenbrunner said, without taking his eyes off the road.

      How does he notice things like that? And how did he even remember that I was Protestant? From my file?

      I shook my head and smiled. “No, I’m Jewish, remember?”

      He laughed. “Right. Did that girl give you any more trouble? I had a very serious talk with her, you know.”

      “Yes, she told me,” I said not without pleasure. Gretchen got exactly what she deserved. “She’s been good since then. You must be very persuasive when you want to, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “I have my ways with some people.”

      I just remembered that I didn’t give him the name of my hotel. Where was he taking me?

      “Do you mind stopping for a quick snack before I take you to your hotel?” he asked as if reading my mind. “Reichsführer with all his meetings made me miss my lunch, and I’m starving.”

      “Of course, Herr Gruppenführer. I’d love to get a cup of coffee myself.”

      I smiled at him. I’d love to have a drink, that’s what I would really love to have right now, I thought. In less than ten minutes we pulled up to the entrance of one of the fanciest restaurants in the city that seemed to have become a favorite dining spot for the Nazi military elite. The occupiers were certainly happy to enjoy all the perks of being the conquerors.

      Two hours and two bottles of champagne later, I nearly forgot about both the radio and the Gestapo, and was laughing hysterically at Gruppenführer’s story he was telling me.

      “Oh no, that’s so embarrassing! What did you say though?”

      “What would you say if you were leading the raid to get the Marxist leader and instead of him you catch your superior officer with the prostitute? And not even a pretty one?”

      I had to wipe tears from the corners of my eyes; my stomach was already hurting from the laughter.

      “Oh no! But what did you do?”

      “Nothing, I just closed the door and told my people to keep searching the area while I stood on the floor making sure that nobody else would bother that idiot before he finished his business.”

      “He was a character, that guy, huh?”

      “That’s a nice way to put it. No wonder he got shot four years ago. And do you know who shot him?”

      “Probably you.”

      He playfully widened his eyes at me.

      “Me? I would never shoot anybody.”

      “And why don’t I believe that, Herr Gruppenführer?”

      “I don’t know. I’m just a regular politician. I would never hurt anyone.” He was grinning at me, the gaze of his dark brown eyes fixed steadily on mine. I knew exactly who he was, what he was doing, and once again I tried to remind myself that I shouldn’t be getting too comfortable in his presence. But for some reason I felt like a child, who after being told a hundred times not to play with fire, still wants to touch it.

      “That’s not what I heard.”

      “And what did you hear, Frau Friedmann?”

      “A lot of things.”

      “Don’t believe a single word. It’s all rumors and propaganda spread by the anti-government movement.”

      I seriously doubted that someone from the anti-government movement ever left the Gestapo jail alive to start spreading such rumors, but said nothing. Meanwhile Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner motioned a waiter to bring us another bottle of champagne.

      “Another one? Herr Gruppenführer, I’m drunk as it is and it’s not even dinner time yet.”

      My protest didn’t have any effect on him. “By the time we finish this bottle it’ll be dinner time, so we can start all over again.”

      I covered my eyes with my hand and laughed.

      When he finally pulled up at my hotel, it was already dark out. I was very drunk, very comfortable in my seat and didn’t even feel like getting out. Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner didn’t seem to be affected by the alcohol as much as I was and was now sitting and looking at me, smiling.

      “Well, I guess I have to get you and your records back to your husband now.”

      “I guess.” I smiled back but didn’t move.

      “You know, I would love to see you dance someday.”

      “Next time you come to Berlin, you are always more than welcome in our theatre, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      He paused for a second, then leaned closer to me and put his hand in a leather glove on my knee.

      “Why don’t you come work for me in Vienna? I can get you a very good position in the office. You’ll have to become a member of the women’s SS, but it’s a formality. And I promise to take very good care of you.”

      I could feel the warmth of his hand even through leather. I didn’t move my leg away even though I knew I should have. I didn’t want to.

      “I appreciate your generous offer very much, Herr Gruppenführer, and I would have gladly accepted it if I wasn’t married. But I’m afraid my place is in Berlin, with my husband.”

      He grinned at me and slightly squeezed my knee.

      “Your husband is a very lucky man, Frau Friedmann. Tell him that I told you that.”

      “I will, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      Right after he handed my suitcase to the porter, Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner kissed me goodbye on the cheek, very close to my mouth. I closed my eyes when he touched me with his lips, I don’t know why but I felt a warm feeling spreading through my whole body. I guess I was just very drunk.

      When I opened the door to my suite, the first thing I saw was my husband pacing around the living room. As soon as he saw me, he rushed toward me, quickly closing the door behind my back.

      “Where the hell have you been?!” He noticed the suitcase in my hand. “And what is this?”

      “Shhhh!” I pressed a finger to my lips and whispered, “It’s the radio. I took it with me.”

      Heinrich looked at the suitcase as if it was a grenade, and I’d just taken the pin out of it. “You did what?!”

      “I took it with me. I thought we might need it in the future.” It was so heavy that I dropped it on the floor and giggled.

      “Annalise, are you drunk?”

      “Just a little.”

      I struggled to get my shoes off, lost my balance and almost fell, but Heinrich caught me midair and pressed me against the door so I wouldn’t fall again.

      “Where did you get so drunk?”

      “I was with Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner. He invited me to go to a restaurant with him. He saw me with the suitcase and took it from me. If it wasn’t for him, the Gestapo would have gotten me. See? He’s not that bad. He even offered me a job in his office in Vienna.”

      “He offered you a job? What kind of a job?”

      “I don’t know, a job in his office. He didn’t go into details.”

      “What exactly did he say?”

      “He said, ‘why don’t you come work for me in Vienna, and I’ll take very good care of you.’ Those were his exact words.”

      Heinrich laughed.

      “He wants you to become his mistress.”

      “What?” I shook my head at my husband, dismissing all his allegations. “He never said anything like that!”

      “What do you think he meant by ‘taking very good care’ of you?”

      “I don’t know. Salary.”

      Heinrich laughed even harder.

      “You’re such a naïve little girl, I swear to God! The correct interpretation of his words would be: ‘why don’t you move to Vienna, so I can rent a nice little apartment for you where I’ll be visiting you after work? And since I’m giving you a position in my office, when I feel lonely during my lunch break, you’ll keep me company. And I’ll make sure that you have everything that a Gruppenführer’s mistress could ever wish for.’”

      Still slightly swaying on my feet, I looked at my husband for a moment, contemplating if that’s what Gruppenführer really implied.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know it for a fact, sweetheart. I’m a man too.”

      I found it very funny and giggled again. I suddenly thought how handsome my husband was and threw my arms around his neck.

      “Kiss me, Heinrich, you look so pretty tonight.”

      “God, you really had a lot to drink. I’m glad that Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner dropped you off before you started kissing him.”

      I playfully smacked him on the head.

      “I would never do such a thing.”
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      Paris, June 1940

      

      This thunderstorm will never end. I didn’t even feel like getting out of the bed. What was the point anyway? I couldn’t go outside, and inside the Hotel Ritz was flooded with high ranking officers, the new occupants of Paris. The Führer himself was coming to observe yet another defeated city, and the big one: after the Great War it was on the French territory, where the, humiliating for Germany, Versailles Treaty was signed. Now, he couldn’t wait to rub their faces in it: look at us, the race of the conquerors, marching on your streets while you bow your heads.

      Things couldn’t have been better for the Reich: Western Poland was occupied, along with France and Norway. As a German I was supposed to be happy about our recent victories, but I couldn’t be sadder. The Reich had already taken my parents, who I hadn’t seen for a year already, and the only means of communication were occasional phone calls just to make sure that everybody was doing all right. I’m not even mentioning Adam and Dr. Kramer, who had to flee the country to save their lives. So many other Jewish friends were gone as well, either dead or taken to the concentration camps, like our former tailors, the Liebermans.

      My big brother, Norbert, was stationed somewhere in Poland, and was writing long letters to me, saying how much he wished that the war would be over already so life could go back to normal. After Warsaw fell, after a short siege, the Waffen-SS’ main task became the rounding up of the Jewish population and organizing ghettos for them. Mass executions also became a regular practice. Norbert didn’t want to tell me in his letters, but I knew that he had to participate in all this. His tone was getting more and more depressed.

      Even Ursula wasn’t keeping me company this time, but at least for a happy reason: she and Max were expecting their first baby next month, so she didn’t take the risk of traveling such a long distance. I remember after they first shared the news with us, Heinrich and I had a serious conversation.

      

      “They look so happy,” I said, as we were strolling back home after a dinner at Max and Ursula’s. “I can’t believe they’re going to become parents soon.”

      “They’ve been waiting for this baby for more than three years, of course they’re ecstatic.” Heinrich said reluctantly. “I hope it’s a girl.”

      “Why a girl?”

      He slightly shrugged. “Because if it’s a boy, it’s just another future soldier for the Reich. Unfortunately, that’s how all Aryan children are seen now, especially the ones born from the members of the SS. As soon as he’s born, Reichsführer will personally baptize him, when he starts walking they’ll teach him how to march and give a Heil Hitler salute, right after Hitler Youth will follow, his first service dagger with Blood and Honor written on it, and then you get a perfectly brainwashed for years, product, an SS soldier blindly obedient to his Führer and ready to die for the victory of the ideals of National Socialism. That’s why I hope it’s a girl.”

      I went quiet for a moment. Sadly, Heinrich was right, through and through.

      “You don’t want to have any children, do you?” I finally dared to ask my husband a question that’s been bothering me for quite some time now.

      He put his arm around me and pressed me closer to him. “Of course I do, sweetheart. I would love to have five or even ten children with you.”

      I laughed.

      “But unfortunately they won’t be our children.” Heinrich continued. “They will be the children of the Reich.”

      I perfectly understood him. Even though I never shared those kind of thoughts with anyone, not even with Heinrich, but I was secretly glad that I hadn’t gotten pregnant so far. I wanted to have his children more than anything, but with all the chaos in our lives, with all the danger and risk we were taking, I couldn’t tolerate the thought that if we failed and got caught, our children would become the innocent victims of the “crime” that their parents committed against the Reich. And the Reich didn’t forgive treason.

      “What do you think we should do then?” I asked him after a pause.

      “Wait till it all ends,” he simply replied.

      “What if it never ends? What if we take over all Europe? What if the whole world will become a part of the Reich?”

      “It’s impossible. They will never let Hitler do that.”

      “Why are you so sure? Our war machine didn’t seem to have met any resistance so far.”

      “But when it will, then what happens? They’ll see that the people belonging to the ‘superior race’ are also made of blood and bones. After they win their first battle they’ll see that the German army is not invincible as they thought before.” Heinrich looked straight ahead and sighed. “And then the Reich will fall.”

      I got chills after he pronounced those last words. No matter how much I didn’t like the Nazi regime, with all its terrors, the thought of its collapse terrified me. I still remembered the years of depression after the Great War, even though I was very small and our family was in a better position than most of the population, but the mood of the nation, along with hunger and desperation was still imprinted on my memory. No matter what my religion was, I was still a German, and would hate to see my country on its knees again.

      “And then what?” I hardly whispered.

      “And then, my dear, we’ll be finally free.”

      “Conquered.”

      “No, free,” Heinrich repeated firmly and then smiled at me reassuringly. “And then we can have all of our ten children.”

      

      I looked out of the window again. The rain was coming down in buckets as if crying all the tears of the French nation. But even under the official occupation, the French didn’t give up fighting, even though it meant going underground. Tomorrow I was supposed to meet with one of the French Resistance members, who, as Heinrich told me, was going to become our radio operator here in Paris. My task was to deliver him a message.

      The phone rang. I picked it up thinking that someone was probably calling for Heinrich, but the porter with a strong French accent on the other end asked for Madame Friedmann.

      “This is Madame Friedmann,” I replied.

      “I have a gentleman here at the reception, he’s asking for you. He introduced himself as Monsieur Norbert Meissner.”

      “Norbert! This is my brother! Thank you for calling me, please tell him I’ll come down in five minutes.”

      “Absolutely, Madame.”

      I quickly changed into a dress, put my hair away in a messy bun, and almost ran downstairs to see my unexpected, but so dearly missed, visitor. I almost didn’t recognize him at first, a tall and broad shouldered man in a grey field SS uniform leaning on the reception; I couldn’t believe how much he’d matured after just one year of service.

      “Norbert!” I ran toward him and he caught me in his arms, easily lifting me up and kissing both my cheeks.

      “My baby sister!” A broad smile was playing on his face. “I haven’t seen you forever! You’ve gotten even prettier!”

      “And you’ve gotten older!” He finally put me down, and I pecked him on his unshaven cheek. “What’s that? A beard?”

      “I’m sorry, I was on the road for a couple of days and didn’t have time to shave yet. I couldn’t wait to see you first.”

      Even his smile wasn’t a little boy’s smile anymore. My brother was a real man now. I felt a little sad noticing two deep vertical lines in between his eyebrows: he must had been frowning a lot lately.

      “I’m so happy to see you, Norbert! But how did you manage to get here?”

      He shrugged. “My superior officer gave me leave for excellent service. I have the whole week, but with the road taking so much time, I can only spend a couple of days with you.”

      “I would be happy to see you even for a couple of hours! Let’s go by the bar and have a drink before dinner. You’re dining with us tonight, right? Heinrich will be very glad to see you; he’s constantly asking how they’re treating you there. You know, if you’re not happy with something, he knows a lot of people and can give somebody a call.”

      “Can he give a call to his boss Heydrich and ask him to stop giving orders for killing innocent people?” Norbert said quietly after picking up his army bag from the floor, but then quickly added, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to bring it up. You don’t need to hear about that.”

      “I’m not five, Norbert. I know what’s going on.”

      “No, you don’t, Annalise.” He shook his head and I saw those frown lines more distinctively. “You have no idea.”

      We were sitting by the bar and he was telling me about his army life, about his new friends, and how different the service was from what he’d expected.

      “We mostly do nothing all day, just walk around with rifles, that’s all. What kind of an army is that?” Norbert chuckled. “And the most ridiculous thing is that we’re guarding Jews in a ghetto, so they wouldn’t run away. Run away where? Back to Germany? It makes as much sense as guarding sheep in a field with machine guns. Like at some point you expect them to attack you! Some of them are so malnourished, they can hardly walk to work and back, leave alone trying to escape or organize a revolt.”

      Norbert paused for a little and then smiled as if remembering something. “You know, I sneak bread in for one kid over there and he shares it with his little sister and mom. His name is Moshe, he’s only nine but so savvy! When I was his age, I didn’t care about anything except playing ball with my friends. Children have to grow so fast now.”

      I took his hand in mine. I wanted my old Norbert back, the carefree one, the innocent. I wished he’d never seen what he had to see every single day.

      “You wrote to me that you made a lot of friends over there, though.” I tried to change the subject to distract him from depressing thoughts. “Are they good guys?”

      “They are, yes. When we were besieging Warsaw, we became like brothers. I know that they would die for me any minute, and I would die for them as well,” Norbert replied with a pensive look on his face, but then leaned closer to me and added very quietly, “The sad part is that if they ever found out that I’m Jewish, they would have hanged me on the first tree without blinking an eye.”

      “You’re lucky that you look very Aryan then.” I tried to joke, but it didn’t come out funny.

      “So are you.” Norbert took my hands in his. “I’ve missed you a lot. Mother and Father too. And my old buddy Milo. I feel like I didn’t appreciate it when we all lived together in our old house in Berlin. I would give anything to have it all back now, even for one day.”

      “I know, darling. Me too.”

      “I’m getting a promotion,” he said after a pause.

      “Really? Congratulations! You don’t sound too happy about it though.”

      “I’m not. They’ve just finished building a new concentration camp, Auschwitz, and my superior officer suggested me and a couple more soldiers to its Kommandant as ‘impeccable service men’ and ‘devoted to the ideals of the Reich Nazis.’” Norbert shook his head again. “So as soon as I’m back to Poland, I’ll become one of the guards over there. But don’t tell anyone, it’s kind of a… secret subject so far.”

      The new concentration camp? Don’t they have enough in Germany already? I sighed.

      “Well, it shouldn’t be that much different from guarding a ghetto, right? It can’t be worse than that?”

      Instead of replying, Norbert quickly jumped from his chair and gave a salute to someone behind my back.

      “Heil Hitler, Herr Gruppenführer!”

      I turned my head and almost laughed out loud. I could swear that Herr Gruppenführer Dr. Kaltenbrunner was following me from one country to another on purpose. But judging by the adjutant behind his back, who was giving orders to the porter about the suitcases, he was here for the signing of the peace treaty as well.

      “Heil Hitler, soldier. What the hell are you doing holding hands with a married woman, huh? Or you didn’t notice a ring on her finger?”

      I couldn’t help but smile at the already so familiar, mocking grin on his face.

      “She’s my sister, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “Sister?” The leader of the Austrian SS greeted me with a little wink. “Yes, I definitely see the family resemblance now. And I already started worrying that you’re cheating on your husband with the regular Waffen-SS, Frau Friedmann.”

      “No, Herr Gruppenführer, I’m only cheating on my husband with the high-ranking SS officers, like yourself.”

      “You’d better, Frau Friedmann.” He grinned at me again.

      Both Norbert and Dr. Kaltenbrunner’s adjutant exchanged quick looks. Both clearly had no idea how we even knew each other and why I was speaking like that to such an important man. Meanwhile, I extended my hand to him and he shook it very gently with his leather gloved hand, after which he turned back to my brother.

      “So what’s your name, soldier?”

      “SS Untersturmführer Norbert Meissner, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “Where are you stationed, Untersturmführer Meissner?”

      “Warsaw, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “I’ve been there not that long ago.”

      “Yes, Herr Gruppenführer. You were inspecting the ghetto. I’m one of the guards.”

      “That’s right. Well, I’ll definitely be seeing you there a lot this summer, Untersturmführer Meissner. We have a lot of cleaning up to do, now that Poland is a part of the Reich.”

      Norbert clicked his heels, looking somewhere over Gruppenführer’s left shoulder, his face emotionless. Dr. Kaltenbrunner turned to me again. “Is Standartenführer Friedmann a part of the delegation?”

      “No, he’s just escorting Gruppenführer Heydrich. They’re in Paris on behalf of SD.”

      “Some Secret Intelligence work as always?” Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner never made a secret out of a fact that he didn’t like the Chief of the Reich Main Security Office Heydrich and never missed a chance to mock him.

      “No, just being a part of an entourage as far as I know.”

      “And what are you doing here, Frau Friedmann?”

      “Shopping.”

      He chuckled. “I’ll see you around then.”

      “I’ll be looking forward to it, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      I gave him my hand again, but this time he kissed it instead of shaking it, and walked to the elevator, his adjutant nodding at me as he passed. Norbert returned to his seat, a concerned look on his face.

      “How do you know him?”

      “Well, let’s just say that for some reason unbeknown to me fate keeps bringing us together.” I smiled; Norbert didn’t.

      “Be careful with him, Annalise. He’s not a man you want to be friends with.”

      I shrugged.

      “I’ve already heard it many times, Norbert.”

      “More reason to listen to it then.”

      “I don’t know about that. I don’t really believe all the rumors about him. He’s been nothing but a perfect gentleman so far.”

      Norbert narrowed his eyes at me. “I personally heard that ‘perfect gentleman’ of yours give an order to execute all the not suitable for work Polish Jews in the ghetto, which included older citizens over sixty-five, children under eight, disabled ones, and pregnant women. His words. I was standing several feet away.”

      I closed my eyes and rubbed them with my hand.

      “Believe me, Norbert, I’ve heard a lot of things. I’m just saying that it’s hard for me to believe that he can be… I don’t know. Evil.”

      “Well, he is. And not just evil, but cold, calculated, and heartless evil, which is the worst kind of all.”

      “Then why would he save me from the Gestapo jail if he’s so evil?”

      “When did they take you to the Gestapo jail?? And why?”

      “A year and a half ago. It was nothing major, so I didn’t tell anybody because I didn’t want Papa to have a heart attack. Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner was my second interrogator, and the one who actually took time to listen to me and help me out, after the first one was ready to send me right to Dachau. So I’m sorry, but I don’t want to hear anything bad about the man who basically saved my life.” And not once, I thought, remembering how I miraculously escaped the same Gestapo with the help of Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner in Poland not that long ago.

      Norbert just kept frowning at me without saying a word.

      “Don’t give me that accusing look, Norbert. I don’t mean to say that Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner is such a nice guy, I’m just saying that it’s hard for me to believe all the stories about him. It’s like all of you are talking about somebody else. Like he has an evil twin brother or something.”

      Norbert finally cracked a little smile.

      “An evil twin brother?”

      “Or maybe he’s like that doctor from the story ‘Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.’ You know, the one who drinks the potion and turns from a kind, respectable professor into a monstrous, sadistic killer? Only the modern version, Dr. Kaltenbrunner and Mr. Gestapo guy.”

      Norbert laughed.

      “Well, in that case, baby sister, make sure he doesn’t drink anything in front of you.”
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      I was finishing my third cup of coffee already. The waiter took care of my shopping bags and wraps after I spent half of the day, and probably half of Heinrich’s monthly salary, shopping for dresses, hats, shoes and bags, and was now taking a well-deserved break after the “hard job” of being a high-ranking officer’s wife. At least that’s exactly how it was supposed to look for everybody around. In reality I kept wandering around the city for hours, making sure that I wasn’t followed.

      After I found a nice little café with an open view of the whole plaza and ordered a little snack, I could finally make arrangements for a car to pick me up and drive me back to my hotel. Heinrich told me that the car should be there in half an hour. The driver was his new radio operator, and I had to deliver him a message, just words, which again didn’t make any sense at all. I was hoping that the new radio guy had a good memory because he would only have about fifteen minutes to learn it by heart.

      “Madame? Your chauffeur is here.” An impeccably polite waiter bowed his head at me. “Take your time and finish your coffee s’il vous plait, just letting you know that your car awaits whenever you’re ready.”

      “Merci, Monsieur. I’m actually finished. Could you please tell the driver to take care of my bags?”

      “I’ve already taken care of that, Madame.”

      “Merci beaucoup then.” I smiled at the waiter and put another bill on top of his already generous tip, a well-deserved one.

      “Tout le plaisir etait pour moi, Madame.”

      All the pleasure was mine, Frau. Why wasn’t I born in France?

      I sighed and walked to the car, my driver already holding a door open for me, his head in a driver’s hat bowed down. I was hoping that he spoke at least some German because my French was that of a tourist; however, taking into consideration the fact that he had been sent to France from the States made it a very slim possibility.

      “Bonjour, Monsieur.”

      Trying to figure out if I was right or wrong, I greeted him first as soon as he pulled out of the parking spot.

      “Good afternoon, Frau Friedmann.” Perfect German, no accent whatsoever! “It certainly is nice to see you. Again.”

      Again? I couldn’t see his face from the back seat, but the voice sounded just too familiar. Still I couldn’t quite place him.

      “Do I know you?”

      “Yes, you do. I just hope you haven’t forgotten me yet.”

      He turned to me, smiling. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

      “Adam!”

      “Hello, Annalise.”
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      The American Intelligence Service got their hands on a young German immigrant as soon as he crossed their border. They didn’t approach just everybody, but a young man with no family with him and a strong negative opinion of his former government was definitely worth a shot. He didn’t even have a place to go and didn’t know anybody in the new city, so he didn’t hesitate long when they offered him a deal: we give you a new citizenship, identity, place to live, take care of your expenses, and you work for us, fair and square. They mentioned that he might have to go back to Europe one day, depending on the circumstances, and join one of the underground organizations controlled by or associated with the US Secret Service or the British MI-6. Americans weren’t greedy, they gladly shared their agents if the British reciprocated.

      They taught him how to operate a radio, basic coding and decoding techniques, self-defense, shooting, and ways to conceal his identity when needed. They did a good job, I for one didn’t even recognize him close up. I could only shake my head after he told me his story, very shortly, because we didn’t have much time: Adam still had to memorize the message I had for him. They trained him well at this also, as he got it perfectly right at only the second attempt.

      “We had special classes for memory training,” Adam explained to me, smiling. “And overall, it was a very interesting experience, I have to tell you.”

      “You were supposed to become a new ballet star in New York. What are you doing here, playing spy games?”

      “I must admit, I couldn’t wait to ask you the same question as soon as they told me who I’d be working for. I didn’t believe my eyes when they showed me your file.”

      “I have a file?”

      I was genuinely surprised to hear that. I certainly didn’t consider myself that big of a fish to have a file in their system.

      “Yes. With a number and a code name.”

      “What’s my code name?”

      “Juliette.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re Romeo.” I laughed.

      “No. Your husband is Romeo.”

      “Well, our American friends certainly do have a sense of humor. But you still haven’t answered my question. What are you doing here? Don’t you realize how dangerous it is? You were lucky you could get out the first time, but what happens if they catch you?”

      “What if they catch you?”

      I dangled my cross in the air with a cyanide capsule sealed in it.

      “Don’t worry about me. I got myself covered.”

      “I’m not sure how the praying will help you.”

      It looked like the Americans didn’t instruct him on this matter. I guess poison, as a means of self-protection, was a purely Reich thing.

      “I have a pill in it that will kill me instantly if I happen to fail, silly.”

      He turned his head to me, his eyes wide open.

      “What? Where did you get it?”

      “Mind the road, please. It would be a shame if we were both to die in a car accident and not at the hands of the Gestapo.” I got so used to such a possibility that I could joke about it as if it wasn’t serious at all. “Heinrich gave it to me.”

      “Is he insane?! Why would he put you in such danger?”

      “On the contrary, Adam, he only did it to protect me. I won’t stand a chance if they happen to interrogate me. And they will execute me anyway for high treason, but before they can get any information that can harm our other agents, I’ll take it to protect myself and the others.”

      “Please, don’t do that. You promised me that you’d take care of yourself when I was leaving. I only left because you promised me that you’d be safe. And look at you now! Walking around with poison on your wrist.”

      I wanted to say that the poison on my wrist was the least of my problems, but decided against it. Adam didn’t need to know what else I’d been doing. The less you say, the better, Heinrich taught me. What two know about, everybody knows about. You can’t trust anyone, and not because you think they might betray you, but simply because they can fall into the wrong hands, and those hands will most definitely make them speak. Heinrich was the only one who knew absolutely everything about me, and I decided to keep it that way.

      “We’re almost here. You’ll have to stop talking now.” I warned Adam, partly because I saw a couple of officers standing by the parked car and partly because I wanted to change the subject. “My husband will contact you when we need to meet again."

      He just nodded and said nothing. I felt guilty for some reason.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Paris, June 1940

      

      I was taking my earrings off in front of the vintage mirror. Everything at the Hotel Ritz was vintage, almost royal-like. Heinrich told me that Hitler wanted to destroy Paris first, but after he saw it he changed his mind. Instead, he told his favorite architect and friend, Albert Speer, about his plans how to destroy the French capital, not with bombs, but with superior architecture.

      “When we are finished in Berlin, Paris will only be a shadow.”

      I was almost surprised to hear that. Even more surprised when the Führer refused to hold a victory parade in the heart of France. One of his astonished generals even asked “Why?”

      To that the leader of the Reich simply answered, “You can’t do that to the cultural people.”

      It almost looked as if he wasn’t an insane, hateful sociopath, as I’d always thought of him; he could definitely rationalize his actions and that thought scared me. An insane evil is always easy to explain and accept; a calculated one, the one that knows what it’s doing and why, is the one that terrifies the most.

      “I really like that dress on you.” I caught Heinrich’s eyes on me through the reflection. “You look very… French.”

      “Un peux de Chanel et je suis une Parisiene vraie, Monsieur.”

      “Parlez-vous le Francias, Madame? Quelle surprise! And yes, Chanel definitely makes you look like a real Parisian.”

      “I’m learning.” I winked at him. “I thought it might be useful in the future. And you have no idea what it cost me to get this dress after she closed all her stores before the war.”

      “Well, I must say you couldn’t make a better investment.” He walked up to me and put his hands on my waist. “What else did you buy?”

      I grinned when he started unbuttoning my dress, kissing my neck and shoulders.

      “French underwear. All silk and lace. It’s so provocative that the Führer prohibited German women to wear it. I knew I had to buy it right away.”

      “Are you wearing it now?”

      “Yes. Would you like to see it?”

      “I can’t wait.”

      I closed my eyes when he slid his hands under the dress, caressing my breasts under the thin material, pressing himself hard to my back.

      “Just try to control yourself and don’t rip it off me this time, please, it’s really expensive.”

      “I’ll try my best, but not promising anything.”

      I turned my face to him to meet his warm, hungry lips. Once again I gave myself to the only German I’ve ever loved.
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      The same little black dress already got me in trouble just a few hours ago. Right after the peace treaty was officially signed between the Reich and the occupied France, all the high-ranking officers decided that if they didn’t get their parade, they at least deserved a decent party, and didn’t spare any money on it. It wasn’t their money after all, but the money of the defeated nations, and therefore easy for them to spend.

      Against my pleadings, Heinrich still dragged me to the unofficial celebration, where I was among only very few other German wives escorting their husbands. Most of the pretty girls hanging on the German officers’ arms were the French girls. I couldn’t even talk to them since they, almost all, didn’t speak any German, but again, they didn’t really need to. So I got stuck by my husband’s side, forced to listen to all the political debates he had with his military brethren.

      As a woman I wasn’t really welcome to participate in their conversations, so I just tried to keep my mood up by constantly refilling my glass of champagne. It didn’t help when Heinrich’s SD Chief, Gruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich decided to make a speech on his favorite topic: the Jewish problem. About ten minutes into his passionate monologue I realized that I needed something stronger than champagne and quickly made an escape to a bar, my disappearance going unnoticed.

      I was staring at my cognac on the rocks, wondering what to top it with in order for it not to taste so disgusting, when a familiar voice immediately brought a smile to my face.

      “I see you’re having as much fun as I am, Frau Friedmann. Is it your fourth or fifth?”

      “Only second, Herr Gruppenführer. And unfortunately, it’s still not enough to make me drunk enough to stop hearing that annoying voice in the other room.”

      “No alcohol in the world will ever be enough for that headache of a man, my darling. Trust me, I know what I’m talking about.”

      Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner sat on a bar stool next to me and motioned a bartender to get him a drink.

      “You know what, my friend? Make it two. This lady over here desperately needs a fresh one. And two shots of whiskey too. Make sure it’s Jack, not that French crap that you serve to those idiots who don’t know better.”

      He threw a couple of bills on the table and turned to me, smiling.

      “So Frau Friedmann. How was your shopping?”

      “Much more entertaining than that party over there.”

      “It’s not a party. It’s an NSDAP meeting, only with alcohol and French girls.”

      “By the way, where is your French girl, Herr Gruppenführer?” I playfully squinted my eyes at him.

      “I prefer German girls.”

      “Oh, the Aryan ones?”

      “Not necessarily. The mischlinge will do too, if they’re cute.”

      I knew that he was playing with me, so I just rolled my eyes laughing. “You’re disgusting, Herr Gruppenführer!”

      “I’ve heard that before.”

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner moved a shot of whiskey to me. “Cheers to the Aryan girls.”

      “And to the disgusting generals.”

      I was glad that he was keeping me company. I loved his sense of humor, sometimes borderline inappropriate, sometimes too sarcastic, especially when it came to certain people we both knew and didn’t like, Gruppenführer Heydrich is just one example.

      I heard it before from Heinrich that there was a lot of bad blood between the two generals, even though no one knew how the whole feud between them had started. Heinrich’s theory was that they just plain didn’t like each other from the first time they met, always smug Heydrich despising Kaltenbrunner’s “second degree Aryan origin” (that’s what the “real” Aryans from Germany considered their Austrian neighbors) and also his Austrian accent, sometimes making it hard for the Hochdeutsch speaking Heydrich to understand him. Dr. Kaltenbrunner in his turn was constantly putting more oil on the fire of the rumors that Heydrich had some Jewish blood in him, explaining Heydrich’s stuffiness and perfectionism by the desire to cover the fact of his origin by becoming the most merciless Nazi in the Reich.

      Even now Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner was laughing, while telling me that five minutes in the same room with Heydrich almost made him take his gun out and put an end to the Chief of SD’s “miserable existence.” However, that would definitely mean his own following execution, and that’s why he found himself at the same bar as I did.

      Dr. Kaltenbrunner was making sure that my glass was always full and the smile never left my face, and I couldn’t be more grateful to him for saving my evening. The more I was getting to know him, the more curious I was about how this man could be so charming and intelligent (he was talking about the war and politics too, especially when I asked his opinion on certain matters, but somehow managed not to sound boring about it), and possibly also have a very dark side that both Heinrich and Norbert were talking about. I just couldn’t put two and two together with him.

      “Why are you looking at me like that, Frau Friedmann?”

      I didn’t notice that, lost in my thoughts, I was staring at him for the past minute.

      “I’m sorry, I just… was wondering.”

      “About what?”

      About how you torture people in the Gestapo interrogation rooms, rape women and give orders about the mass executions of the innocent people, I wanted to say. No, it can’t be. Impossible. Not him. I even shook my head, dismissing all the suspicions put in my mind by both my husband and brother, and instead did something that I would never dare to do if I was sober: I stretched my hand to his face and gently traced the contours of the scars on his cheek.

      “How did you get these, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      He didn’t move away from my hand, on the contrary, he leaned even closer to me until his face was right next to mine and whispered into my ear, “I’ll tell you, if you swear not to tell anyone. It’s a big secret.”

      “I swear.”

      “I’m the Reich’s most terrible fencer.”

      I expected anything but that and couldn’t help but burst into laughter. He was the Reich’s best comedian, that’s for sure. Absorbed in yet another laughing fit, we didn’t even notice when Gruppenführer Heydrich and my husband approached us.

      “What did I tell you, Friedmann? Our celebrated leader of the Austrian SS at his best, trying to seduce your wife.”

      Heydrich’s smug expression was immediately met by Dr. Kaltenbrunner’s sarcastic smile.

      “It’s not my fault that you got her so bored with your never-ending speeches that she had to find better company, Gruppenführer Heydrich. Somebody has to take care of the lady.”

      “If you paid more attention to the politics instead of the ladies, you would have long been in the office in Berlin, Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner.”

      “And if you paid at least some attention to your wife instead of politics, you wouldn’t have been facing a divorce right now.”

      That was a very low move, but Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner definitely didn’t like anyone messing with him. The two were staring at each other like two dogs, ready to tear each other apart. Heinrich was certainly not in a position to do anything, so I did the only thing I could in this situation. I put my hand on top of Dr. Kaltenbrunner’s, at the same time addressing Gruppenführer Heydrich.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, Dr. Kaltenbrunner was just making sure that no one bothered me at the bar. I’m almost the only German girl in the whole hotel, and he was keeping an eye on me for my husband, who you plain out stole from me for the whole evening.”

      Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner chuckled and shook his head at me. “Don’t try to flirt with him, he wouldn’t get it anyway.”

      I barely suppressed my laughter and decided to leave before he said something worse. Neither me, nor Heinrich, wanted to be in the middle of this war.

      “Thank you for a wonderful time, Herr Gruppenführer. I really appreciate you keeping me company.”

      “Always my pleasure, Frau Friedmann.”

      With these words Dr. Kaltenbrunner kissed my hand and gave it to Heinrich, as if handing me directly to my husband.

      “Standartenführer Friedmann, please, do me a favor, take your beautiful wife back to your room before your boss starts talking again.”

      Heydrich, who was almost fuming at this point, squinted his piercing blue eyes at the sarcastic Austrian and said, before leaving, “You should really mind your drinking, Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner. Reichsführer doesn’t approve of it, and neither does the Führer. I can definitely see why.”

      He obviously hoped that the last word would be his, but it didn’t happen.

      “When I need your opinion on that matter, I will have my adjutant call you so we can discuss it in detail. But until that happens, you can shove it, I’m not going to say where, because I want to spare Frau Friedmann’s gentle ears.”

      Gruppenführer Heydrich, obviously understanding that he was not going to win this one, just pursed his lips and, ignoring his opponent’s last comment, proceeded to the exit. Heinrich saluted Dr. Kaltenbrunner, and I, still trying not to laugh out loud, gave him a wave goodbye and followed my husband out.

      I was hoping that we wouldn’t be anywhere near Gruppenführer Heydrich, but unfortunately in a minute we found ourselves in the same elevator with the annoyed general.

      “Did you hear that, Friedmann? What a drunken moron! A typical Austrian half-breed commoner. And Reichsführer appointed him to run the country? A Jew would be a better candidate!”

      Heinrich politely chuckled, but didn’t say anything.

      “Next time he pesters you again, Frau Friedmann, just walk away, don’t be afraid, he won’t bother you.” Before I could interject that Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner wasn’t bothering me at all, Heydrich already addressed my husband. “Don’t leave your wife alone with that man, Friedmann. He needs to have his mouth washed with soap several times before he can talk to a lady.”

      I thought that I would much rather listen to Dr. Kaltenbrunner than to Heydrich’s anti-Semitic propaganda, but of course didn’t say it out loud. I thanked God that it was our floor, but as Heinrich’s boss followed us, I realized that it was also his floor. It looked like he just wouldn’t leave us alone!

      “By the way, Friedmann, since you take your wife everywhere with you anyway, why don’t you let her work in the office?”

      Heinrich obviously didn’t look ecstatic about his boss’s idea and politely replied, “She already has a job, Herr Gruppenführer. She’s a dancer in one of the ballet companies in Berlin.”

      “That’s not a real job, Friedmann. Now that we’re in the middle of the war we need all our citizens working for the victory of the Reich. And she would make a great secretary. Or even a radio operator, we always need them.”

      “Oh, that would be great! I always wanted to be a radio operator!” I excitedly exclaimed, before Heinrich could say something.

      “See? She wants to work with us in SD. Great, Frau Friedmann, as soon as we’re back in Berlin I’ll have you enlisted in the SS. Goodnight, Standartenführer. Frau Friedmann.”

      Heydrich nodded at me and strolled down the hallway to his room. I remembered how Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner said that Heydrich always walked so funny because of the stick up his ass and suppressed yet another laugh. Heinrich, however, was staring at me hard and my laughing mood soon disappeared.

      “What? Am I in trouble?”

      “Why on earth would you agree to that?”

      “Heinrich, it’s perfect. As a secretary or a radio operator I’ll have the easiest access to all the papers and orders that need to be signed or forwarded all the way to the very top.”

      “And also the easiest way to incriminate yourself. Don’t you think they can realize where the leak will be coming from?”

      “I’ll have to be very careful then.”

      “You’re opening such a can of worms, Annalise, you don’t even realize.”

      “Well, let’s go to our room and you can explain it to me in detail.”

      Heinrich smirked, but gladly opened the door for me. He knew what I implied under “explanation” and didn’t have to be asked twice.
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      “I’m going to Berlin right after you do.”

      “No, you aren’t, Adam, you’re staying here in Paris, and that’s the end of it!” I whispered as emphatically as I could; after all we were in church and I couldn’t actually yell at him.

      “You just said it yourself, you’ll need an operator in Berlin and I can be the one.”

      “No, too many people know you in Berlin, if someone recognizes you all your fake papers won’t mean anything.”

      “No one will recognize me! Even you didn’t! And besides, I’ll be useless here, I speak French with a terrible accent, there are more chances that the Gestapo will get me here than back at home.”

      He did have a point there, but I was still hesitant about the whole idea.

      “What about your superiors? Do you think they’ll just transfer you like that?”

      “I already contacted them, and it’s a ‘go.’ A great idea, they actually said.”

      I knew that despite his soft nature, Adam had one certain trait: he could be very stubborn when he would set his mind on something. That’s exactly how he persuaded his father, Dr. Kramer, to let him become a dancer instead of following his footsteps into medicine. I had to give it to the American Secret Service, they were taking very good care not only of their agents, but also of their family members. I couldn’t be happier when Adam told me that his father was already assisting a doctor in one of the New York’s Jewish hospitals while learning enough English to become an independent specialist. The American Intelligence were gladly taking care of all of Dr. Kramer’s needs, while his only son was risking his life on the other side of the ocean. To Adam, at least, it sounded like a fair deal.

      “All right then. I guess you’ve made up your mind and no matter what I say won’t make you change it.”

      “You guess right.” He smiled at me.

      I sighed and shook my head but there was nothing I could do. I finally realized how Heinrich must have felt when I decided to get involved in espionage and the other illegal activities. And that’s why I knew that I had no right to try and stop Adam from doing the same thing.

      I looked around just in case and, seeing just regular people whispering prayers to themselves several benches away from us, opened my purse and handed Adam a little wrap that I brought with me. It was one of the SD border stamps, the new one, for the newly occupied French territories, the one that Heinrich plain out stole from the table of one of the officers while inspecting it. After I asked him if it was a risky thing to do, he just smiled and shrugged: who’s going to suspect their superior of embezzling state’s property? The only consequences would be that the unfortunate officer’s adjutant would get a reprimand for being inattentive to the office supplies, but the case probably wouldn’t even be investigated; anything could happen in the chaos of setting up a new office.

      “Here, take it to the Resistance leaders before you go.”

      “How did you get it?”

      “Not important. Just take it.”

      Adam quickly hid the wrap in his inner pocket.

      “Thank you.”

      “Thank Heinrich, not me.”

      “They’re already transporting some of the Parisian Jews to Germany, so this will really help the ones who haven’t been arrested yet.”

      “I know. I hope it will. Did you meet any of them?”

      “Some people. They’re all in hiding. Thank God the French are being very supportive and take them in, unlike our fellow Germans.”

      “Because they haven’t dealt with our Gestapo yet. Here, take these too.”

      I took off my diamond earrings, two rings, leaving only my wedding and engagement ones and a heavy golden necklace. Adam’s brow furrowed when I wrapped all the jewelry in a handkerchief and put it in his pocket.

      “Sell it and give the money to the people who might need it, will you?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes, of course I am. I couldn’t bring the actual cash, it would be sticking out of your pocket and look suspicious. This is much easier to hide.”

      “I mean… it’s your jewelry.”

      “It’s just stones and metal, Adam. If it’ll buy some bread for someone, I’ll be very happy.”

      “I’ll make sure it will.”

      “Good. And now let’s pray.”

      I knelt and crossed my fingers under my chin. Adam remained rigid in his place, probably still feeling very uncomfortable in the Catholic Church. I for one didn’t care in which house of God I prayed, I just hoped that He will answer my prayers.
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      I was nervously tapping my foot on the floor. Heinrich was on the phone with the Berlin supervisor of the transportation for twenty minutes already. Our train was leaving in just half an hour, and the time was quickly running out.

      “Wilhelm, you’re my longtime friend. Have I ever done anything to harm you? I understand that the situation is very unusual, but think about it: they’re sending all these absolutely healthy people right to Dachau, and we both know what it means. It’s ridiculous. I know. Yes. Just because Heydrich wants every single Jew dead, that’s why. We’re sitting on some big money here, don’t you understand? If we send them to Gustav’s ammunition factory instead of Dachau, all the profit from their work will settle in our pockets, don’t you see? Jews don’t get paid, the SS does! These people can work, you didn’t see them, and I have! They’re on the other track, right next to me. They’re not walking skeletons like the German ones, this is really a waste! I can’t look at it, it’s as good as throwing money away, but Heydrich wouldn’t listen. You’re not risking, I’m risking. Under my sole responsibility, all right? Do it for me, please. I’ll pay you cash, for every single one of them. And after I sell them to Gustav, I’ll make sure that half of the profit from each worker will be yours. Don’t worry about the paperwork, I’ll be in Berlin by Wednesday and will sign whatever you need me to, just please, make a call and send them to Gustav. I don’t care if the Kommandant will be upset, tell him to call me directly. I’ll deal with it when I’m back in Berlin. I promise, Wilhelm, I give you my Officer’s word, you won’t get in any trouble. My full responsibility. Yes. Absolutely. Thank you. I’ll stop by as soon as I’m in Berlin. And I’ll bring you all the money, right away. Yes. Thank you again. Please, do it right now. I want to see that train leave before mine does. Thank you, Wilhelm, I appreciate it. I owe you one.”

      Heinrich finally hung up and gave me a victorious smile. It was only two of us in the Paris train station staff room, and he couldn’t contain his emotions.

      “We did it, sweetie. It cost us a small fortune, but at least now these people will have a chance.”

      I gave him a tight hug. Heinrich had just pulled off a very dangerous maneuver by asking a very corrupt supervisor of the transportation in Berlin to reroute a train with French Jews, which was supposed to be heading right to one of Germany’s worst concentration camps, Dachau. After we saw all those people boarding the train, who, we both knew, wouldn’t live longer than several months if not exterminated upon arrival, Heinrich shook his head and said that he would be damned if he didn’t get them all out.

      The only way he could do it was to make a call to the “friend,” who loved money more than the ideals of the Reich, and nicely ask him for a very well-paid favor. The “friend” didn’t need to see the real motives behind Heinrich’s request, which was to send the French Jews to one of the working factories, where the food portions were three times bigger than in Dachau and the work itself was not as exhausting. They could live in fairly normal apartment buildings in a ghetto nearby instead of Dachau’s stuffed barracks; they could survive. But the transportation supervisor only needed to know that he’d be making fifty percent of the profit from each worker, and it was enough to persuade him to break a couple of rules, especially when Heinrich took all the responsibility, in case somebody at the top got upset with the situation.

      “It doesn’t matter, Heinrich. It’s just money.”

      “Money can buy lives now; can you imagine? It’s like we’re in medieval times again.”

      “We are in medieval times. We have an Emperor, we have slaves and even our own inquisition – the Gestapo.”

      Heinrich just shook his head and opened the door for me.

      “Let’s go back to the platform. I want to make sure they leave with no problem.”

      In fifteen minutes, when both the conductor of the “Jewish” train and the officer with the list were scratching their heads at a loss and cursing out the Berlin authorities who “can’t seem to make up their minds,” Heinrich winked at me. I smiled back at him. We did it.
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      Berlin, May 1941

      

      I rubbed my eyes in the hope that the stinging would stop, but it didn’t. After a nineteen hour working day the rubbing wouldn’t do anything. I looked at Barbara, another SS-Helferin radio operator, who seemed to be as exhausted as I was. There was only two of us left in the radio room, after Gruppenführer Heydrich let the rest of the personnel go home. Barbara volunteered to stay because she was desperately trying to get the approval of her superiors. I stayed because I needed to make sure that our latest operation was a success.

      The commanding staff, still in their offices despite the late night hour, were dreading the message we were about to get. I was praying to God that the news would be confirmed. And finally He heard my prayers. I could hardly conceal a smile when I personally delivered the decoded message written on a little note to Gruppenführer Heydrich’s adjutant. “Operation failed. U-110 is captured. The load is intercepted. Connection is compromised.”

      As Heydrich’s adjutant rushed to pass the message to Gruppenführer, I, for the first time, heard the latter lose his cool and curse out all the British Navy, their mothers, sisters, and all of their other female relatives. I walked out of the anteroom smiling. The past several months’ work had paid off, and paid off big time: “the load,” which was intercepted by the British Navy from our submarine U-110, was a priceless possession of the Reich, the latest, transformed cryptography machine called Enigma. Enigma was first introduced during the Great War and even broken and reverse-engineered by Polish cryptologists almost ten years ago. But this one was a reinvented one, with added complexity and never seen before mechanisms, and the codes created on this newest model were considered unbreakable. But now, thanks to the joint effort of the British intelligence and our team here in Berlin, consisting of Ingrid, Heinrich, Rudolf (Ingrid’s undercover “husband”) and me, Enigma fell into the hands of the Allies.

      “Unheard of! This is a complete disaster!” Even in the hallway I could hear Heydrich’s voice. “Why didn’t they destroy the submarine when they knew they were getting captured?!”

      I stopped for a second to prolong my victorious moment a little longer and to later tell Heinrich about Gruppenführer Heydrich’s anger fit. He would certainly like to hear that. Meanwhile the adjutant mumbled something I couldn’t quite make out because I was too far away, but whatever he said made the Chief of SD explode.

      “What the hell does it matter if they didn’t want to die because of ‘a little box?!’ They should have been ready to do that! That little box was worth more than all of their miserable lives put together!!! I hope that the Brits will kill them all, the traitors of the Reich! Their feet better not step on our Fatherland’s ground ever again, I will personally order their execution, and their families too!!! Cowardly bastards!”

      I realized that Gruppenführer wasn’t going to stop yelling any time soon and walked back to the radio room, where Barbara was waiting in anticipation.

      “Well? What did he say? Was he mad? He was mad, right?”

      “Mad is not the correct word to describe his current state, Barbara.” I shook my head. “Furious and spitting fire is more like it. Right now he’s busy yelling at his poor adjutant.”

      “Oh God! Do you think he’ll yell at us too?”

      “Most likely. You know how it is, the messenger who brings the bad news is the one who gets shot first.”

      “But it’s not like it’s our fault? We’re just decoding messages.”

      Barbara, just like most of the staff at the SD, was terrified of Heydrich. Cold and unemotional, with a heart as warm as a piece of ice (if he had a heart at all), Gruppenführer Heydrich was prone to violence not only toward the “inferior races” outside the Reich, but also found some sadistic pleasure in torturing his fellow Germans, sometimes emotionally (and here his own staff was no exception), sometimes literally (from time to time offering “a hand” to the main Gestapo executor, Gruppenführer Müller). No wonder that the Führer called him the man with the iron heart. A perfect Nazi.

      “We’re decoding something that he doesn’t want to hear. And he considers it our fault.”

      “Oh, Annalise! I wish I could be as calm as you.”

      “So relax. What is he going to do? Kill us? No. We’ll get our yelling just like everybody else and will happily go home to sleep. No big deal. No different from any other day.”

      I finally made Barbara smile.

      “I’ll just keep reminding myself that I’m helping my country.”

      “Good idea, Barbara. That’s exactly how I start every morning: I stand in front of the mirror and keep repeating ‘I love my job’ till I get sick.”

      She giggled, and I sighed. I wasn’t lying, for the past nine months I was really standing in front of the mirror every single morning trying to persuade myself that it was all worth doing; the dark uniform with SS runes on it, my work in SD, which sometimes included intercepting messages from the Allies, sometimes pretending to be one of their agents and spreading disinformation, and last, but not least, the cherry on top of it all, my boss Gruppenführer Heydrich, whom I hated with all my heart.

      I finally understood what Heinrich meant when he told me not to think of him as a good man: even though he was a double agent, he was still pretending to be a faithful Nazi fighting for the victory of the Reich. And now I became one of the Nazis. Literally. After two months of both physical and ideological training, I for the first time put on my SS uniform and hated my own reflection.

      Since that day, despite all the underground work I was doing, I was still helping the Reich, even though not willingly but I was still harming the Allies, and sometimes I couldn’t help but ask myself if all the underground work outweighed all the damage I kept causing day after day. A Jewish SS-Helferin. If my grandmother saw me on the street wearing my military uniform, she would have strangled me. I wouldn’t blame her. Sometimes I was getting very close to strangling myself. Both her and my parents were sure that I was still working for my old ballet company. I was only twenty years old and already lying to my family about my job. And about my second, illegal job. That’s what the Reich did to me.

      “Ladies?” Heydrich’s adjutant stuck his head inside the room, interrupting my thoughts. “You can go home. We are done for today. Thank you for staying late. Heil Hitler.”

      He didn’t look happy, but was still trying to be polite with us. We both responded with a tired “Heil Hitler” and reached for our purses. That day was finally over.

      Heinrich refused to go home until I was done and was waiting for me in his office. When I opened the door to his office myself (he let his adjutant go a long time ago), I found him nodding in his chair. He had relaxed his tie and unbuttoned a couple of buttons on his shirt.

      “Heinrich,” I called him quietly. He didn’t react, and I slightly touched his shoulder. “Sweetheart, wake up.”

      He opened his eyes and straightened out in his chair right away – a military habit. Even in the morning he would get up right after he would open his eyes. I for one couldn’t stop hugging my pillow begging for another five minutes.

      “Any news?”

      “Yes, darling. Unfortunately, only bad. The British have Enigma.”

      A wide smile crossed his face and he gave me a tight hug, still sitting in his chair. I stroked his hair and kissed him on the top of his head. We couldn’t openly congratulate each other in the main SD office, and nonverbal communication was the only one available for the moment.

      “That’s absolutely terrible. Do you think they’ll be able to crack it?”

      “It’s just a matter of time, but I’m sure they will, and then they’ll be able to decode all of our messages. It’s really devastating.”

      We looked each other in the eye. Yes, it was all worth doing after all.
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      Berlin, September 1941

      

      Ursula’s baby girl kept reaching for the cross on my wrist no matter how many times I was pulling it away from her tiny hands. I was wearing it all the time now, taking it off only to take a shower, but even then it was laying right there on the sink, within a hand’s reach. As my husband once said, you can never be too careful.

      “I’m so jealous!” Ursula put down her cup and sighed. “I can’t believe you’re going to Poland. Never have children, dear, it’s just too much work. I’m missing everything! I still can’t forgive myself for not going to Paris with you and Heinrich.”

      “You couldn’t even walk because of your belly when we were leaving for Paris!” I laughed and shifted little Greta on my lap so she would leave my cross alone. “And don’t be upset, France is a part of the Reich now, so you can go there anytime you want.”

      “You brought so many beautiful dresses from there! It’s impossible to get something like that here! I wanted to go shopping in Paris with you so bad!”

      “What’s the point? I’m not even wearing those dresses now, except for on special occasions and weekends. The rest of the time – uniform, uniform, uniform. I’m so sick of it already! So don’t complain. You at least can wear patterns.”

      Ursula chuckled and shook her head.

      “Well, you can travel for work, though.”

      “Trust me, it’s not the kind of travel you want to do.”

      Ursula looked at me, confused.

      “What are you talking about? Last time we were in Poland we had so much fun!”

      “Last time we were in a big city as tourists. I’m not going to the city. I’m going to a concentration camp, and, trust me, that’s the last place I want to go to.”

      “Why did you agree then?”

      I shrugged.

      “Because I haven’t seen my brother for more than a year. He just doesn’t sound right in his letters. He wasn’t happy with his position as a ghetto guard, but since he’s been transferred to Auschwitz, he just… I don’t know. I’m really worried for him. Good thing that Gruppenführer Heydrich needs a stenographer for his upcoming inspection, and I almost begged him on my knees to take me with him. This way I’ll be able to at least talk to Norbert myself, to see how he lives there, how the conditions are… Maybe ask Gruppenführer to transfer him here, to Berlin.”

      “Do you think he’d agree to that?”

      “I don’t know. He’s not a person who does favors. But I’m still hoping.”

      Heinrich was very much against me going as well. Till the last day when I was already packing a little suitcase, he kept asking me if I would change my mind. Finally, I couldn’t take him following me around the room and sat on the bed, still holding a folded shirt on my knees.

      “Heinrich, I really have to go. I need to see Norbert. I need to make sure that he’s all right.”

      “You understand that among the things that you will also have to see will be barracks and inmates?”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “It’s not a place a woman should see.”

      “And nevertheless many Jewish women are in that place.”

      “They didn’t have a choice.”

      “Well, it looks like neither did my brother.” I placed the shirt on top of the other things already in the suitcase and patted the spot next to me, inviting my husband to sit beside me. “Maybe I’ll be able to persuade Gruppenführer Heydrich to transfer him someplace else.”

      Heinrich sighed, but sat next to me.

      “I’m worried about you. You can blow your cover.”

      “Why would I blow my cover?” I was genuinely surprised by his words. After all I was just a part of the inspection staff and wasn’t going to do anything illegal.

      “You couldn’t stand the sight of one little thirsty girl when your parents were leaving. Now imagine a hundred starving, mistreated, beaten children, walking around looking like skeletons and looking at you with their big helpless eyes. You will start your protesting again, and Heydrich will leave you right there along with them.”

      I didn’t think of that. Or actually I was trying not to think of that.

      “I won’t start any protesting, I promise. I’ll just follow him, my head in my notepad, trying not to look around. Deal?”

      Heinrich sadly nodded and kissed me on my forehead.

      “Let me know when you’re ready, I’ll take you to the station.”

      He left the room, and I asked myself once again, how my life could change so drastically in the course of just three years. Just three short years ago I was a happy and carefree girl with a dream job in a ballet company, a loving family, a beautiful house, friends, hopes… What happened to her? The house was signed over to the Party in order to stop any suspicions concerning my father’s whereabouts, family had to find a refuge in a different country, brother forced into the military, and ballet shoes and a tutu were replaced by leather boots, black SS uniform, and a cross with a cyanide capsule in it. The Reich took it all from me.

      I involuntarily touched an eagle sewn onto the left sleeve of my uniform jacket, and suddenly got ashamed of my own thoughts. I was still alive after all. My family was alive and not forced into labor camps like the rest of the Jewish population. I had a wonderful husband and an opportunity to fight against my fascist government, and that alone was making me glad. I closed the suitcase, put on my military side hat, leather gloves, and went downstairs. The whining days are over. Time to fight.
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      “Would you like us to bring you something to eat, Annalise? Some coffee, maybe?”

      I smiled at the two officers at the door of my coupe and shook my head.

      “No, I’m fine, thank you.”

      “Are you sure? We’re arriving in about half an hour, and then God knows when we’ll have time for a snack.”

      “I’m sure. I’m really not hungry. Thank you again.”

      They nodded and slid the door closed behind them. I was the only woman on the almost twenty-people inspection team, and I had to give my SD “brothers” that, they treated me like a princess. Throughout the whole trip they made sure that I was as comfortable as I could be, taking care of my suitcase, coffee and even leaving our coupe when they had to smoke. I was more than happy that the snobby Heydrich would only share his coupe with his adjutant, and therefore I didn’t have to see his face at all during the trip.

      My companions came back right before the train started slowing down, and in several minutes we stopped at the station, from where we were supposed to take cars and drive the rest of the way. We could easily make it to Auschwitz by the same train, but Gruppenführer Heydrich found it distasteful to take the same route as the Jewish transports took. He tried to distance himself from the “filthy Jews” as much as he could.

      I’d never been to a concentration camp before and was very nervous when we approached the gates with an Arbeit Macht Frei sign on them. “Work brings you freedom.” Even the officers in the car stopped their chit-chat and were looking around with pensive looks on their faces. The whole atmosphere was morbid and gloomy, and I definitely could see why Norbert was so sick of this place.

      As we stepped out of the car I immediately walked closer to Gruppenführer Heydrich’s adjutant and took my notepad and pencil out just in case they needed something written down. Heydrich meanwhile was introducing his closest officers to the camp Kommandant, Rudolf Höss. The latter was visibly surprised to see a woman among the staff and motioned his head in my direction.

      “This is my stenographer, Annalise Friedmann,” Heydrich explained with visible reluctance. “Her brother is one of your guards, and she was pestering me for several days to come along to see him. Normally I wouldn’t allow that, but she’s the fastest in our office and hardly ever makes a mistake.”

      I faked an embarrassed smile.

      “I don’t remember having any Friedmanns under my command.” The Kommandant gave me a confused look.

      “My maiden name is Meissner, Herr Kommandant. My brother is Norbert Meissner.”

      “Oh, right, Meissner. Good soldier. Never any problems with him.” Höss turned to Heydrich again, absolutely ignoring me for the rest of the inspection. “Herr Gruppenführer, what would you like to start with?”

      Even though I promised Heinrich to keep my head in my notepad the whole time, it was simply impossible to ignore what was going on around us. Walking around the vast camp territory like a king observing his people, who all had to immediately stop whatever they were doing and freeze with their striped hats off at the sight of him and Gruppenführer, the Kommandant was proudly explaining how he was able to triple the production on both construction sites and gravel pits thanks to the growing population of the camp, which now consisted of more than ten thousand inmates compared to the seven hundred first brought to Auschwitz in June 1940. The problem was that the barracks became too overcrowded, and Himmler authorized the construction of Auschwitz II, which had already begun.

      “I instructed both the guards and Sonderkommandos to encourage the prisoners so the construction would be completed in record time.” The Kommandant grinned. “Would you like to know how?”

      “Surprise me.” Heydrich stopped for a moment and crossed his arms over his chest, smiling.

      “Right now over eight hundred inmates are sleeping in barracks that can only house five hundred and fifty. When you sleep with someone’s foot in your face, with ten more people next to you, you will be more than encouraged!”

      Höss and Heydrich, along with several other officers standing next to them, burst into laughter. I felt absolutely disgusted by both of them.

      “But I also work on resolving their little ‘housing problem’ by other means as well, according to your, Reichsmarschall Goering’s and Reichsführer Himmler’s directive. Shall we proceed to Block Eleven now?”

      “Absolutely. Reichsführer is very anxious to get my report on Monday. Make sure it will be good.”

      “Oh, I can guarantee you that, Herr Gruppenführer! This way, please.”

      As we walked along the barracks, warehouses and administrative buildings, I couldn’t help but look around. The inmates looked like shadows, cheekbones protruding under their sad eyes, which looked too big on their bony faces. Some of them had visible signs of the brutal treatment I’ve heard so much from Norbert about, split lips and broken noses adding more horror to the picture. Women didn’t look any better than men. Only as we passed their barracks, I noticed that they weren’t wearing regular shoes, but some kind of wooden ones, ill fitted and obviously uncomfortable, without even any socks preventing them from hurting their feet. How could they possibly work in those for more than twelve hours? And I always thought that my pointe shoes were a torture. I put my head down and decided to look under my feet, just under my feet and nowhere else.

      “You might want to put it down, both of you,” Gruppenführer Heydrich addressed me and his adjutant. Deep in my thoughts, I didn’t notice how we stopped by some kind of a brick bunker, standing in isolation from the rest of the camp. “I need the exact numbers for my report.”

      I froze with my pencil on top of my notepad, waiting for him to speak. The Kommandant spoke first, “Well, first of all we’re still experimenting, but within only several months we’ve moved very much forward with executing the Final Solution directive.”

      Final Solution? What the hell is that? Whatever it was, it wasn’t an official directive, since I’d never heard anything about it on the radio, neither had I seen anything like that in papers.

      “And?”

      “And… the good news is that during the last experiment we were able to kill as many as nine hundred people at once.”

      “Nine hundred? How did you do that? Definitely not by the van method.”

      “No, Reichsführer was clear on that matter, if we want to exterminate all the Jewish population of Europe within the next several years, the vans are just not big enough. How many people can you gas in a van? Maximum forty-fifty. Using my newly researched method, we’ll be able to gas as many as a thousand, maybe two thousand people at once, within a matter of… probably half an hour. Please, follow me.”

      An SS guard opened the door leading to the bunker, and we all came down into a damp basement with a faint smell of some kind of a chemical in the air. I looked around and felt shivers down my spine. Heinrich was right. I shouldn’t have come here at all. I really wanted to go home and not listen to what the Kommandant and Heydrich were talking about.

      “What’s that smell?” Heydrich inquired, scrunching his nose.

      “And this is my pride and joy, Herr Gruppenführer. It’s the gas that we used during the experiment, which has proven itself much more effective than the exhaust pipe, previously used with the van method. My deputy first tested it on the Soviet prisoners of war, and it worked like magic.”

      “It’s not dangerous for us to inhale it now, is it?” Heydrich frowned at the Kommandant.

      “Absolutely not, Herr Gruppenführer. It’s just a residue. The block has been ventilated for several days already and is absolutely safe.”

      “What kind of a gas is it?”

      “You’ve probably heard of it. Zyklon B, a cyanide-containing pesticide. It’s an improved version of the other Zyklon, first used during the Great War.”

      “Oh yes, I have heard of it. We tried it first during the euthanasia program. And how exactly does it work?”

      “Well, the principle is the same as in the van method: we put all these people inside, lock the gas proof door, but instead of an exhaust pipe we drop the gas capsules through the vents on the roof. The more people inside, the faster it dissolves in the air. As I’ve been told it works best at high temperatures. So in our case body heat does its thing just perfectly.”

      “How long does it take for them to die?”

      “During our first experiment it was around fifteen to thirty minutes.”

      “Why not the exact time?”

      “Because the time of the death we were calculating based on the noise inside. At the very beginning they were all screaming very loudly, in about fifteen minutes half of the screams stopped and after thirty minutes we didn’t hear anything at all. Again, if you compare it to the van method, you can see how much faster it takes. Vans would sometimes have to run for the whole hour for the last one to die.”

      “Excellent. Reichsführer will be very glad to hear that. But you said it was the good news, what’s the bad news?”

      “The bad news is that this particular basement is not really suitable. It’s hard to ventilate it and besides it’s too far from the crematorium. We can’t drag all these nine hundred bodies back and forth all the time. I’ve already started building a new complex solely as a gassing facility.”

      “The same kind of a construction?”

      “Not really. I’ve come up with a better idea. Instead of building a bunker that looks more than suspicious, you have to agree with me,” both of them chuckled, “I’m building them a sauna.”

      “A sauna? I’m not sure I quite follow you.”

      “Herr Gruppenführer, allow me to explain everything. Reichsführer had selected Auschwitz as the first, in the Reich history, extermination camp. Not just concentration, extermination. Very soon I’ll start receiving thousands of people sent from all over the annexed territories, and out of those thousands at least a third will need to be got rid of upon arrival. Children, women with small children, elderly, otherwise unfit for the work, you know what I mean. So how can I possibly take them all to some suspicious bunker without causing a major panic?”

      An evil smile crossed Gruppenführer’s face.

      “That’s right. I tell them that they have to undergo a disinfection process. They go very willingly, take off all their clothes, even get some soap and towels, and walk inside the shower room. We’re even installing shower heads in order for them to think that they’re really going to shower. And then we lock the door and drop the gas inside.”

      Heydrich burst into laughter.

      “You’re an evil genius, Rudolf, I swear! How did you even come up with such a plan? A shower room! This is hilarious! Reichsführer will love that!”

      “I’m very pleased to hear that, Herr Gruppenführer. Would you like to take a little coffee break before we take a ride to the new construction sites?”

      “That would be great, my friend. A shower room! I can’t wait to tell him!”

      Still laughing, he passed right by me, brushing my shoulder, back to the entrance of the room. I felt blood filling my mouth from the inside of my lip I bit too hard in order not to start crying. I followed the laughing chief of SD and the camp Kommandant outside, back to the light. I was thinking about the nine hundred people who never saw it again.
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      I was slowly stirring my coffee without taking my eyes off Heydrich. We were all sitting in the Kommandant’s living room in his big villa just outside the camp. The Kommandant’s wife was playing hostess and making sure that Gruppenführer was happy with everything. He was more than happy. He was joking all the time, telling stories, and paying complements to both the Kommandant and his wife. Sometimes she would excuse herself for five minutes to go check on the children. They had their children living with them in that hell-hole of a place.

      A maid, obviously an inmate, offered me a platter of biscuits with a faint smile. I smiled back at her and shook my head. I couldn’t even drink my coffee, let alone eat anything. I still had a chemical taste in my mouth, and it was making me sick. Everything was making me sick: the chemical smell, the Kommandant, his smiling wife, the barking dogs outside, the guards, and most of all Heydrich. I couldn’t stop staring at him and thinking what kind of a monster could possibly be so indifferent to other people’s suffering. Not even indifferent, he was enjoying talking about it. He was discussing it like someone would discuss a play they just saw or a restaurant they’ve just been to.

      “Annalise, do you need something?” I guess he got annoyed by my staring and couldn’t ignore it anymore.

      “No, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “Oh, that’s right, I completely forgot about your brother.” He gave a different interpretation to my insistent look. “Why don’t you go see him now? We still have about a couple of hours before we leave. Rudolf, it’s not too much trouble, is it?”

      “Oh no, not at all. Most of the guards are resting now anyway.” He turned to his adjutant. “Franz, escort her to the guards’ barrack.”

      “Jawohl, Herr Kommandant.”

      I followed Höss’s adjutant outside, to the welcoming darkness of the cool September night. Two guards with dogs on short leashes opened the gates to the camp for us. In the dark everything looked even more terrifying, and I involuntarily shuddered. The spotlights kept searching the ground sometimes blinding me, dogs were going off as soon as we would approach them; not a single soul was outside, the wooden barracks now standing in dead silence with their victims sleeping on top of each other inside, like in tombs in the cemetery.

      As we were approaching the administrative buildings, where the SS guard barracks were situated, I started to hear distinctive laughter and even singing. Whoever it was, they sounded drunk. I looked at Franz, and he smiled at me.

      “Don’t worry, they won’t bother you,” he said, as if reading my mind. “I’ll call your brother outside, all right? What was his name again?”

      “Norbert Meissner.”

      “Meissner. Got it.”

      Franz left me not too far from the entrance to one of the barracks, pointing out to a little bench, to which the light of the bright lamp didn’t reach. I was glad he left me in a shadow as he walked inside. I started to feel cold in my thin woolen uniform and rubbed my shoulders with both hands, trying to somehow warm myself.

      Suddenly a shriek pierced the silence, accompanied by loud barking. It was definitely a woman who was screaming, and it was right behind the barracks. I jumped to my feet and ran toward the sound, all the way along the wall, to the back of the building. Now along with the barking and screaming I heard men laughing and saying something that I couldn’t quite make out.

      As soon as I turned round the corner, I stopped at once, gasping in shock from what I saw. Three SS guards were holding a young girl, struggling against their hands, while the fourth one was slowly releasing the leash on his viciously barking German Shepherd, letting him closer and closer to the girl. She was completely naked, with her clothes laying beneath her feet on the ground. One of the guards holding the girl drank from the bottle he was holding in his free hand and then forced the bottle into the girl’s mouth.

      “Here, have a drink, Süße!” The rest of the guards laughed even harder, while the one with the bottle poured the alcohol inside the girl’s mouth, making her cough and gasp for air. “Don’t you spit it, you little bitch, drink to the victory of the Reich!”

      The girl yanked her head backward, desperately trying to get away from the bottle, but the guard only got angrier with that.

      “You put this fuckin’ bottle in your mouth right now, you Jew whore, or I swear I’ll put it between your legs!”

      “Yes, do it!” His drunken SS buddies were more than enthusiastic about his latest idea.

      “What the hell are you doing to her?!” I finally regained control over my voice again. “Let her go!”

      The four pair of eyes turned to me, and I nervously gulped. I suddenly wished that I had a gun on me, but office SS-Helferinnen staff weren’t allowed to carry any.

      “And who the hell are you?” the one with the bottle finally asked.

      “I’m Gruppenführer Heydrich’s personal assistant.” I tried to say as confidently as I could, considering the situation.

      “Oh yeah?” A sarcastic smile crossed his face. “And what are you assisting him with?”

      “Maybe you can assist us with something too?” Another one gave me a dirty wink and all of them laughed.

      “I don’t think it’s appropriate to talk in this manner to a member of an official SD inspection staff, officers. And I also don’t think that this kind of a behavior is approved by your superiors.”

      “Well, they aren’t here right now, are they?”

      “Why don’t you have a drink with us then?”

      “You’re very pretty, you know.”

      “Yeah, much prettier than this one.”

      Why don’t I have the goddamn gun?

      The one with the bottle walked toward me, but I didn’t step away. They’re like dogs, if you start running it’ll only trigger them. I had to meet them face to face, even though the cold sweat dampened my shirt under my uniform jacket. He stopped inches away from me, and I could clearly smell alcohol on his breath. For some reason adrenalin gave me such a desperate confidence that I wasn’t even feeling scared anymore. Instead I smiled, squinted my eyes at him and said very quietly, through gritted teeth.

      “Don’t even think about touching me, or you’ll be hanging right on those gates by the next morning.”

      “You’re a tough girl, aren’t you?”

      “I have tough people behind me.”

      “Are you his girl? You’re his girl, right? That’s why he brought you here. You’re very pretty. Don’t worry, we wouldn’t touch the general’s girl.”

      “Leave that one alone too. She’s Jewish after all. Of course, if you don’t want to join the rest of the inmates here for Rassenschande.”

      “Oh, here you are, Annalise!”

      The Kommandant’s adjutant’s voice behind my back. Just in time. I could hardly contain a sigh of relief and turned around to see his angry face as his gaze turned from me to the naked girl and the rest of the SS guards.

      “What the hell are you doing?! How many times have you been told?! You, Jew-girl, put your clothes on, now! And all of you will report to the Kommandant in the morning, got it?! Now get lost!!!”

      “Jawohl.”

      The guards, visibly upset that their “party” came to such an abrupt end, staggered to one of the barracks without saying a word. The girl picked up her clothes from the ground and was putting them on with shaking hands, still quietly sobbing.

      “Schnell, schnell, I don’t have all night!” The girl started to move faster. Franz turned to me and pointed in the direction from where he’d come from. “Your brother was looking for you behind that warehouse, just call out his name and you’ll find him, all right? I have to take this one back to her barrack.”

      I just nodded and went where he told me to. My heart was still racing, and I wiped sweaty palms on my skirt. As I turned the corner, I almost bumped into another SS guard. I tried to jump back, but he grabbed my shoulders before I could get away.

      “Hey! It’s me, silly!”

      “Norbert!” I couldn’t see his face in the dark, but his voice was now like music to my ears. I grabbed his neck and pulled him as close as I could. “Thank God! Oh, I’m so happy to see you!”

      He kissed me on both cheeks and hugged me again.

      “My little baby sister! It’s really you! I almost didn’t believe it when Franz told me that you’re here!”

      We were sitting on the steps of a warehouse next to his barrack and holding hands. He would never hold my hand when we were young kids because I was a girl, and he would look like a sissy in front of his friends. Now we couldn’t let go of each other, our leather gloves off and laying beside us. He did most of the talking and I was just listening, feeling worse and worse after every word he said.

      “I can’t take it anymore. I really can’t. I’m drinking myself to sleep every night just to forget what I saw during the day. What I did, what everybody else did. It’s a death factory, Annalise, that’s what it is. They want all these people dead. They enjoy humiliating them, they enjoy their pain. Here they feel like gods, the master race, rulers of the world, with an absolute power to decide who gets to live and who dies today. They don’t care if it’s a man, a woman, a child, an elderly… It’s cattle for them, not humans, but animals. That’s why they brand them, with ink on their left forearm, to dehumanize them, to make them feel like they’re nothing. I feel so disgusted to be a part of it all, you can’t even imagine! I’m disgusted with myself. I hate myself, Annalise, I really do. I don’t deserve to be alive.”

      “Don’t say that, Norbert!” His words terrified me, and I squeezed his hands harder. “I’ll talk to Gruppenführer Heydrich, I’ll ask him to transfer you somewhere else, I promise!”

      “He wouldn’t listen to you. I spoke to the Kommandant a million times already, and he kept refusing me every single time. He says that I’m among the ones who doesn’t give him any trouble and he needs people like me. He’s right in a sense, after the shift is over I get in my bed with a bottle of vodka and stay there till the next morning, unlike the others.”

      I knew exactly what the others were doing after their shift was over. I just saw it with my own eyes. Norbert didn’t even get surprised after I told him about the incident.

      “That’s quite a common way they entertain themselves. Nothing new. The Kommandant knows, he told them many times to stop it, but he can’t really go out every night and control every single guard. They know it and keep doing their thing.”

      “What would they do to the girl if Franz didn’t stop them?”

      Norbert shrugged.

      “What do you think they would do? Torture her, rape her, let the dog get to her, probably cut her with their daggers, rape her again, beat her, burn her with cigarettes, whatever else comes to their mind. And then take her back to her barrack. If she’s still alive by the next day, she’ll go back to work.”

      I tried to say something but couldn’t find the words. For a minute I was just holding his hand in mine, brushing his already long hair off his face, touching his cheek, pressing my head to his chest. I wanted to take him back home with me so desperately.

      “I’ll get you out of here, I promise, darling,” I finally said, kissing his forehead. “I’ll do anything, but I’ll get you out of here.”

      He walked me back to the Kommandant’s villa and stopped in front of the entrance.

      “You know that I love you very much, Annalise, right?”

      “Of course I do. I love you too, Norbert.”

      “And Mama, and Papa.”

      “I know, darling.”

      “I just wanted to tell you that before we say goodbye.”

      He looked at me, and there was something strange in his eyes.

      “Norbert?”

      “Too bad we didn’t have more time.”

      He kissed me on both cheeks and gave me one long, last hug.

      “Please forgive me if I was a bad brother to you.”

      “You were never a bad brother, Norbert. You were… you are the best brother I could possibly wish for.”

      He smiled at me sadly and stepped back.

      “Tell Mama and Papa that I love them, will you?”

      “Of course I will.”

      “And tell Heinrich to take care of you.”

      “You’ll tell him yourself when you come home for my birthday. Don’t forget that, you promised.”

      He nodded, waved at me and walked toward the camp, his black uniform slowly dissolving in the dark with every step he took, until the night swallowed him completely.
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      I was pressing my forehead to the cold tiles of the bathroom floor, but it didn’t help a bit. Another spasm contracted my stomach, and I threw up in the toilet again. Cold, sticky sweat was covering my whole body, and I couldn’t stop my hands and legs from shaking any more. I was holding myself together for too long. I managed to be charming and nice to my companions all the way back home. I even decoded my notes and wrote them down neatly for Gruppenführer Heydrich even before we got off the train in Berlin, word by word reliving everything I heard and saw in Auschwitz. He even condescendingly shook my hand before I got inside the car, where Heinrich was waiting for me.

      “I must admit, you did very well, Annalise. I would never have expected it from a woman. Good job. And don’t forget that you signed the confidentiality agreement, and the information about our inspection must not be delivered to anyone under any circumstances. Your immediate family members included.”

      In other words, tell anyone that we’re planning to exterminate all the Jewish population of Europe and you’ll join them. I just nodded.

      “I understand, Herr Gruppenführer. Thank you again for this wonderful opportunity.”

      “My pleasure. I’ll see you in the office Monday.”

      “Yes, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      I gave Heinrich a kiss and a smile and was talking about how nice the Kommandant’s villa was on the way back home. He didn’t ask me anything. I think he knew that I couldn’t stop talking and laughing because of the nerves. But as soon as I walked inside our house and Rolf rushed toward me and jumped on me, scratching me with his huge paws, his teeth so white and sharp as he was licking my hands, looking just like all those other German Shepherds who were trained to tear people apart just by one single command. I couldn’t hold it anymore. I pushed the dog away and ran to the closest bathroom on the first floor.

      I was vomiting and crying for more than several minutes already, screaming at Heinrich to leave me alone through the closed door. He wanted to help, but there was nothing he could do. I just wanted to be left in peace. I curled up on the floor with my knees pulled up to my chest and stayed that way till both the spasms and the tears stopped. Cold tiles felt good. The faint lavender smell from the sachets that Magda put in every room was comforting and familiar. Little by little I started breathing deeper and slower, my tight muscles relaxing and the pounding in my head getting weaker and weaker.

      I got up, took all my clothes off, opened the shower, and stepped inside. I washed myself several times from head to toes making sure that I no longer smelled of that gas that seemed to be stuck inside my nostrils forever. I made sure that I no longer had any Auschwitz dust on me, nothing to remind me of that hell. I rubbed myself with a washcloth till my skin was squeaky clean and only then I got out of the shower. I wrapped myself in a thick towel and, still wet, walked out of the bathroom, looking for Heinrich.

      He was in his study, going through some papers. He lifted his head as soon as he saw me standing at the door but didn’t move. I guess he wasn’t sure if I was ready to talk. I wasn’t. But I still walked up to him, got on his lap and curled in his arms, dampening his shirt with my wet hair. He didn’t mind, he kept brushing his fingers through it, till it got dark out, till I felt safe again and till I finally fell asleep.
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      “What the hell does it mean unconfirmed information?! I’m the one who’s confirming it!!!”

      Ingrid put a finger to her mouth in a universal sign of silence, but I couldn’t help screaming. I was outraged by the reply that Adam just delivered from the Allied Intelligence Service. They didn’t believe me. They didn’t believe a single word I said about Auschwitz.

      I was pacing around the living room in Ingrid and Rudolf’s townhouse, feeling an urge to break something. Adam was sitting quietly in the corner while Rudolf was refilling his and Heinrich’s glasses with whiskey. The house, in which the two undercover agents lived, was as big as ours, and maybe even grander. No wonder, since according to their legend they both belonged to the German aristocracy, Rudolf posing as a wealthy banker and Ingrid as a talented cello player, which allowed her to easily travel all over the newly established Reich, which seemed to be growing bigger and bigger from day to day, and do her underground work without causing any suspicion.

      They were both the longest working agents in Berlin, who had never been compromised. Calculated, rational and extremely careful about every single operation or connection they made, the couple had only earned my admiration. It seemed that they always knew what to do and had the answer to every question. I wasn’t surprised, maybe if I had been working for the Intelligence Service for almost fifteen years like Ingrid or twenty like her “husband,” I’d have it all figured out too. But this time even they didn’t look too happy.

      “Don’t take it personally, Annalise,” Ingrid said calmly. “They have their protocols and all they do is follow them. I understand how they find it difficult to believe what one German girl thinks she heard.”

      “They were talking about nine hundred people they killed, Ingrid. Nine hundred!”

      “Well, did you see their bodies?”

      “I didn’t need to!!! I was there and I saw the basement with my own eyes! I smelled the gas in the air, it was still there, what kind of other proof do they want?!”

      “Maybe you misinterpreted their words. Even to me it sounded too extreme, for the SS to start mass gassing the Jewish population and especially the prisoners of war, which breaks all the rules of war. And I live here and see what they do every day. So put yourself in place of our agents on the other side, do you think they’ll find this sort of information credible?”

      “Have you been to Auschwitz, Ingrid?” I crossed my arms over my chest and looked her straight in the eyes. She remained silent. “No. And I have. I know what I saw and what I heard. It’s the new directive administered by the Führer himself called ‘The Final Solution to the Jewish Problem.’ They want to exterminate the whole Jewish population of Europe. How can you possibly misinterpret that?!”

      “Annalise is an extremely smart girl, Ingrid.” My husband took my side like he always did. “And she never exaggerates facts. She knows what she’s talking about.”

      “I’m sure she does.” Ingrid sighed. “But our hands are tied in this situation. All we could do was deliver the information. It was up to them whether they would take it into consideration or disregard it. They chose to disregard it, so… all we can do is move on.”

      “And let them continue killing thousands of people a day,” I concluded.

      “They’re killing thousands of people a day bombing British cities as well,” Ingrid said. “And trust me, it concerns the Allies much more than whatever the SS does to its own people here, in the Reich.”

      I sat down on a little sofa near the window and rested my head in my hands. I felt tired and helpless. Heinrich sat next to me and slightly rubbed my back, silently comforting me.

      “Annalise, I know how you feel.” Rudolf’s deep voice always had a relaxing effect on me. I always thought that he should have been a doctor or a pastor. “I’ve been in a situation like yours many, many times. All you can do is let it go for now. And in the future, if you can get some proof to add to whatever we already sent them, copies of orders maybe, recorded conversations, whatever it is, trust me, they’ll reopen this file again. We have to concentrate on other things for now. Sound fair?”

      I just nodded.

      “Good. Now let’s do a little brainstorming. How can we install a microphone in SD-Ausland main office without compromising ourselves?”
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      I looked around the hospital examination room once again and found its sterile atmosphere somewhat comforting. For the past two weeks I had developed a paranoid obsession with the idea that after inhaling that residue of Zyklon B gas I had somehow poisoned myself and was now slowly dying to say the least, even though the rest of the inspection staff seemed to be very healthy.

      I absolutely lost my appetite and was constantly sick just from looking at food. I felt sleepy and exhausted all day, unable to concentrate on the easiest task at work. I wasn’t sure if the recurring headaches and dizziness was from the gas poisoning or from the lack of food. Heinrich finally couldn’t ignore my condition anymore and made me take a couple of hours off work to go to a hospital.

      Of course I couldn’t tell the doctor where I thought I really inhaled the gas, so I made up a story that a gardener was using this pesticide called Zyklon on our trees, and I thought I could have accidentally poisoned myself with it. Surprisingly, the doctor laughed at my suggestion and reassured me that if I really inhaled the gas, I would have been long dead. Nevertheless, he checked all my vital signs, asked me a million or more questions and then concluded with a smile, “Most likely you’re just pregnant. Nothing to worry about.”

      “I can’t be pregnant!” I said much louder than I should have, judging by the doctor’s face.

      “Why not? You’re a healthy young married woman, why wouldn’t you be?”

      Because my husband and I tried to be very careful not to get me pregnant and even wouldn’t have sex on certain days of a month, I wanted to reply. But I couldn’t, since any means of contraception were strictly prohibited by the German government.

      “Well… I don’t know. Why are you so sure that I’m pregnant?”

      “First of all, you can’t even remember your first missed period. Second, you’re constantly nauseous, dizzy, sensitive to scents, feeling tired all day… do you feel that your… excuse me, chest area is more sensitive now?”

      I did feel that my “chest area” was more sensitive, but I’d thought that I developed a cancer or something after visiting the gas bunker. I closed my eyes with one hand and moaned, “Oh God, I’m pregnant.”

      “You should be happy about it, not upset! You’re going to become a mother soon!”

      I wasn’t sure how the role of a mother would fit into my already double life as an SS-Helferin and a counterintelligence agent, and sighed.

      “Right. Fantastic.”

      The doctor looked confused with my reaction to the news and after a pause added, “You should come back in a month, just to make sure that we’re right. And please, feel free to ask any questions that might interest you.”

      “No, I think it’s more than enough information for one day, doctor, thank you.”

      “All right. I’ll see you in a month then. Congratulations!”

      “Thanks.”

      Heinrich didn’t even try to hide his excitement. He kept patting my still absolutely flat belly with enthusiasm that made me roll my eyes each time. Right after I told him he immediately took the cross off my wrist and declared in a tone that wouldn’t stand any objections that my “career” as a spy was officially over. I would still work in the SD office for at least several more months, but all the intelligence games were now off limits for me. I was actually very much surprised by my husband’s reaction. I was sure that he would react at least like me, if not more upset. Instead he lifted me in his arms and covered my face in kisses.

      “Weren’t you just saying that we should wait till it’s all over?” I squinted my eyes at him.

      “Who cares what I was saying? We’re having a baby!”

      He was so genuinely happy that I started feeling the same way too. Yes, we were having a baby, my husband’s baby, who I loved to no end.
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      Ursula couldn’t be more excited that our children would be almost the same age. She was already hoping that Heinrich and I would have a boy and he would marry her little Greta when they grew up. I kept shaking my head and laughing at her.

      “I don’t know what all of you are talking about. I don’t even feel any different!” I shrugged at my best friend as we were strolling in the park, her pushing a baby carriage with Greta in it.

      “Well, you’re right. You don’t feel any different till you first feel your baby move inside of you. The best feeling in the world, I have to tell you! I was crying for half an hour after I felt the first kick.”

      “I guess. Right now it’s very hard for me to believe that I have someone else living inside my body.”

      “Give it a little time. How amazing it is to have a new life growing inside of you, right? We, women, can actually grow a new human being inside of us. We are like goddesses!”

      I laughed. Ursula should have been a writer, she always had the best metaphors to describe the most trivial things.

      “Right. We grow that new life, bring it to the world and our men start another war and kill it.”

      “What can we do?” She sighed. “They’re men. They always fight.”

      Greta started stretching her little hands to her mother and making noises, clearly indicating that she wanted out of the carriage. Just before Ursula made a motion toward the baby, I asked her, “Can I carry her? I’m trying to get used to having a baby in my arms.”

      “Oh, please, be my guest!” She seemed more than relieved by my request. “After you have your own, you will get so tired of it that you’ll want to put it back where it came from.”

      I laughed again and carefully took Greta in my arms, thinking that since I last held her she’d gotten a lot heavier.

      “She grows so fast!” I remarked to Ursula.

      “Too fast. And Max is already begging me for another one.”

      “He’s such a great father. He constantly dotes on her, it’s so adorable!”

      “Heinrich’s going to be a great father too. He loves children.”

      “I know. He loves this one already, even though it’s the size of a peanut.”

      “Wait till you hold your newborn in your hands. Your life will change completely.”

      I tried to imagine what it would be like, but for some reason I couldn’t. Probably it’s one of those things that you have to experience, I thought to myself, fixing Greta’s knitted hat. The baby didn’t feel alien in my hands anymore.
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      I was feeling very nervous waiting in Gruppenführer Heydrich’s anteroom, while his adjutant was inside his office, going over some documentation with him. I’d been asking him to see me for more than two weeks, but kept getting the same reply that “Herr Gruppenführer didn’t have time.” At last he decided to “generously” allow me a short meeting with him just to stop my nagging.

      Finally, the door to his office opened and the adjutant motioned me inside. I quickly got up and walked in, trying to look as calm as I could, considering the favor that I came to ask Heydrich for.

      “Heil Hitler!” I said clear and loud, just the way he demanded it from all the subordinates.

      “Heil Hitler,” the Chief of SD replied without lifting his eyes from the documents on his desk. Instead he motioned me to a chair next to it. “Sit down and please, make it quick, I only have five minutes.”

      I sat down, straightened my uniform skirt and took a deep breath.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, I’ve come to ask you for something.”

      He lifted his ice-cold, blue eyes at me.

      “What is it?”

      “You see, after I spoke to my brother in… Poland,” I said carefully. “He… doesn’t seem to occupy the right position, as it appeared to me.”

      Heydrich put down his pen.

      “Do you want him to get a promotion?”

      “No, no, that’s not what I meant!” I realized he’d misinterpreted my words and tried to correct myself. “I meant that he feels he would be much more useful, to the Reich, on the Eastern front. He wants to transfer to the Waffen-SS again instead of the SS-Totenkopfverbande.”

      He frowned.

      “Why would he do that? It’s not too smart a decision to make. We normally send soldiers to the Eastern front, as a means of punishment.”

      I nodded.

      “I know, Herr Gruppenführer. But he wants to fight for the Reich physically, with the real enemy, if you know what I mean, instead of…”

      I didn’t know how to correctly finish the sentence in order not to anger Heydrich. He kept staring at me with his piercing eyes.

      “He is fighting with the real enemy right now, Annalise. The very real enemy of the Reich – the Jews, the gypsies, and the Bolsheviks. He’s fighting for the future of our master race by getting rid of this filth of life, which is unworthy of living. He’s creating a new future, a better, brighter future for the next generation of Germans, who will be able to breathe freely and walk freely on earth that will belong to them and to them only. How can he not understand and appreciate it? It’s a privilege, not something to be unhappy about.”

      How can I get to this man with his mind being so perverted and purely evil? How can he understand what I’m trying to say when we think so absolutely differently? I tried again from a different angle.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, I know that it’s a big honor to work for the future of the Reich. And believe me, my brother knows it as well. He loves his country more than anything in the world. But different people are born for different things, that’s why we have doctors, lawyers, engineers, musicians… and that’s why he feels like he was born a soldier, not a prison guard. He doesn’t feel in the right place there. He feels…” Depressed, desperate, disgusted, angry, miserable, sickened. I omitted all that and said what the general wanted to hear, “He feels that he can’t bring as much good to his country as he would in the position of a regular soldier. He’s been asking the Kommandant to replace him with someone, but Herr Höss keeps refusing him. So I’m here to ask you to help him, I know that it’s in your powers, so please, be so kind and sign the order for his transfer, and we’ll be forever in debt to you.”

      He eyed me for another moment and then shook his head.

      “No. If Höss thinks he makes a good guard, he’ll stay where he is. It’s the army, not kindergarten, where children switch places because they don’t like where they sit.”

      I couldn’t believe his cold-hearted refusal and just froze in my chair not knowing what else to say.

      “Herr Gruppenführer, I’m begging you, please—”

      “Don’t start your girlie tricks with me with your big eyes and begging,” he abruptly interrupted me before I could finish the sentence. “And don’t even think of crying here, you’re a member of SS, for God’s sake! Don’t embarrass yourself, and go back to work.”

      I had one last chance to persuade him, and I didn’t care anymore if he would get mad at me or not; all I was thinking of was getting my brother out of that hell.

      “Please, listen to me, he can’t stand that place, he’s absolutely miserable, I’m begging you, Herr Gruppenführer, I’ll do anything!”

      “Well then go and do your goddamn job!!! He stays where he is and he better start liking it! Now go! I have work to do.”

      He returned to his paperwork as if I wasn’t even there anymore. I slowly rose from my chair and walked to the exit. I swallowed hard all the tears inside my throat and turned around.

      “Heil Hitler, Herr Gruppenführer.”

      “Heil Hitler.”

      The adjutant closed the door behind me. Hate Hitler!!! I screamed at the top of my lungs inside my mind. But not a sound left my lips. We were a nation of mutes.
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      “I added more milk, Mama! It still doesn’t look right.” Holding a phone between my ear and shoulder, I made a face at what looked like anything but oatmeal. I stirred it, tasted it again, and came to the conclusion that I was hopeless. “I’m not sure that the baby will want to eat something like this. I’m going to be the worst mother ever!”

      My mother’s laughter on the other end brought a smile to my face.

      “Don’t worry, sweetie, every woman thinks that. But then you have your baby, and you just know what to do and how to do it. It’s instinctual. And besides, you have Magda to help you.”

      “I know, but I still wanted to learn to do something myself.”

      “What a great present God gave you for your twenty-first birthday, Herzchen! I had Norbert when I was twenty myself. By the way, did you write him a letter like you wanted to?”

      “I thought about it but then decided not to. He’s getting leave for my birthday and Christmas, so I wanted to tell him in person when he comes here. I wanted to see his face when I tell him that he’ll become an uncle soon.”

      “Too bad I won’t be able to be there with you two.”

      I could sense so much sadness in her voice. There’s nothing worse, for a mother, than being separated from her own children. And I missed her and Papa so much too. Heinrich and I decided to visit them next year for sure. But Norbert didn’t have such an opportunity.

      “Don’t be upset, Mama. We’ll come visit you very soon with Heinrich. I’ll probably look like a cow by then, but we’ll still come.”

      She laughed, and I felt a little better cheering her up.

      “I can’t wait to see your belly!”

      “I don’t have a belly yet, Mama.”

      A loud knock on the door interrupted me.

      “Wait a minute, Mama, someone’s at the door. Actually, let me call you back, I have to throw away whatever it is in the pot.”

      “All right, dear. I love you!”

      “Love you too, Mama. Say hi to Papa!”

      “I will.”

      I hung up and went to get the door, wiping my hands on the apron. It was a mailman.

      “Good afternoon. Frau Friedmann?”

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “I’ve got a letter for you.”

      He handed me an envelope, said goodbye, and left. I looked at the address and smiled. Poland. It was from Norbert. I rushed to open it, but the letter inside wasn’t written by my brother. It had an official inscription on the very top: “From the table of Rudolf Höss, the Kommandant of KZ Auschwitz” and under it, in careful handwriting:

      

      “December 6, 1941

      Dear Frau Friedmann,

      

      It is with my deepest sorrow that I inform you that your brother, SS Obersturmführer Norbert Meissner, has accidentally shot himself while cleaning his weapon. He was pronounced dead by the medical staff of KZ Auschwitz hospital for the SS staff on December 5, 1941.

      I know the sorrow this message has brought you, and it is my hope that in time the knowledge of his heroic service to the Reich, even unto death, may be of sustaining comfort to you.

      On behalf of the SS administration, I extend to you and your family my deepest sympathy in your great loss.

      

      Sincerely yours,

      SS Obersturmbannführer Rudolf Höss, the Kommandant of KZ Auschwitz.”

      

      I was holding the letter in cold shaking hands, reading it again, and again, and again, hoping that the words would somehow miraculously change if I kept looking at them more carefully. It’s a mistake. It can’t be. He’s not dead. My brother is not dead. I read it again. He’s not dead. My only brother is not dead. He can’t be dead.

      “He can’t be dead,” I said out loud. “It’s a mistake. He’s not dead. He’s not dead! He’s alive!!!”

      I dropped to my knees, crushing the letter in my hand and screamed as loud as I could. My brother was dead. He was dead. Dead.
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      Heinrich and I were alone left at the cemetery. Snow mixed with rain already soaked my clothes to my skin, but I didn’t feel anything. I was standing next to the fresh grave still holding wet flowers in my hands. The black onyx cross on my wrist was dangling in the wind, hitting my gloved hand. I liked having it on me again.

      They wanted to bury Norbert in Poland, but I told Heinrich that it would be over my dead body. The doctor wanted to “take care” of the unborn baby that I lost, but I said that they would be buried together, in one grave. He tried to object that it was not technically a baby yet, but I demanded that whatever it was, I wanted it in a box and in the cemetery, right here in Berlin, right next to his uncle.

      They did everything as I wanted. They shipped Norbert’s body to us but wouldn’t let us open the casket. He shot himself in the head. They also sealed the box that they gave me in the hospital so I wouldn’t look at it. I didn’t need to see them both to know that they were dead. Dead and buried deep under the ground, the grave’s black scar still fresh like a wound on white snow. Everything was black, the ground, my clothes, the cross on my wrist, Heinrich behind my back, my heart inside. As soon as the first shovel of dirt hit the casket my black heart pumped the black blood inside my veins, spreading poison throughout my whole body, new shovel, new pump, more poison, one after another, more poison, hatred, evil, death. I knew what I had to do. I knew what had to be done so nobody would feel the way I felt now. He must die. The man who killed my brother and my unborn child must die. The man who wanted to kill millions of other innocent people must die. Heydrich must die.

      I stepped closer to the fresh grave and knelt before it. I gently stroked the cold ground, put the flowers on top of it, and said quietly but firmly, “I swear to you, Norbert, I swear on my life that I will not rest until I see him dead. I swear to you right here and now that I won’t stop while he breathes the same air with me; I won’t stop while he walks on the same ground. You had to die, but the others will survive. I swear to you, darling, your death hasn’t been in vain. I swear I’ll see him dead or will die trying. I swear, darling. I swear.”

      I knew that Heinrich couldn’t hear me. I didn’t want him to hear what I said. I said louder what he had to hear, “Take care of our little angel, Norbert, will you? We will always love and remember you both.”

      I kissed my hand and pressed it to the ground. There was nothing left to say.
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      “You can’t just see Gruppenführer without making an appointment, lady. It doesn’t work that way. You have to call the main office, talk to the secretary, name your purpose—”

      “He’ll see me without any appointments,” I interrupted him with a smile.

      I’d come a long way to see him and such an insignificant obstacle as armed SS guards wasn’t going to stop me.

      “I don’t think—”

      “You don’t have to think, Officer. Just go over to that little phone behind your back, dial a number, and tell him it’s Frau Annalise Friedmann. He’ll tell you to let me in.”

      The guard frowned at me but still walked to the phone, even if he showed no visible desire to do so. The second one was still eyeing me suspiciously. I winked at him from under my black net veil. It had only been a month since the funeral, and I was still in mourning-black clothes. But for this meeting I made sure I looked my old beautiful self. For the first time I put mascara on my lashes, red lipstick on my lips and curled my hair, letting it lay in waves on one side of my shoulder. The other one was covered with black fur, thrown over my winter coat. I was ready to see him.

      The first guard hung up the phone and turned to me with a sour expression on his face.

      “Herr Gruppenführer will see you now. Please, come upstairs, third floor, the secretary will tell you where to go.”

      “See? It wasn’t that hard, was it?” He looked even grumpier after I gave him another smile. I didn’t care.

      On the third floor the secretary personally escorted me to the anteroom, where Gruppenführer’s adjutant was already expecting me.

      “Good afternoon, Frau Friedmann. Herr Gruppenführer is waiting for you in his office.”

      He courteously opened the door for me and closed it behind my back. Gruppenführer was leaning on his table, his long legs crossed, a cigarette in his hand and a smile on his face.

      “What a pleasant surprise, Frau Friedmann. May I inquire of the purpose of your unexpected visit?”

      There wasn’t a person in the world who I was happier to see now than Gruppenführer Kaltenbrunner, the leader of the Austrian SS. I slowly walked up close to him, smiled and said, “You and me, we have a common enemy, Herr Gruppenführer. I want him dead.”
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