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  For those who kept quiet promises in loud times.

And for the ones history never learned to name.
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This novel is a work of fiction. Falkenrath, the Lenkeit family, and every character within these pages are invented, though they were shaped by the countless true stories of quiet courage that history has only partly recorded, the farmers, neighbors, and ordinary people who risked everything to shelter strangers, and the soldiers on every side who carried doubts they were never permitted to speak aloud.

Thank you to the readers who will carry Roswitha’s orchard forward with them. Every story about impossible choices owes a debt to the real ones still being uncovered, decades later, in attics and letters and the quiet memories of families who lived through what these pages can only imagine.

And to anyone who has ever kept a secret to protect someone they loved, this book is for you too.








  
  
  Prologue

  
  




The house held its breath the way she had learned to hold hers.

Roswitha stood in the narrow passage between the kitchen and the back stairs with Flight Officer Penhale’s weight braced against her shoulder, one arm looped beneath his ribs, the other pressed flat against the wall to steady them both. He was taller than her by a full head, and hurt in a way that made him slow no matter how much his eyes told her he understood the danger. His breath came shallow and careful through his teeth. She had told him three times already, in the broken scraps of English she had gathered from a schoolbook and a lifetime of guessing, not to breathe like that. It made a sound. Sound was the one thing they could not afford.

Somewhere above them, in the room that had been her husband’s before it became a stranger’s, a door handle turned.

She heard it the way she heard everything now, not as a single sound but as a sequence of small facts arriving out of order. The particular give of the hinge, oiled two days ago by her own hand, because a stiff hinge would have announced Reithofer’s movements and she had wanted, foolishly, to be able to hear him coming. The scrape of a boot heel finding the floor. The pause, brief, that a man makes when he is deciding whether to go left toward the stairs or right toward the window that looked down over the yard.

Five seconds. Perhaps six.

She did not look at the ceiling, though every part of her wanted to. Looking up would not slow him down. She had learned this from the trees, oddly enough, in the years since Anton left. A branch did not save itself by watching the wind come. It simply held, or it did not.

“Move,” she whispered, and pulled Penhale forward, and he went, because he trusted her more than he trusted his own legs, which at this moment was the wiser trust to place.

The door to the cellar stairs was twelve steps away. She had counted them so many times in the dark that her feet knew the distance better than her eyes did, but tonight the twelve steps felt longer, stretched thin the way a held note stretches thin before it breaks. The lamp in the kitchen had been turned low, more ember than flame, because a low lamp cast fewer shadows to explain, and in that dim orange light she watched the hallway ahead of her the way she watched storm clouds building over the west ridge, not with fear exactly, but with the particular attention of someone counting the minutes before the thing arrives.

Penhale’s foot caught the edge of the runner rug and he stumbled, and the small table by the hall wall shivered, and the vase on it, the blue one that had been her mother in law’s, rocked once against its own base with a sound like a knuckle tapping glass.

Upstairs, the boot heel stopped moving.

Roswitha did not breathe. She had discovered, over these last weeks, that not breathing was a skill like any other, something the body could be taught if the mind insisted hard enough. She caught Penhale’s arm harder, felt him go rigid beside her, and for one long moment the two of them stood frozen in the hallway of her own house like figures carved into the woodwork, waiting to see whether the vase’s small betrayal had been heard, or only felt, the way one feels a footstep through a floor without quite hearing it.

The vase settled. Stillness returned to it.

Above them, after a pause that seemed to last the length of a held prayer, the boot heel moved again, but toward the window this time, not the stairs. She heard the small creak of the shutter catch being lifted, the particular note the hinge made when it opened onto the night air. Reithofer was looking out at the yard. Checking the weather, perhaps. Or checking nothing at all, the way a man checks a window simply because sleep will not come and the body needs a task to perform in its place.

It did not matter which. It only mattered that he was not, for these several seconds, looking at his own door.

She used the seconds. She had promised herself, in the very first days of this, that she would not waste a single second given to her by luck or God or the ordinary carelessness of men, and she kept that promise now, moving Penhale forward with more urgency than care, though she tried to give him both. Twelve steps became eight. Eight became four. The cellar door, warped slightly at its base from decades of damp Bavarian winters, stood at the end of the hall like the only true thing in the house, a door that led somewhere honest, even if what it led to was itself a lie the walls were telling on her behalf.

She had not finished. That was the trouble; that was the whole terrible arithmetic of the next five seconds. Penhale needed to be down the stairs, through the low passage behind the false shelving, and settled into the dug out space beneath the press room floor before anyone opened this door and looked down into an ordinary looking cellar and saw nothing but preserves and old tools and a woman checking on her jars in the middle of the night. If she was only halfway there when the door above opened, if Reithofer came down the main stairs instead of returning to bed, if he decided, for no reason at all beyond a soldier’s habit of walking a house at night, to check the ground floor before returning to sleep, then there would be no plausible reason for what he found. A woman helping a strange man down cellar stairs at this hour needed no further evidence brought against her. The evidence would already be standing in front of him.

She reached the cellar door and eased it open with the flat of her hand, careful of the second hinge, the one she had not yet had time to oil, and the smell rose up to meet her the way it always did, apples gone to their long autumn sleep, vinegar, damp stone, and beneath it, so faint that a stranger would never have noticed it, the human smell of three men who had been living for weeks in a space built for barrels and root vegetables.

“Down,” she breathed, more shape of a word than sound, and guided Penhale’s foot to the first step.

He went slowly. Too slowly. She understood why, his leg had not properly healed and every step downward asked something of muscle and bone that was not yet ready to give it, but understanding did not change the maths of the situation, and the maths said that upstairs a door had already opened once tonight and could open again at any moment, and that a Gestapo officer recovering from injury still recovered enough to walk, and to notice, and to ask the kind of quiet, patient question that men in his profession were trained to ask precisely because it did not sound like a question at all.

She thought, with the strange sideways clarity that fear sometimes produced, of her father in law asleep two rooms away, dreaming whatever dreams a decorated soldier dreamed when he still believed, entirely and without complication, that the war being fought outside these walls was being fought for something worth the cost. Emmerich, who noticed the missing bread and blamed the shortages. Who heard sounds in the night and blamed the old house settling on its foundations, the way old houses always settled, the way his own father had told him houses do, because a house’s groaning was easier to live with than the alternative. She thought of him without any particular tenderness in this moment, only the cold practical awareness that his ignorance was the single thinnest thread holding this entire arrangement together, and thin threads could be cut by nothing more than a wrong sound at a wrong hour.

Halfway down the stairs now. She could feel, more than see, Sergeant Hollis rise up out of the dark below to help take Penhale’s weight from her, his hands finding the other man’s arm with the practiced silence of someone who had spent three weeks learning exactly how much noise this particular staircase could bear. Somewhere further back in the dug out space, she heard Corporal Reeve shift and go still again, the small catch of breath of a man waking into danger and understanding, before he was even fully conscious, that danger required stillness rather than questions.

She was three steps from the bottom when the door at the top of the main stairs, the door to what had been Anton’s room, opened.

She heard it clearly this time. Not the careful, testing creak of a man checking a window. The full open swing of a door being used with purpose, followed by the particular weight of boots on the landing above, moving not toward the window this time but toward the stairs.

Toward her.

She stood very still on the cellar steps, one hand still gripping Penhale’s arm, the vinegar and apple smell thick around her, the cold of the stone pressing up through her stockinged feet, and she made herself do the only thing left within her power to do, which was nothing at all. No sound. No further movement. Only the counting of her own heartbeat, which had become, over these last weeks, the truest clock in the house, more honest than the one on the mantel, because it never once slowed down to spare her.

Above her, in the hallway she had just crossed, footsteps started toward the cellar door.
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The frost came early that year, settling on the orchard grass before the sun had fully cleared the ridge, and Roswitha Lenkeit was already out among the trees when it happened, because she had learned that the cold hour before full light was the only part of the day that belonged entirely to her.

She moved between the rows with the pruning knife loose in her hand, more habit than necessity this late in the season, checking each trunk for the small signs that told her how a tree had spent its summer. A canker starting at the base of the old Boskoop. A branch on the young Gravenstein that had grown too heavy for its own graft and would need supporting before the first real wind of autumn came through and took it down entirely. She noted these things without much feeling, the way she noted most things now, filing them into the part of her mind that ran the farm, separate from the part of her mind that did everything else, or rather, that did nothing else, because there was very little else left for it to do.

The orchard had belonged to Anton’s family for three generations before it belonged, in the strange half ownership of a wife whose husband had not been declared anything final, to her. Emmerich still called it his, out of old habit and older pride, and she let him, because there was no version of the truth that made correcting him worth the cost. It was easier to let a man believe he still held the thing he had spent his whole life building, even when his knees would no longer let him climb the ladder to check the upper branches, even when it was her hands now that did the grafting each spring, her hands that had learned, through four years of watching Anton do it and then through two more years of doing it herself, how to cut the scion at precisely the right angle so that it would take to the rootstock and grow as though it had always belonged there.

She thought of this, sometimes, when she could not sleep. How a graft was really just a wound that two different things agreed to heal together. Anton had told her that once, in the first year of their marriage, standing in this same row with his hand over hers, showing her how to make the cut. He had a way of saying ordinary things about trees that made them sound like he was saying something else entirely, and she had loved him for it then, in the easy unguarded way a young wife loves a young husband before either of them has been asked to carry anything heavy.

That had been six years ago. He had been gone for eighteen months.

The letter had come in March of the previous year, a single sheet of official paper with his name typed at the top and a phrase beneath it that she had read so many times in the months since that the words had lost whatever meaning they were supposed to carry. Missing in connection with troop movements near the Dnieper. Further information to follow as it becomes available. No further information had followed. She had written twice to the office that sent it, careful, formal letters asking for any update, and had received in return only a form reply thanking her for her patience during a difficult time for the Fatherland, as though patience were a service she was rendering to the war rather than a wound she was being made to carry without anesthetic.

She did not tell Emmerich the specific wording of the letter. She had shown him only that Anton was missing, not the qualifying phrase beneath it, the one that left open, in the careful bureaucratic language of a government that did not like to commit itself to bad news before it was certain, the possibility that missing might one day resolve into something else. Emmerich had taken the word missing and built around it, in the months since, an entire architecture of belief that Roswitha did not have the heart, or perhaps did not yet have the courage, to dismantle. Missing, to Emmerich, meant separated from his unit in the chaos of a retreat, sheltering with partisans or a sympathetic farmer somewhere in the vastness of the East, waiting for the right moment to make his way back to German lines. Emmerich spoke of this possibility often, at dinner, in the evenings, with the specific confident cadence of a man who had served in the first war and understood, or believed he understood, how these things generally went. Soldiers went missing. Soldiers came back. He had seen it happen himself, once, to a man in his own company outside Verdun, gone for six weeks and then walking back into camp thin and sunburned and full of stories.

Roswitha let him believe this because the alternative, watching hope die in a seventy one year old man who had already given the war one son to the grave in the first days of the invasion of Poland and had nothing left in him but the belief that this second son might yet be spared, seemed to her a crueler thing to inflict than a small continuing lie of omission.

She reached the end of the third row and stopped to check the ladder propped against the old Boskoop, testing its feet in the soft ground before deciding it could wait another day. The morning was cold enough that her breath showed in front of her, and she stood for a moment simply breathing it out and watching it disappear, the small ordinary miracle of being a body that still, despite everything, continued to function, to breathe, to need feeding and washing and rest, as though the person living inside that body had not, in some essential way, gone still eighteen months ago and simply stopped.

This was the shape her grief had taken, in the end. Not weeping, not the collapse she might have expected of herself in the first raw days after the letter came. She had done that already, in March of last year, alone in the cider room with the door barred so that Emmerich would not hear her, and had come out of it two hours later with her face washed and her hands steady, and had not done it again since, not because the grief had lessened but because she had discovered that there was no room in her days for both grief and the orchard, and the orchard, unlike grief, could not simply be set aside until she had the strength to return to it. Trees did not wait. A canker left untreated in October became a dead branch by spring. A graft not checked for splitting bark became a graft that failed entirely, an entire year’s careful work undone by a single week of neglect. So she had chosen, without quite deciding to choose it, the orchard over the grief, and had found that the choosing itself became a kind of grief, quieter and more durable than the first kind, something she carried in her hands and her back and the specific set of her shoulders rather than in her face.

She finished the row and started back toward the farmhouse, the knife folded now and tucked into her apron pocket, her breath still showing thin and white ahead of her. The house sat at the bottom of the slope where the orchard gave way to the kitchen garden, stone built and low roofed, older than anyone living could say with certainty, though Emmerich liked to claim his grandfather had built it, which was probably not true but was the kind of thing Roswitha had also learned not to correct.

Smoke was already rising from the kitchen chimney, thin and pale against the grey morning sky, which meant Emmerich was awake and had lit the stove himself rather than waiting for her, which meant, in turn, that he had likely slept badly again, as he did more often now than he used to, waking early with whatever thoughts kept an old man company in the dark and finding it easier to be up and doing something with his hands than to lie still with them.

She found him at the kitchen table when she came in, a cup of the poor imitation coffee they had all learned to tolerate steaming in front of him, the wireless on the shelf beside the stove turned down low, murmuring something about troop positions in a voice that had long since stopped meaning anything specific to either of them, the way a clock ticking in a room stops being heard after enough years of living with it. Emmerich looked up when she came in, and something in his face, some old habit of hope that had not yet worn itself entirely away, lifted for half a second before it settled back into its usual lines.

“Nothing came,” he said. It was not quite a question.

“The post has not come yet this morning,” she said, which was true, and which was also, in its careful phrasing, another small kindness she offered him without either of them naming it as such. She did not say I do not expect anything to come, though she believed this now, more fully than she let herself admit even to herself. She hung her coat on the hook by the door and went to the stove to see what remained of the coffee.

“Old Brandt says the mail was delayed again yesterday, all the way to Augsburg,” Emmerich said, his voice picking up the particular brightness it took on whenever he found new material to build his hope from. “Something with the trains. It happens more now, with everything the way it is. A letter could be sitting in a sorting office for a week and no fault of anyone’s.”

“That may well be true,” Roswitha said, and poured herself what was left in the pot, and did not say that she had heard this same theory, or some close cousin of it, from Emmerich at least a dozen times in the past year, each time offered with the same freshness, as though the idea had only just occurred to him, as though hope, unlike grief, did not wear a groove into a mind the more times it was walked.

She sat across from him with her cup and let him talk, because this too was part of the morning’s labor, listening to Emmerich rebuild, out of scraps of rumor and old war stories and the simple animal need to believe that the losses a man has already suffered will not be joined by another, the case for Anton’s eventual return. She had grown skilled, over these months, at listening in a way that gave him what he needed without requiring her to add anything false of her own. A nod here. A small sound of agreement that committed her to nothing specific. She had wondered, sometimes, whether this made her a good daughter in law or a coward, and had generally concluded, in the practical way she concluded most things now, that the distinction did not matter so long as the outcome, an old man allowed to keep his hope a little longer, remained the same.

“You should eat something more than that,” Emmerich said, nodding at her empty hands, no bread or plate in front of her.

“I ate at first light,” she lied, and this time the lie was not for his sake at all but for her own, because the truth was that her appetite had grown thin along with everything else in the past year and a half, and she found it easier most mornings to simply not think about food until hunger became sharp enough to demand attention, rather than sit through the ritual of a meal that reminded her, in its small domestic ordinariness, of all the mornings she had once shared with Anton across this same table, before the table had become a place where two people sat with an absence between them larger than either of them cared to name aloud.

Emmerich accepted this the way he accepted most things she told him, without pressing, and turned his attention back to the wireless, adjusting the dial slightly though the murmuring voice did not change in any way she could hear. She watched him do this, his hands, still strong despite his age, moving with the particular careful precision of a man who had once commanded respect for exactly this kind of competence and had not yet found a way to set it down even now that there was so little left worth commanding. He had been a decorated man once, in the last war, and wore that decoration still, not literally, though the medal sat in a drawer upstairs wrapped in cloth, but in the way he held himself, the straightness of his back even now, the particular clipped formality of his speech when he spoke of duty or sacrifice or the debts a man owed his country.

She had married into this family without fully understanding, in her own younger years, what it would mean to live inside a house built on this kind of unshaken belief. Her own father had been a quieter man, a schoolteacher in the town two villages over, who had not spoken much of the war at all except to say, on the rare occasions he spoke of it, that he hoped his daughter would never have cause to understand what he had seen. Emmerich’s house was different. Emmerich’s house ran on conviction the way the farm ran on the seasons, a steady unquestioned rhythm that asked nothing of the people living inside it except that they trust it would continue.

She had trusted it too, once. She was not certain, sitting now with her cold coffee and her folded knife still in her apron pocket, exactly when she had stopped, or whether stopping was even the right word for what had happened to her, a slow erosion rather than a single collapse, each month of silence about Anton wearing away a little more of whatever certainty she had once carried about what the war was for and what it was owed. She did not speak of this to anyone, least of all Emmerich, because there was no version of that conversation that led anywhere but pain for both of them, and because, in the end, what she believed about the war mattered a good deal less to her daily life than what needed doing in the orchard, and the orchard did not ask her opinion on anything at all. It only asked to be tended.

She finished her coffee and rose to begin the day properly, and Emmerich rose with her, more slowly, bracing one hand on the table edge, and together they went about the small unremarkable business of the morning, checking the hens, restocking the wood by the stove, discussing without much urgency whether the western fence line needed mending before the weather turned. It was, in every visible way, an entirely ordinary morning, the kind of morning that had repeated itself so many times in the past eighteen months that Roswitha had stopped marking the days by anything but the state of the trees and the particular quality of the light, and if a stranger had watched them from the road, they would have seen nothing but a farm going about its business the way farms had gone about their business in this part of Bavaria for as long as anyone could remember, untouched, or so it appeared, by anything larger than the ordinary concerns of weather and harvest.

But Roswitha, moving through these familiar motions with her hands steady and her face composed, carried beneath the surface of all of it the particular numbness of a woman who had learned to survive her own life by refusing to feel the whole of it at once. She fed the hens. She checked the fence. She thought, without quite allowing herself to think it directly, of the letter that had not come and might never come, of the eighteen months stretching out behind her like a field she had walked across so many times the grass no longer grew, and she did not weep, because weeping required a kind of stopping that she had not permitted herself since that single afternoon in the cider room, and stopping, in her current understanding of her own life, was the one thing she believed she could not afford.

By midmorning the frost had burned off the grass entirely, and the day had settled into the pale gold ordinary light of a Bavarian autumn, and Roswitha stood at the top of the orchard slope with the pruning knife back in her hand, looking down at the rows of trees that would need her attention for the rest of the day, and did not yet know, standing there in that particular unremarkable moment, how soon the sky above those same trees would bring her something that would end this long grey stretch of waiting and replace it with a different, sharper kind of fear entirely.
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The sound woke her before she understood what she was hearing, and for the first few seconds she lay still in the dark of her room trying to place it, the way one tries to place a sound heard in sleep, uncertain whether it belongs to the world or only to the dream being left behind.

It came again, closer this time, or perhaps only clearer now that she was fully awake, a low tearing growl that rose and then dropped away, rose again, uneven, wrong in a way she could not immediately name. She had heard aircraft before, the distant even drone of bombers passing high overhead on their way north toward targets that had nothing to do with her small corner of Bavaria, a sound so familiar by now that it had become almost like weather, noted and then dismissed. This was not that sound. This had the broken rhythm of something struggling, an engine fighting itself, and beneath it, for just a moment, something that might have been a whine, thin and metallic, before it cut off entirely.

She sat up in bed with the blanket still around her shoulders and listened to the silence that followed, more unsettling than the noise itself had been. The window above her bed showed nothing but the ordinary dark of a countryside night, no moon, a scatter of stars behind thin cloud, and she waited, counting without meaning to, the way she had once counted the seconds between lightning and thunder as a girl, though there was no obvious flash to count from now, only the memory of that failing engine sound still caught somewhere behind her ribs.

Then, distant, from somewhere up beyond the orchard where the land rose into the low hills that marked the edge of the Lenkeit property, she heard it. Not an explosion exactly, not the way she might have imagined such a thing, but a heavy tearing crash, the sound of something enormous meeting the ground at a speed the ground was never meant to receive it, followed almost immediately by a second, smaller impact, and then nothing.

She did not move for a long moment. She lay with the blanket bunched at her shoulders, her heart going hard and fast in a way she recognized now as the same particular fear the wireless news brought her sometimes, the fear of the war finally, physically, arriving somewhere close enough to touch, and she found herself doing the arithmetic without wanting to, working out the distance, the direction, whether the sound had come from Lenkeit land or the neighboring Hoffmeier fields further along the ridge.

The hills. Definitely the hills.

She heard, through the wall, the creak of Emmerich’s bed and then his voice, low and rough with sleep, calling her name once, a question more than a summons. She rose and pulled her shawl around her shoulders and went to his door.

“Did you hear that,” he said, already sitting up, his white hair disordered, his eyes sharper than his voice had suggested.

“I heard it,” she said. “An engine. Something came down, up past the ridge.”

He was quiet a moment, listening, as though the night might offer some further explanation if given enough silence to work with. “One of ours, forced to put down. Or one of theirs, shot up on the way back from a run north.” His voice carried the particular steadiness of a man returning to old, well worn habits of thought, a soldier’s habit of categorizing danger before deciding what to do about it. “We should not go up there tonight. If it is a crew, friend or enemy, they will be armed and frightened, and a farmhouse light coming toward them in the dark is as likely to be shot at as welcomed.”

“No,” she agreed, though some part of her, some part she did not examine closely in the moment, was already turning toward the window, toward the black shape of the ridge against the slightly less black sky, wondering. “No, we will wait for light.”

They did not sleep again that night, not really. She heard Emmerich moving about in his room for some time afterward, and lay in her own bed listening to the silence beyond her window, waiting for some further sound, a shout, another engine, anything that might tell her more than the single fact she already possessed, that something had come down out of the sky less than a mile from where she lay and that whatever had come down had done so violently enough to leave no further sound behind it at all.

She rose before the sun properly cleared the ridge, as she always did, and found Emmerich already at the kitchen table, though the coffee in front of him had gone cold and untouched, and she understood that he had not slept either.

“You are not going up there,” he said, before she had even reached for her coat.

“I am going to check the fence line,” she said. “The Hoffmeier boundary post came loose in the wind last week and I meant to see to it before the frost sets deeper.”

He looked at her for a long moment, and she could see him weighing whether to press the point further, and could see, too, the particular calculation of an old man who no longer had the strength to physically stop a woman thirty years his junior from doing as she intended, and who had, in any case, learned over the past eighteen months that Roswitha Lenkeit did not change her mind once it was made up, whatever the subject.

“Take the dog,” he said instead, which was as close as he would come to giving his blessing, and she nodded and did not tell him that the dog had died two winters past and they had never replaced him, because the instruction was not really about the dog at all, but about some old instinct in Emmerich that still wanted to send something ahead of her into danger, even if that something no longer existed.

The morning was cold and very still, the kind of stillness that made every small sound, a branch settling, a bird startled from the hedge, seem unnaturally loud. She walked up through the orchard rows with her coat buttoned to the throat and her breath showing white ahead of her, and found herself, despite the sensible fear that had kept her from sleep half the night, walking faster than the fence line alone required, drawn by something she did not examine too closely, a need to know rather than simply to wonder.

She smelled it before she saw it. Burnt metal and something else beneath the metal, a scorched green smell, grass and bark seared by heat, and she slowed as she came up over the last rise before the fence line, some old animal caution overtaking her curiosity at last, and looked first, before stepping any further, to see what there was to see.

The wreckage lay scattered across nearly two hundred meters of the upper field, a debris field rather than a single crash, pieces of torn metal and shattered engine housing strewn among the frost stiffened grass as though something enormous had been picked up by a great hand and shaken apart. The largest section, what she took to be the fuselage, or what remained of it, had come to rest against the old stone boundary wall at the field’s northern edge, crumpled and blackened, one wing torn away entirely and lying nearly forty meters distant, half buried in the hedge line.

She stood very still, taking in the scale of it, the way a person takes in the scale of any disaster too large to process all at once, in fragments rather than as a whole. A section of tail marking, faded but visible even from this distance, the paint scorched at its edges but the shape of it unmistakable. Not German markings. English, or American, she could not immediately tell which, only that it was not one of theirs, and this fact settled into her slowly, the way cold settles into a body left too long outdoors, a fact she understood before she felt the full weight of understanding it.

An enemy aircraft. Fallen on Lenkeit land.

She should go back. She knew this with the same plain certainty she knew the season for pruning or the depth to plant a graft. She should go back down through the orchard, tell Emmerich what she had found, and Emmerich, in turn, would know precisely what to do, because there were proper channels for this kind of thing, the Blockleiter to inform, the local authorities who would send someone out to assess the wreckage and search for survivors and remove whatever remained of value or danger, unexploded ordnance, classified equipment, the bodies of the crew if there were bodies to be found. This was not a decision that belonged to her. It was, in fact, precisely the kind of decision the war had made very clear did not belong to ordinary farm women at all, but to the proper authorities whose entire purpose was to manage exactly this kind of event.

She did not go back.

She told herself, walking closer along the fence line rather than away from it, that she was only assessing the damage to her own property, the fence itself, whether the crash had damaged the boundary wall in a way that would need repair before winter, and this was, in its narrow technical way, true, even as she understood that it was not the whole truth of why her feet kept moving forward rather than back down the slope toward the farmhouse.

The cold had kept the worst of it contained, she would think later, trying to explain to herself why she had been able to walk as close as she did without being driven back by what she found. There was less blood than she might have imagined, less of the visible human wreckage that she had feared, without quite naming the fear, she might encounter. What she found instead, moving carefully among the twisted metal, was evidence of departure rather than death. A section of parachute silk, pale and strange against the frosted grass, cut free rather than torn. A boot, alone, sitting upright in the grass some distance from the main wreckage, as though its owner had simply stepped out of it and walked on. Scorch marks leading away from the crash site toward the tree line at the field’s western edge, marks that might have been fire spreading from the wreck, but that seemed, on closer look, to follow too straight and deliberate a path for fire alone, more like the marks a man makes dragging himself, or being dragged, away from a place he does not wish to be found.

She stood at the edge of the debris field for a long time, longer than she should have, given how exposed she was here, visible from the road below if anyone happened to be traveling it at this hour, visible from the Hoffmeier farm across the valley if anyone there happened to be looking this direction with a spyglass or simply sharp morning eyes. She stood and looked at the boot sitting alone in the grass and thought, with a clarity that frightened her more than the wreckage itself had, that somewhere out there, in the hills or the orchard or perhaps already this close to her own farmhouse, there was at least one man who had walked away from this crash alive, and that this man, whoever he was, whatever uniform he had been wearing when the plane went down, was at this moment more afraid than she had ever been in her life, hiding in country he did not know, among people who had been taught for years to consider him an enemy to be captured or killed on sight.

She thought of Anton, then, unbidden, the thought arriving the way it always did now, sideways, from some direction she had not braced for. She thought of him somewhere in the vast unmapped East, missing in connection with troop movements, and wondered, as she had wondered a hundred times before without ever quite completing the thought, whether some other woman in some other country was standing in some other field this same morning, looking at some other piece of wreckage, wondering about her own husband’s fate with the same helpless not knowing that had become the entire shape of Roswitha’s days.

It was not sympathy exactly, what moved through her standing at the edge of that ruined field. It was something closer to recognition. The particular loneliness of not knowing. She understood, in a way she could not have explained to Emmerich or to the Blockleiter or to anyone who might ask her later what she had been thinking, standing there so long among the wreckage, that whoever had walked away from this crash was living, at this exact moment, inside the same terrible uncertainty she had been living inside for eighteen months, the not knowing whether the next hour would bring him safety or death, the not knowing whether anyone searching for him meant to save him or destroy him.

She made herself turn away at last, before the sun climbed high enough to make her presence here more
















