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IT TAKES SO MUCH WORK being better than everyone else, Anna Morgan mused. Of course, on one level, superiority is a matter of one’s birth. No, she hastily amended, recalling her father’s origins as a grocer: not birth, but blood. Rank and money don’t matter. What did it say above the National Fascist Front (NAFF) headquarters? “Rank is but the guinea-stamp; the man’s the gold for all that.” She didn’t mind—almost didn’t mind—that she wasn’t of noble birth, because she had enough pride simply in being British. There was nothing better than that.

But to appear instantly and unequivocally superior to the untrained eye, that took some work.

She had natural advantages, of course, being statuesque and fair, with high-piled blond curls arranged in careful bedroom disarray. Her hourglass lines were achieved through exercise and will; her elegant, floor-length attire suggested leisure and lofty social status. Her features were large, her jaw strongly defined, with those Pre-Raphaelite bones that can make a girl either a stunner or a bumpkin, depending on what she does with them. Anna had been learning what to do with them for seventeen years, and had it down to a science. She knew she was beautiful—if a little frightening, but that was a part of her beauty—and if she ever forgot it she had only to stroll down the street and learn it again from all the admiring stares she received.

From earliest childhood, she’d always had ideas about what she could be, but her seed would have been scattered on barren soil if her grocer father had not discovered his gift for oratory and hate. Several years ago, a Russian Jew had opened a small grocery store around the corner, and through diligence, friendliness, the ability to get oranges year round, and a most un-English lack of rats and black-beetles in his storeroom, managed to lure away a good-size chunk of Mr. Morgan’s clientele. From that moment Mr. Morgan conceived a violent hatred of all things foreign and all things Jewish. He threw in Communism for good measure, liberated a soapbox from the storeroom, and began to spout off to anyone who would listen to him.

His eloquent vitriol caught the attention of Reginald Darling, who thought Oswald Mosley’s British Union of Fascists too soft and coddling, and he was recruited into the newly formed National Fascist Front. Mr. Morgan marched, he shouted, he smashed windows and broke heads, gradually rising to become Lord Darling’s right-hand man. When laws were passed and public opinion overwhelmingly turned against them, they took the organization underground (which was a relief to Anna, because it meant her father would never again have to wear the blood-red plus-fours that were part of the NAFF’s official uniform) and plotted to rid Britain of the parasitic foreigners who were sucking its lifeblood.

Which was all very well with Anna, particularly because it meant a move to London, where she could expand her horizons and learn to emulate the aristocracy. She was one of nature’s aristocrats, of that she was certain, so it was only right she should act like them. Her voice became cultivated, she always remembered to scoop her soup with the far side of her spoon, and she learned to apply her makeup in such a way that it seemed she had none on at all. All the while her father worked for the preservation of the true British way of life, and the well-being of the true British worker, and her mother hosted parties in their stylish new flat where people of like mind could plot the overthrow of the government for its own good. Anna kept her eyes open, looking for a “Lord,” or a “Sir,” or at worst an “Honorable” who might whisk her away to the life she knew she deserved.

Did she too hate foreigners, Jews, Communists? Where there is such self-love there is very little room for anything else, even hate. She did not argue with her father, and she had a general and vague opinion that foreigners were dirty.

Germans, however, did not seem to count as foreigners in the eyes of the NAFF, so when her father received an invitation to be a secret envoy in Berlin, she was forced to revise her opinion slightly. It was not difficult to do. Queen Victoria had married a German.

Now Anna sat before a third-floor window in the Hotel Adlon, letting the streetlights cast her in a silvery outline that she knew was quite becoming. The man her parents were talking with had a Von in his name, which she thought meant he was something aristocratic. Not that she had any plans of settling for a German, but it was good to stay in practice. Though she had no official role in the NAFF, just a decorative one, she could tell that Herr Von Whoever-he-might-be was paying her particular attention. She let a small smile play on her lips, and began to listen to the conversation.

“Thanks to Mosley and his ham-handed tactics, the British have a bad opinion of fascism,” the Von said.

“He meant well,” Mr. Morgan replied, stung by a barb against his countryman.

“You and I, Germany and England, must be united in common cause. Lord Darling has told you, I’ve no doubt, of certain operations to place those sympathetic to our cause in positions of power. Unofficial, highly clandestine operations. The Nazi Party itself is unaware of them. The more forward-thinking of us will coordinate directly with Lord Darling. The English people do not wish to be at war with Germany—the Munich Agreement has made that clear—yet led as you are, I think war between our peoples is inevitable.”

Anna saw her father’s mouth twitch—he was itching to launch into his standard rhetoric, but Lord Darling had been teaching him patience.

The Von glanced at Anna, and she preened her curls. “We are all Aryans, the British, the Germans,” he said. “Yet those who are not friends of Germany must perforce be our enemies. We are noble people, soldiers, warriors; we do not recognize neutrality. It is another word for cowardice. If England does not join us, she will fall as the slave races fall . . . which will be a shame. Brandy?” He held out a glass.

“Thank you,” Mr. Morgan said, draining it in a gulp, without warming it or smelling it first. Anna saw a fleeting look of distaste cross the Von’s face. Unlike Anna, her father had not taken pains to improve himself. But then, Lord Darling liked his working-class charm, offsetting, as it did, Lord Darling’s own aristocracy, helping the NAFF appeal to the masses.

“We have the germ of a plan, a master stroke that will ensure that England and Germany are forever allies, and we need your help.”

“Of course. Anything,” her father replied.

But the Von wasn’t looking at Mr. Morgan. He was looking at Anna.

“You have an intelligent daughter,” he said, “and a beautiful one.” He looked her up and down, lingering too long in the middle, until she felt something squirming inside her, something cold and unpleasant. “She is loyal to the cause?” He turned back to Mr. Morgan.

“Unswervingly.”

“We’ve talked about you at great length, my dear,” the Von said to Anna. “And I think you will do. If you succeed, you will be a heroine to two nations. You will have done your part to keep our races pure. Very likely you will have prevented a war. Are you willing?”

The chill worm still wiggled inside her, but something else warmed her now. Was it patriotism or pride? No, it was ambition. The only thing she really heard from him was the word “heroine.” Heroines always marry well, don’t they?

“I am willing!” she said, low and thrilling. “What must I do?”

“I can’t tell you everything yet. Now it is only necessary that you be put in the proper place and await instructions. There is a castle not far from London, a mile or two from Windsor Castle. Starkers is the name. You will be sent there.”

For an instant the world around her disappeared. To think, a minute ago she’d been contemplating an alliance with a mere German Von, and now she was being sent to one of the grandest establishments in England, barely a step below the royal residences. Why, everyone knew that Their Majesties went fox hunting at Starkers every winter, that Their Highnesses spent long weekends dancing at Starkers balls and fishing for Starkers trout and strolling through Starkers shrubberies. And now by some miracle she would be a part of it! The cream had finally risen to the top.

“There is a cook at Starkers, sympathetic but not aligned with any organization, who has been at the castle for many years, so she is above suspicion. Through her, we have secured you a job as a kitchen maid. Once inside Starkers, you’ll be in a position to—”

“Kitchen maid!” The world crashed back in all its ugliness. “Absolutely not! Do you know how many hours I’ve soaked these hands in paraffin?” She held up fingers encased in the softest kid gloves, which she never took off in public, and rarely even in private. “My hands are extraordinarily sensitive.”

It was the excuse she always gave for her perpetually gloved state. Although she did indeed bathe them in paraffin and lanolin daily, and though they were preternaturally soft, no amount of cream treatment could reduce their size or squareness. They were broad peasant hands, and she hated them. She could exercise her waist into tininess, but her hands, she thought, betrayed her low origins, and she swore she would not remove her gloves in front of a man until her wedding night.

She refused to wither under the Von’s scathing look. How dare he belittle the effort she’d put into making her outside as worthy as her pure British inside? Kitchen maid, indeed!

The Von kept his composure as he worked on her; her father did not. She knew she’d comply in the end. That word “heroine” still rang in her ears, and she knew if she succeeded in whatever they had planned, the world would open to her as she had always dreamed. What could her task be, anyway? Passing a message on the sly? Stealing incriminating letters from a guest’s bedroom? And then . . . it would be worth the temporary humiliation if she was elevated to the position she deserved.

But she’d make them work for it.

“I suppose I might,” she said, cocking her head to catch her reflection in the silvered window. “Perhaps I could wear surgical gloves.”

“You’ll be posing as the lowest domestic. Chapped hands are a small price to pay for the glory of your country.”

“I don’t know . . .” She pretended to stare out the window, considering, but she was looking at the full curve of her own cheek, thinking, No amount of drudgery will mar that. Poor food might only improve my figure. She’d noticed a disturbing thickening of her waist since her father had gone on the NAFF payroll.

“Honestly, do you think I can pass as a kitchen skivvy?” she asked in her most cultivated voice.

“Perhaps we can get you in a slightly better post—a housemaid, maybe—but the important thing is that you are there at Starkers.”

“Why me?” she fished. Because you’re so clever, she willed him to say. Because we trust you.

“Because a servant, particularly a female servant, is anonymous and inconsequential. Especially in an upper-crust British estate, servants are so taken for granted that for all practical purposes they don’t exist. They are conveniently invisible. You come from the lower class—no, don’t scowl—but you know how to emulate the upper class. You can pass for one of the maids, but understand the masters. That may be necessary. Now, will you do it?”

Below her, through the naked boughs of the few remaining linden trees lining the boulevard, she could see a vague commotion. The window was propped open a crack, and through the gap came a cry, a wail that rose in frantic desperation until it was cut off abruptly to strangled silence. Then the sound of shattering glass, so loud that she was certain her own window had been smashed, and she flinched back. But no, it was in the street. The sound seemed to echo . . . or was it more glass breaking, farther away?

“What’s that?” she gasped.

The Von snaked an arm behind her and snapped the heavy curtains closed.

“Nothing that need concern you. Internal affairs.”

When he had gone, Anna said petulantly to her father, “I’m happy to help in any way, of course, but really, a kitchen maid!”

Her father slapped her, hard, and that was that.


Hannah, Who Is the Heroine
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HANNAH MORGENSTERN WAS SINGING ABOUT SHEEP. Why her audience loved songs about sheep, she was not sure. They were soldiers, businessmen, wealthy gentlemen about town, who had probably never known a sheep intimately. (What a joke her father would make out of that!) Still, when Hannah sang sheep songs they bought champagne and oysters like they were going out of style, and left tips so large that goodhearted Benno the busboy often ran after them, asking if they’d made a mistake.

This was a song about black sheep on the grassy banks of the Danube looking like the freckles on her true love’s nose. Since the Anschluss, the annexation of Austria, she was a bit leery of singing songs about that country, but her repertoire of sheep songs was limited. It was either that, a tune about a British shepherdess, which was too politically risky, or one about frolicking Sudeten lambs, which was too fresh, though no doubt popular with her customers. What the show needs, Hannah decided as she crooned the final bars to wild applause and tossed flowers, is a song about a nationless, nondenominational sheep. A sheep that cannot stir up resentment from any side.

Of course, by now there was only one side, really, and everyone else kept silent if they knew what was good for them.

The next number was the Double Transvestite Tango, so Hannah made her bows, scooped up as many flowers as she could carry (Benno’s grandmother would sell the sturdiest of them the next morning, and one might end up the boutonniere of the very man who’d tossed it the night before), and made her way to the wings. Already a couple of admirers were homing in on her. She was used to becoming another person onstage, someone who attracted and compelled. It was good for business but annoying when business was done, when all she wanted was a breath of fresh air and a glimpse of the stars over Berlin.

Her father, Aaron Morgenstern, was the master of ceremonies and the comedian, dressed, as always, in some variation of a devilish costume. Her mother sang torch songs, sad and sultry. Rounding out the troupe were assorted dancers, actors, and singers, lewd or clownish or satiric as the situation demanded. But there was a market for innocence, too, for eyelet lace and braids and shepherdesses in dirndl skirts, for gentler tastes than most of the clientele possessed. Hannah filled that niche. Old men and young soldiers adored her.

Two of the latter, young lieutenants in the Heer, the German army, tried to catch her eye, so she ducked into her mother’s dressing room and peeled off her false eyelashes. She slipped out of her dirndl and into a dark wool dress, then pulled off her wig of coiled blond braids to reveal a slicked-back chocolate-colored bob. When she walked by the two eager officers they didn’t recognize her.

“Have you seen that luscious bonbon with the golden braids?” one asked her as she passed.

She grinned up at them with such impish mischief that they almost forgot their quest for the singer. “She is with her lover,” Hannah said. “But she can always handle one or two more.” She winked at them. “Go there, through that door.”

She made her escape while the uniformed hobbledehoys gawked and gaped and finally burst into the dressing room where Franz, the three-hundred-pound juggling strongman, was adjusting his loincloth.

“I ought not to do it,” Hannah said aloud to herself as chaos erupted behind her. “I just can’t seem to help myself. It is a shame, really.”

But she did not look at all sorry.

Outside, Hannah leaned against the cabaret’s stone wall and tilted her head, taking in the hazy night sky, the lounging neon devil winking insouciantly out at Berlin from the garish sign for Die Höhle des Teufels. She was so lost in thought, she didn’t see the middle-aged man approaching, and started at his voice.

“Staring at things that used to be, my pet?” he said. “Where is your imagination tonight? Nineteen twenty-eight? ’Twenty-nine? Come now, you’re too young for nostalgia.”

Hannah, like a good many other Germans, was trapped in the past. No matter that the twenties had been times of desperation and poverty and rampant inflation, when a loaf of bread might cost ten marks one day and a million marks the next. It had also been an era of wild creativity and beauty, when no one cared about the price of bread because there was art to create, jazz to dance to, satires to perform, debaucheries such as the world has never known to invent. Hannah was a child of that world, born, literally, in her parents’ cabaret, learning to walk by hanging on to its gold velvet stage curtains. Her first solid food had been a banana from Josephine Baker’s famous skirt, and a visiting Ziegfeld had dandled her on his knee.

Now, in November 1938, that free, inventive, tolerant spirit was gone, surviving in a few relics such as Der Teufel, or more likely, had fled, to Paris, to Russia, to the United States. Bread was cheap, but the golden age was over. Hitler was in charge, and there were plenty of people who liked it that way.

“Good evening, Herr Alder,” Hannah said, her small, sweet face scrunching in irrepressible mirth. “Even babies feel nostalgic for the womb, I think. How nice to be toted around and never have to worry about a thing! Now there are battles and revolutions and invasions and horrible discrimination—and that’s just among the kitchen staff. Do you know, Chef actually dumped a flambé on top of the waiter Dieter’s head because he told a customer the cream therein would make her fat and so she sent it back? Luckily his hair pomade prevented him from catching alight, but still.”

Alder took a hopeful breath, but he stood no chance against Hannah’s torrent of words. Unless she got the hiccups, she could go on for hours. “Perhaps in other places the wait staff does not make so free, but I like the way we do things, don’t you? One happy, outspoken family. Ah, but you asked where I was, you sly man. I was in 1929 for a moment. Do you remember that spring when all the ladies wore violets on their bosoms? They wilted so fast, and Benno and I made all our candy money scouring the parks for new blooms.” She sighed. For just a second, the strain of her life showed through the merriment of her face.

“It was a good year, 1929,” Herr Alder slurred. “Much like the bottle of cognac I just consumed.”

“You’re tipsy,” Hannah said with mock disapproval. Caspar Alder was almost an uncle to her, a friend of the family who had patronized Der Teufel since it opened. He did something in the government, she knew, though he talked with increasing sincerity of retiring soon.

“I am not tipsy,” Herr Alder said, pounding the wall with his fist. His vague avuncular air slipped, revealing something hard beneath. “I am drunk. It is necessary to be drunk when you are about to burn the business of your dear friend, and then perhaps beat him in the streets.”

“What do you mean?” Hannah asked, her eyes wide and luminous in the devilish neon gleam.

His voice dropped. “It has started already, across town. There’s not much time. They were only waiting for an excuse.” He growled the words like a caged dog, and Hannah cringed, catching fear as if it were a fever, though she had no idea what he was talking about.

“They planned it,” he went on. “They want it to look like a spontaneous uprising, but they planned it, weeks, months ago. I should have warned you sooner, but I lived in hope that mankind isn’t quite so foul as it seems to be.” He took a long swig from a pocket flask. “Get your parents, my little kitten. Go to a friend’s house—don’t tell me where—and hide until it passes. If it ever passes. Damn it, I should have made you leave! Damn your stubborn father and his art, his calling . . .”

He dragged her, almost violently, back inside, and, bewildered, she followed him through the backstage corridors. He knew them well. He’d paid court to many nubile performers over the last seventeen years.

Onstage, Waltraud dipped Otto . . . or was it the other way around? She was so nobly built, he so sveltely beautiful, that in the sensuous, sinuous stalking of the tango it was hard to tell who was who. Each was dressed in bifurcated drag, male on one side, female on the other, and as they danced their hips pressed close, their legs intertwined in a glorious pansexual blur. The Nazi Party inspectors had come to observe the pair but declined to censor them. A man who dressed as a woman because he enjoyed it was decadent and obscene. A man dressed as half a woman, they decided, was worth watching.

Waltraud and Otto bowed and curtsied, then curtsied and bowed, and Benno, who doubled on the fog machine, made a great sulfurous swirl rise through the suddenly dimmed red lights. A violin off scene played a diabolical air, and Aaron Morgenstern appeared as if from the abyss.

He was always the Devil, sometimes a caricature in crimson, though more often Lucifer in his less obvious guises as a sophisticated roué, handsome and irresistible, which closely resembled Aaron’s real self, or a jaded old man with a patriarchal beard, bent and weary with the sins of the world. He was the ancient tonight.

“I’ve seen it all before,” he sang, waggling his eyebrows like a dirty old man at the park when young girls in pinafores arrive. “If there is nothing new under the sun, do you think you will find a novel sin in this, the Devil’s cave?” He stroked his beard and leered at the audience. Then he seemed to fix them with eyes as deep and black as chasms. “When you come into the Devil’s hole and enjoy yourself, aren’t you doing to him what he would like to do to you?” He broke character and laughed, a young rich baritone. “Bend over, Devil! We will give you a surprise, in the end!” he sang, and made a rude gesture that set everyone laughing—the closet Communist and the Jew on forged papers, the local head of the SS, who had sent someone to his death that morning (though his hands were so clean now) and his subordinate, who would soon commit suicide when he finally realized what he’d signed up for.

All political reference had been banned from the German stage a year before, which had killed most cabaret. Aaron Morgenstern survived, in part because he cultivated many influential friends, but mostly because he could couch his bitter opinions in comedy so perfectly balanced that every side thought he was praising them and condemning their opponents. The SS man nodded and thought, Here is one Jew who knows his place, seeing in this Devil every enemy of the German state. The man with the forged Aryan papers knew the Devil was the Nazi Party, and delighted in seeing him bend over. Coming into Der Teufel, catching the coded secrets of Aaron’s diatribes, was the only way that he could fight. It helped him keep a seed of rebellion in his heart, one that might never sprout so long as he and his were safe, however tenuously, but all his life he could say that seed was there—that inside himself he fought, by listening to the Morgenstern Devil.

“Get your father,” Herr Alder whispered as Aaron hobbled offstage in his old-man disguise. He was replaced by a plump Bavarian who played a molting bird, her strategically placed feathers falling off here and there, to the delight of the men in the audience.

In the dressing room, Hannah saw her glorious mother in triptych in the hinged dressing mirror. “Am I late for my cue?” she asked her daughter in English as she smoothed the edge of her dark peekaboo waves. Born Caroline Curzon, she had come from England after the Great War and married Aaron when she was barely out of her teens, then adopted the stage name Cora Pearl Morgenstern.

When Herr Alder came in she made a little moue, thinking only that her performance preparations were being disrupted, not her entire life. Hannah took her mother’s hand and they listened while Herr Alder drunkenly, incoherently explained.

A Jewish boy in Paris had shot a German diplomat. Why, no one was sure. Was it a lovers’ quarrel? Was he angry that his family—Polish Jews living in Germany—had been deported? No one knew, but it was called a Jewish conspiracy and there had been orders . . . no, not orders, but official collusion, Nazi Party encouragement, to seek retaliation on all the Jews in Germany.

“They are coming now,” Herr Alder said. “The SS and their minions, in plainclothes, and I have been ordered to . . . to not interfere. To not interfere in such a way that I might render all assistance necessary. Every Jewish business is to be vandalized, burned. The synagogues destroyed. Men arrested for the labor camps.” He went to take another gulp but, finding the flask empty, flung it across the room, where it crashed into Cora’s dressing table, smashing a crystal vial of scent. Though harsher smells would permeate the coming tragedy, Hannah would always recall that whiff of Sous Le Vent’s tarragon and iris, disturbingly tropical on that chill, cut-glass night.

Hannah saw the tremor of terror cross her father’s face, but it passed almost at once. “You should take your turn onstage, old friend. You’re overreacting. You’ve been predicting doom since 1932.”

“And it has been coming. Now it is here. They say they’ll destroy every Jewish business, imprison you, send you to Poland . . .”

“We’ve lived with that threat for years,” Aaron Morgenstern said lightly. “They won’t touch me.”

But Cora’s pale brow furrowed. “Maybe now it is time, love.”

“It was time long ago!” Alder said. “When they cast your people out of the civil service, you said only, ‘Good thing I’m not a civil servant,’ and the Devil laughed. When they forbade your people to teach in the universities, you said, ‘Well, I’m no intellectual, what does it matter?’ Do you think because you can make a Gestapo brute chortle he won’t send you to Buchenwald? You’ll laugh your way to the grave, and take your family with you.”

Aaron looked at his wife, her powdered porcelain face a deliberate mask of calm, and at his daughter, whose slight frame seemed to him now so terrifyingly fragile. But Der Teufel! Its bricks could endure anything, filled as they were with the goodwill of all the powerful men who had eaten and chuckled and grown tipsy within its walls in the two decades since its founding. He was host, he was jester, to the most powerful men of Berlin. He’d been safe so far. Surely his luck would last. About one thing he was adamant—he would not leave his cabaret. He had built it—not its walls, perhaps, but its reputation, its glamour—and it was his lifeblood.

Still in costume, he stroked his beard, pulling the tip into a sharp point. “I won’t leave,” he said. “I’m a German. They’ll come to their senses eventually. But, Cora, I think you and Hannah should go back to England for a while.”

“Hannah, yes,” Cora said, giving herself a little shake and turning away from them all to apply her lipstick with a slim golden brush. Anyone watching her would have thought her cold, indifferent, but this was the only way she knew to tackle her deepest troubles, to shoo them aside as if they were a cloud of summer gnats, and deal with the task at hand brusquely and efficiently. Hannah always thought of it as her mother’s Englishness, that ability to balance problems so that a scuffed shoe and an impending disaster were almost equally distasteful, but both were borne with aplomb.

“But I have too much to do,” Cora went on. “Who will keep the Edelweiss Twins in line if I’m in England, eh? Who will remember that oysters must be ordered on Thursday, and langoustines on Friday?” She shrugged her bare shoulders, then dusted them with shimmering gold flakes. “No, it is ridiculous to think I’d leave. Our business would crumble without me here.”

Hannah could see the pulse racing in the hollow of her mother’s throat, and knew she loved her husband too much ever to leave him voluntarily. The couple joined forces and turned on Hannah.

“You, however, will go to my brother-in-law’s house. He will be perfectly happy to take you in,” Cora said, with far more confidence than she felt. “That should be easily arranged, no? Documents and such?”

“I will see that it is done,” Alder said. “But, Cora, you must go too. You are an English citizen still, so you will have no trouble. Our government is most adamant that foreigners not be inconvenienced. You, Aaron, will be harder to place, but perhaps if you go first to France—”

“I told you, I’m not going. This is my business and—”

“Fool, what have I been telling you? The tide has turned, the deluge has come. There will be no more Jewish businesses. They are being confiscated, now, tonight, next week. It is the end for you. I’ll help you with money, but—”

“They can’t do it!” Aaron shouted. “I own it free and clear. I don’t owe a cent to any man. They can’t steal the property of a German citizen!”

Alder took his old friend by the shoulder. “The Jewish people are no longer citizens of Germany,” he said gently. “You are an undesirable.”

Aaron could hear the muted cheers from the audience, officers positively glittering with medals and insignia, industrial giants in bespoke suits being insincerely adored by women their wives did not know about. All the power of Berlin trickled in through his door. They had toasted him. They had shaken his hand.

“I am an undesirable,” he repeated, trying to make sense of it.

“Der Teufel will be gone. Be smart and go first.”

The greatest men, Hannah remembered reading somewhere, make the greatest decisions lightly. She saw something come over her father then, a strange mix of resignation and triumph. “As it happens,” the Devil said, “Der Teufel is no longer a Jewish business.” He brushed past his family and out of the dressing room, taking the stage just as the buxom Bavarian shed her final feather. “My friends,” he cried, “as the good lord gave plagues and pox to his most faithful Job, I, the Devil, must be a contrarian, and to my friends give gifts. Benno, come onstage, if you please.”

Whoever is in charge of such things had been sparing with his blessings at the moment Benno was born. He had neither looks nor wit nor skill. He was not large or strong, he could not sing; in fact, he had a stammer, which on most occasions left him self-consciously mute. One gift only had he been given, a gift as simple as it is rare: the gift of pure goodness. He knew, unerringly, what was right, what was kind, what would make people happy, and he did it without fail. His goodness took no effort; there was no internal scale to be balanced. He hoped for no reward and feared no hell. He was not clever—in his final year of school before the teachers despaired of him, he was asked how he would equitably divide a half-pound loaf of bread among himself and two friends. He said he would go without and his two friends would each have a quarter pound, and neither threats of failure nor the switch could persuade him to change his answer. He had done odd jobs at Der Teufel ever since, supporting the grandmother who had raised him after his parents’ death.

“Dear souls who are mine for this night, is there a lawyer in the house?” Aaron asked. There were several, and one, chivvied by his friends, gamely hopped up onto the low stage, thinking he’d be part of a burlesque. There was a quick, whispered consultation, and then Aaron called for paper and pen. “Riches are a curse in disguise, the camel through the needle’s eye and all that, so the crafty Devil gives away his wealth. Perhaps if I am a pauper, I can sneak into heaven behind the camel’s hump, eh?”

Aaron bent over and invited the lawyer to use his back as a desk, while the audience, perplexed, waited for the punch line and poor Benno lingered in the shadowed wings, hoping he wasn’t really expected to do anything.

“There!” Aaron shouted. “All perfectly legal now, save for the signatures. Come here, Benno, and make your X.”

Benno pushed his wheat-colored hair away from his face and sheepishly came center stage. “Der Teufel is yours, my boy,” Aaron said, too softly for even the lawyer to hear. “I hope you’ll let me stay on.” He smiled beneath his gray beard.

Benno’s face fell. “N-no!” he gasped, but couldn’t get any more out. He didn’t know what it meant, but he didn’t want it. Then he looked into Aaron’s eyes, glistening bright, and though he didn’t understand what was happening in the least, suddenly he knew on which path goodness lay. He signed his name.

“Witnesses!” Aaron called, shooing Benno out of the spotlight. “Champagne for everyone who puts his name as a witness on this deed of sale!”

In the end there were thirty signatures crammed at the bottom of that document: the SS officer, a member of the Luftwaffe High Command, the richest hotelier in Berlin, the city’s most notorious madam. They did not know if it was avant-garde art or absurdist comedy, but the transfer was real, and Der Teufel belonged to simple Benno, who, after all, had one more gift, one of particular value in the years to come—he was Aryan.

 

THEY CAME LATER THAT NIGHT when Hannah was onstage again, singing one of her sweetest love songs. As the young couple’s fingertips touched for the first time with poignant minor notes that boded ill for their future, the door was shoved open and a group of armed men stormed in. They weren’t in uniform, but most were party men or SA or SS members, and after their first bullhorn announcement that this Jewish-owned establishment was hereby shut down, were rather chagrined to be told by patrons who happened to be their superiors, Shut up, we’re enjoying our champagne. They smashed a window but were disheartened to learn that despite what they had been told, Der Teufel was no longer a Jewish cabaret. They checked a few papers, referred to their list, then summoned Aaron Morgenstern to join them for a conversation outside. Hannah tried to cling to him but he brushed past her without appearing to recognize her. None of the mob paid her the slightest attention. She was dressed once more in her blond wig and dirndl.

They kicked her father to the gutter as she watched, while her mother dug her nails into her daughter’s arm, pulses of pain sending the silent coded message: Do nothing. By law you are Jewish too. Down the street, all through Berlin, worse was happening. Storefronts were smashed, inventory burned. A synagogue two blocks away was in flames, its relics plundered or destroyed. Dimly, Hannah saw someone surrounded, heard laughter, saw a ghoulish figure raise a sledgehammer. Old women were thrown out of their homes in their nightclothes, their teeth still in jars at their bedsides. Young men were rounded up for Dachau. A shot rang out. Another. And through it all, like the crackling of a wildfire, breaking glass.

Aaron was lucky. Seeing an old man in this Devil’s disguise, they decided he was unfit for labor and set him loose with no more than a split lip and a cracked rib. Der Teufel’s juggler and two of the waiters were taken to labor camps, and only the juggler ever returned, years later, gaunt and lash scarred.

Near morning, when all was still at last, Hannah crept out to the street. The infernal gasses of the neon devil still glowed above her, pulsing red, leering at the river of glass shards and knocked-out teeth and once-prized possessions littering the boulevard.

This was mine, she thought, looking out at Berlin. This was my city. I loved it. It loved me.

Numbly, she found a broom behind the door and tried to clear away some of the rubble, murmuring all the while, “My city . . . my city . . .” Before long, a middle-aged man came by, a man with kind, tired eyes, a baker or grocer up early to open his store.

“Don’t bother with that, Fräulein,” he said pleasantly. “A nice girl like you needs her beauty sleep. They’ll drag out some Jew dogs to clean up the mess soon enough.” He tipped his cap to her. “Good morning!”

She watched him pick his way carefully through the glittering glass fangs, a typical Berliner, who smiled at pretty young girls and worried about his neighbor. A good man, except for one thing.

When he was gone, she ripped the forgotten blond wig off her head and flung it after him.
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HANNAH STOOD AT THE GATE of Starkers and watched her cab motor away. The driver had been paid by the Jewish Aid Committee to deliver her from the refugee agency, and he was not at all pleased to have to go so far out of his London route with no possibility of a tip from what was so obviously a penniless waif. It was only when he was gone that Hannah realized the castle was half a mile away from the gate.

“Oh, well,” she said aloud. “Makes me rather glad I don’t have any luggage after all.” She straightened her travel-shabby hat and contemplated the dusty trek to her new home.

She’d been forced to stay at the refugee agency for several days after all of her baggage and money were stolen. She tried to pay them for their help. Cora, though scrupulously loyal to Aaron, was after all beautiful and popular, and it was beyond her power to refuse the strands of pearls that many admirers, inspired by her name, forced on her. She had perfected the art of saying no in a tone that implied if only, and even as she aged, the pearls continued to come. Most had been sold through the years to pay for the cabaret, but she’d sewn the remainder into Hannah’s skirt seams.

The refugee agency refused to accept them, saying she should save them for her parents when they finally followed her to England.

“His Lordship will pay you back, I’m sure,” she told them.

Now she pushed open the heavy iron gate and stepped onto the grounds. In the distance she could see the crenelated heights of Starkers Castle.

For a second, she forgot shattered glass, distant family, the terror of the last weeks and the loneliness of the past days, and surrendered to the magnificent absurdity of it all. To think that because her mother’s older sister had been married to a little man called Peregrine for a few months before she and her baby died in childbirth (A few months only? Hannah suddenly wondered, counting to nine and discovering possible scandal), she should have an earl’s estate as a sanctuary.

“You must accept any treatment, be prepared for any harsh words they might throw at you,” her mother had warned. “My sister was not considered a suitable match, and then, when she was dead, they didn’t approve of me moving to Germany. I had become family through marriage, you see, and they thought they should control me, for the sake of the family’s reputation. They’ve acknowledged your connection and have agreed to take you in, but don’t expect them to be kind. It will only be for a while. Whatever happens, however they treat you, you must promise to stay at Starkers until we come. I need to know you’re safe with family. Even an unloving family.”

Hannah didn’t believe her mother’s gloomy prognostication. She stood still on the frost-browned grass at the winding roadside and knew exactly what Starkers would be like.

“It’s straight out of P. G. Wodehouse,” she said aloud, too loud, grinning for the first time in weeks.

“I live in hope,” said a voice behind her. She hadn’t even heard the car, it was so quiet, a sleek black Bugatti coupe looking like a panther stretched full-spring. Inside the rolled-down window, a rakish face looked up at her. “We have the aunts, we have the valet, we even have a silver cow creamer.” He pushed his floppy, too-long chestnut hair out of his eyes. “But no matter what pains I take to set up a clever screwball comedy, my family remains steadfastly pedestrian.”

“Except for you,” Hannah said, eyeing the Bugatti.

He laughed, the freest laugh she had ever heard. It would knock down prison walls. “No, I’m rarely a pedestrian. I imagine myself taking long woodland strolls, but like the Wodehouse, staging it never quite happens. I’m always behind a wheel or atop a horse. You must be a new one.”

“Rather new,” she said, blushing.

“From Germany?”

She nodded, reminding herself to sound English. She could, of course, but since even her mother spoke German most the time, her English tended to be accented unless she thought about it.

“We just got another one last week. Hop in­—I’ll take you to the door.”

Hannah ran around to the other side.

“You read Wodehouse, eh? I hope this doesn’t sound too bigoted, but I never thought of a refugee maid reading . . . oh, hullo!”

Hannah was so entranced by his poetic way of calling her a maid—for maiden, she assumed, another example of ever-changing English slang—that she found herself holding the car door open for the large blond woman who had just pulled up outside the gate in a second cab. Her hair was twisted into fantastic serpentines, and her very long dress was a shade away from white, just enough so that her attire suggested virginal glamour, not nursing. Her gloves, however, were pure white and immaculate. She slid into the two-seater.

“Thanks,” the woman said, to the driver, not to Hannah. “Oh, you’re not a chauffeur.”

“Lord Winkfield, at your humble service, madam.”

“Winkfield?”

“I know, embarrassing to no end, but what can one do? Still, ever so slightly better than Lord Liripip, what? May it be many years before I accede to my father’s title, for more reasons than one. My mother is expecting you, I believe.”

He seemed to suddenly remember Hannah, standing at the car-side, a shadowed little obscurity. “I’ll be back for you directly,” he said, with a smile that had the decency to be contrite.

“But I—” Hannah began, only to be cut off as the blond woman slammed the door. The Bugatti sent up refined puffs of dust, which settled on Hannah’s travel-stained suit.

She waited . . . and
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