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   For Diane and Beker, 
for putting up with me through all of this. 

  

 
  
   Be embraced, millions, this kiss is for the entire world.

   Friedrich Von Schiller, “Ode to Joy”

  

  
   
   

  

 
  
   Author’s Note

   The Fire Agent is a work of fiction. All incidents and dialogue, and all of the characters, with the exception of some well-known historical figures, are products of the author’s imagination and are not to be construed as real. Where real-life historical persons appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning those persons are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or to change the entirely fictional nature of the work. In all other respects, any resemblance to persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

  

 
  
   Prologue

   1945

   The tall man in the soft gray suit sat perfectly still, cross-legged like the Buddha, watching the early morning sunlight move across the ocean. He was sitting on a water tank within the fortified perimeter of a sprawling US Army base called the Presidio, overlooking San Francisco Bay. He faced west, looking out to sea toward Japan.

   A voice behind him said, “I’m sorry, Ernst. They’re getting close. A hundred fifty miles. You should be inside.” Ernst Baerwald turned to find Jimmy Tolliver, who ran the OSS Intelligence School at the base.

   “Thank you, Jimmy,” Ernst replied.

   Jimmy was wearing an army lieutenant colonel’s uniform and an Air Corps cap, a departure from his usual cigarette-ash-strewn tweeds. “How are you feeling?” he said.

   “Observed,” Ernst replied, gesturing at the two FBI agents up the hill.

   Ernst had spent most of his adult life in Japan, much of that at or near the epicenter of power, where German science and engineering, American oil and cash, and Japan’s 4,000-year-old civilization intersected. He understood the layered fabric that constituted Japan’s ruling elite—the hierarchies, the personal rivalries, the truths, the myths, the sexual peccadilloes that bound them together. The secret societies.

   Most importantly for the professional arsonists of the US Army Air Corps, he knew exactly how every city in Japan was stitched together with natural gas lines. He knew where they ran, the depth at which they were buried. He knew where every pump station was, every fuel reservoir. He had the blueprints for the entire network on microdot film. A thousand lifetimes ago Ernst had helped to rebuild Tokyo. Today he would help to burn it down again. Tonight four hundred American bombers would pour tons of jellied gasoline and high explosives onto the kindling-wood homes of Tokyo, and the fire dragons would walk again.

   The Intelligence School was in a compound of soundproof stages nestled into the southwest corner of the base, where the San Francisco mainland met the Golden Gate Bridge. Stage B was the biggest, a beyond-top-secret facility of nearly twenty thousand square feet, housing two scale models: an enormous replica of the islands in the Mariana Archipelago and an even bigger model of the city of Tokyo. The soundstage surrounding the models was dark. All the spotlights were on the city, and on the dark ocean before it that could no longer protect it.

   A man wearing a radio helmet stood like the Colossus in Tokyo Bay, holding a shuffleboard cue, pushing model airplanes across the sea. “Seventy-five miles,” he intoned into the stage’s loudspeaker, moving the airplanes closer to Tokyo. A cheer erupted from the uniformed officers on the observation stage. “I’d better go be political,” Tolliver told Ernst. “You’ll be all right?”

   Baerwald nodded. He saw the other Japanologists huddled in a corner, more aghast than celebratory. Like him, they’d all lived in Japan, had good friends there, family. He walked toward them. One of them, a brilliant young scholar from Harvard named Reischauer, spotted Ernst and intercepted him.

   “We’ll never get the blood off our hands,” Reischauer whispered. “Not in a thousand years.”

   The minutes ticked past. The radioman pushed the airplanes closer to land. “Fifty miles,” he said into his microphone. “Minimal enemy interference. ETA unchanged.”

   Ernst felt dizzy, and he was finding it hard to breathe. “Forgive me,” he said to an indifferent god. A long-forgotten prayer, a Hebrew one, sprang into his mind. He fingered his Buddhist beads and prayed the ancient Jewish prayer for the dead.

   Yitgadal v’yitkadash sh’mei raba b’alma di v’ra chir’utei; v’yamlich malchutei b’hayeichon u-v’yomeichon, uv’hayei d’chol beit yisrael, ba-agala u-vi-z’man kariv, v’imru amen. Y’hei sh’mei raba m’varach l’alam u-l’almei almaya.


   “Thirty seconds to first-run impact,” said the radioman.

   The room held its collective breath.

   “Impact,” said the radioman. “Confirmed impact.”

   In Tokyo, it was midnight.

   Five months and sixty-two Japanese cities passed into fiery memory before the atomic bombs fell in August. On September 2nd, Japan surrendered. For Ernst’s son, Kurt, this meant that his three months of grueling parachute and close-combat training on the island of Guam had given way to a month on a beach on Tinian, which he’d spent drinking beer, learning American slang, and waiting for his new orders to come through.

   Now it was October, and he was back in Tokyo, attached to GovSec, a new agency with vague boundaries and murkier powers, and tasked with everything from repairing streetlights to the Purge—the removal of all Japanese war criminals, ultranationalists, and Fascists from their positions of power. Which meant, essentially, the entire government and most of the zaibatsu corporate heads. At this moment Kurt Baerwald was in a dingy office in US Supreme Command Headquarters, comparing maps.

   He was a wavy-haired lieutenant of twenty-two, now recovering from a South Pacific sunburn. Over-tall, over-thin, overeducated, and probably a little too pretty for his own good, he was an odd duck in the cowboy culture of the US Occupation. He was the kind of young lieutenant more often found in British than American Intelligence, the kind with too many languages and not enough American get-up-and-go. His desk phone rang, making him jump.

   “This is Baerwald.” Though his English was impeccable, it was tinged with a slight Swiss German accent.

   “Motor Pool here. Got a Lieutenant Kraus for you. He says bring the maps.”

   Baerwald hung up the phone and looked at the variety of maps strewn across his desk. The new aerials were still marked restricted. He locked them in the gimcrack safe under his desk and picked up some civilian prewar maps.

   He located his hat and coat, belted on his hated sidearm, grabbed a pair of bento boxes and a thermos of coffee, and exited into the halls of GovSec, where things were bustling. There were industries to reform, war crimes trials to plan, rings of spies and last-ditch assassins to round up, favors to grant, and a medieval nation, wiped clean of history with fire and blood, to rebuild from the ground up.

   Kurt punched the elevator button and took a moment to look out the big windows at the Imperial Palace. In his youth, the castle moat would have been home to a charming menagerie of swans and ducks and rainbow trout, tended by the groundskeepers in their cunning little coracles. Now the moat was drained, home only to scrub brushes and canvas tarpaulins, its waters corrupted by the decayed corpses of the men, women, and children who had drowned or boiled or otherwise died there in their doomed attempt to escape the fires of the American incendiary bombing of Tokyo.

   All the news around the globe was about the surrender of Germany and the death of Hitler and the new atomic weapons used against Japan, so it was little commented upon in the general press, but a little after midnight on March 9, four hundred or so American B-29 Superfortress bombers had poured millions of pounds of high explosives and jellied petroleum into the residential centers of Tokyo, killing at least one hundred thousand civilians almost immediately and rendering a million more homeless within the hour.

   The firebombings, planned with meticulous detail, had gone off without a hitch. Within minutes of taking the Japanese base on Iwo Jima, the coded signals went out simultaneously to Washington, San Francisco, and the Mariana Islands, where the armadas of B-29s were warmed up and ready to go.

   First, the high explosives fell, ripping the fragile wooden houses apart, transforming the residential districts into a tinderbox of kindling and paper. Next came the incendiary bombs. Japan’s excellent natural gas delivery system stitched the city together like an explosive bloodstream. When these blew, the firestorms began—flaming tornados, shrieking through the closely built neighborhoods at temperatures up to 1,800 degrees Fahrenheit. The survivors suffered daily agonies—physical, spiritual, and mental—and soon a special disposal unit was required to deal with an epidemic of suicide.

   Buoyed by this success, the US Army Air Corps had kept it up, firebombing sixty-two more Japanese cities until the targeting teams in Saipan were forced to confess that there was nothing left to bomb. Which hadn’t stopped Fat Man and Little Boy, of course. The A-bombs fell in August.

   Willi Kraus was waiting for Kurt at Motor Pool Dispatch, smoking a cigar, grinning, and leaning against a gorgeous Army-green Buick Roadmaster, a luxury car usually reserved for generals or at least favored colonels. Kurt laughed out loud at the sight of him.

   “The colonel’s in Shanghai, the car is mine,” said the elfin junior spy, patting the chariot’s luxurious leather.

   Kurt mounted the passenger seat, and Willi began piloting the Buick, slow and determined, the gorgeous thrum of the eight well-tuned cylinders acting in concert, sending vibrations up the spines of the two childhood friends as they rolled through the shattered streets of their old hometown.

   Kurt and Willi had grown up like brothers here, born in Tokyo only a few months apart, mere miles from MacArthur’s headquarters in the Dai-Ichi. They had been inseparable, first in their prams pushed by their baby amahs in the manicured parks beneath the cherry trees, then, as youths, running wild in the streets of Tokyo and Yokohama in countless hair-raising adventures. They had bonded in blood and battle with their relentless enemies, the street fighters and gaijin haters from the Zōshikan School. And now here they were, home again, this time wearing the uniform of their homeland’s conqueror. Though they looked American enough, especially in uniform, no matter how hard they tried, they would never be WASPs from Massachusetts, or Baptists from Indiana, or cowboys from Texas. Embrace America how they may, they were unmistakably Other, these privileged German Jews from Tokyo.

   Two bored US Marines manning the checkpoint raised the barber pole barriers, waving the gleaming Buick government car out of the tidy GHQ Sector and into the tortured remains of the streets and boulevards and alleyways where they had once played as boys.

   “Jesus Christ,” said Kurt.

   “Welcome home,” said Willi. “How do you like what we’ve done with the place?”

   Kurt turned away and donned sunglasses to hide a sudden welling of tears. The city was flattened, as far as he could see.

   Willi drove like a man possessed, pushing the Buick down the rubble-lined roadway, pedal to the metal for more than half a mile before he suddenly slammed on the brakes and put the car into park.

   “What the hell are you doing?” Kurt said.

   Willi was busy studying the rearview mirror and did not respond. After a time he seemed to relax, reached into the glove box, and retrieved a near-full bottle of Dewar’s whiskey. “Borrowed, not stolen,” he crowed, spinning the top off into his hand. “To God, country, and Old Glory, long may she wave,” he said, handing the bottle to Kurt, who watched as Willi undertook a painstaking search under the dash with his flashlight. Finally, Willi sat up and wrote Kurt a note: “Microphone. Say, ‘What’s wrong?’”

   Kurt wasn’t much of an actor. “What’s wrong, Willi?” he said loudly.

   “Ah, my foot’s caught on something under the dash, lemme just—” said Willi, savagely yanking out a wire snaking its way into the undercarriage, then holding up the broken end like a trophy. He opened his door and walked back to the Buick’s trunk. “Here, give me a hand a second. Bring the light.”

   Kurt held the flashlight as Willi searched the giant trunk. “Ah,” whispered Willi as he peeled up a bit of carpet, revealing a white-stenciled green box, large enough for a pair of men’s galoshes. He replaced the carpet and slammed the trunk shut. The two men took several paces back from the car as though repelled by an invisible force. “State of the art,” Willi said.

   Kurt made a point of calmly lighting a cigarette, holding the flame with both hands against an imaginary wind. “Is that microphone for us specifically, or just there?”

   “Ask not for whom the bell tolls,” Willi replied. “Nah, it’s just the way it is around here.”

   Back in the car, Willi’s fingers played “Chopsticks” on the steering wheel for what seemed like a very long time. Finally, he gave a big, forced grin and looked up at Kurt. “But anyway, fuck them. If they complain, they have to admit they’re wiretapping us. Anyway, I can fix it.”

   Kurt was speechless at his daring. Willi put the massive Roadmaster into gear, and they motored on. Kurt rolled the window down and tried to spit out the bad taste in his mouth. “Do you recognize anything?”

   “I think that’s the Mitsui Bank building.”

   “So that’s Eifukuchō?”

   “I guess.”

   What had started out as a reunion jaunt to see their old neighborhood was now a grim odyssey into an apocalypse. Willi’s manic humor had dissipated into uncharacteristic outbursts of bitterness, and Kurt was drinking steadily from the bottle of whiskey.

   “They had it coming, right?” Willi said.

   Kurt nodded. “They chose the wrong side.”

   “Pearl Harbor, Nanjing.”

   “Guadalcanal. Corregidor. Bataan.”

   Kurt took another swig. “I wonder if Kenji made it.”

   “He’s the enemy. We can’t even think like that anymore.”

   “He’s still Kenji,” Kurt said. Not for the last time, Kurt wondered who “We” was. “You remember Beate Sirota?” he asked.

   “Duh, yeah.”

   “Her parents stayed here the whole war.”

   “Jesus.”

   “Yeah, I saw her, she’s back here now with the Constitution crew. Her parents survived somehow, just barely. She said her father weighed less than a hundred pounds.”

   “Jesus.”

   “They’re gonna try to rebuild here. Beate said her dad doesn’t feel at home anyplace else.”

   “Still?”

   “Yeah.”

   Up ahead they saw an Army Corps of Engineers surveying team setting up scopes and guideposts. Willi swung the car up next to them. The sergeant stiffly saluted the staff car, then relaxed when he saw the young faces sticking out of the uniforms. Willi spoke first.

   “We’re looking for Shibuya. Got any ideas?”

   “You got a map?”

   “Yeah, but it’s—”

   “Bring it here.”

   The ACE guys had a drafting table set up in the bed of the truck with one of the aerial photomaps Kurt had been too timid to bring. Kurt laid his map next to it. The sergeant stuck a grimy finger to a spot.

   “OK, you’re here.”

   “This is Shinjuku?”

   “I don’t know about that. It’s Sector 4, RT 303, Marker 6.”

   “Right. It used to be called Shinjuku.”

   Kurt had had his first kiss at thirteen with a girl who went to primary school there. Her lips had tasted like sweet apples. He thought of the corpses in the river and shuddered involuntarily.

   The sergeant gave Kurt a curious look. “You mind if I write on your map?”

   “Go ahead.”

   “OK, you’re in the right sector, but you can’t get there from here, no passable roads.”

   The sergeant started marking the map with a grease pencil.

   “You gotta use a compass, follow this road to here, then there’s a junction that’ll take you to here, you follow that to there, then south-southeast. There’s a shit ton of rubble, but there’s an eight-story concrete building still standing, you’ll see it. It’s passable, just watch your tires.”

   Kurt tried to imagine the spot. “The Shinoda Bank?”

   “I dunno, I guess so. What’s your duty there?”

   Kurt blurted out, “We grew up there, we’re trying to find our houses.”

   The sergeant squinted at them. “You did what?”

   Willi stepped forward. “We’re G2, Language Corps.”

   “Well, he’s G2, I’m GovSec.”

   “Show me some ID.”

   Shaking his head at Kurt’s indiscretion, Willi presented his card.

   The sergeant scrutinized it. “You smell like booze.”

   “We’re not on duty.”

   “You got any more?”

   “What?”

   “Booze. Got any more?”

   “Oh! Sure.”

   “Gimme a swig and I won’t report you. And a cigarette.”

   Kurt retrieved the bottle and handed it over. The sergeant guzzled a half inch of whiskey. “Cigarette?” Kurt handed over a Camel. “Light?” Kurt offered his Zippo.

   “All right,” the sergeant said. Go about your business. I wouldn’t be out here after dark though. It gets a little strange past the lights.”

   “All right, thanks.”

   Willi said, “How do you mean, strange?”

   The sergeant tapped his sidearm. “I mean strange. Keep it handy. One in the chamber. But don’t cause an incident.”

   “Right, thanks.”

   Kurt and Willi got back into the Buick. Willi checked his .45 for battle readiness. “Don’t blow your foot off,” Kurt said.

   The sergeant was shouting at them through the closed glass. Willi rolled down the window.

   “Hey, what’s it like?” the sergeant said.

   “What’s what like?”

   “Being from here. Being here.”

   “Hey, it beats Pittsburgh.”

   The GI laughed and waved them on.

   “Nice guy, for a shakedown artist,” Willi said.

   “Yeah, I guess. OK, that’s the junction, go left.”

   Some concrete buildings remained, and they started to recognize the ruins of landmarks.

   “That must be the pump station.”

   “Yeah, and that’s the fish market. Look, those were the water tanks.”

   “Yeah. There’s the Shinoda building. Go left there.”

   Their houses had overlooked a beautiful park, which was now a blackened shantytown of corrugated metal and scrap wood. Kurt saw an old man kneeling on a patch of dirt, staring into space, mumbling to himself, a pink string of sputum dangling from his chin. What was left of his hands were wrapped tightly in a blood-crusted cloth. Kurt tried desperately to connect this scene with his memories.

   “Maybe we should turn around,” he said.

   “What do you mean?”

   “I mean maybe we should get back to base.”

   “We’re really close. I think that’s the Shinjuku Gyo-en.”

   “I know, I’m just . . .”

   “Here’s Nagai Road,” Willi said, pointing ahead at the mouth of a road snaking into the elite hills of the High City. He pushed the car forward. Nagai Road had once been lined with mansions—the homes of high-ranking government officials and younger royalty and the like. Now it was piles of burned refuse made into huts and shacks by people fleeing the even-worse conditions below. The terrain was entirely unrecognizable. Willi slammed on the brakes. “Hey, look at that.”

   The Baerwald house had once had a distinctive chimney top, like a piece of old Germany, that Kurt’s mother had had built after the Kantō Earthquake. It was right up ahead, all that was left of the place.

   Willi stopped the car and the two of them got out. Kurt walked into the ruins and squatted on his heels, lost in memory. Here would have been the hearth, in the family room, off the dining room. The kitchen would be there. That was where he’d done his schoolwork while Chizuko-san painted, telling him ghost stories. There was where his mother had spanked him after he stole the pocketknife from the hardware store. Here was where the big room was, with the big-domed ceiling, where his father played the violin with Beate’s father on the piano. All those parties. The remains of some coiled piano strings poked out of the rubble.

   “Kurt! Kurt!” he heard Willi say, and he swam back into the present. He looked up to see Willi pointing into what had once been the garden. Tattered ghosts were emerging from caves they’d made in the rubble. Emaciated, dressed in rags, eyes numb, missing limbs.

   Three women clung together near the broken hearth, apart from the others, two young, one old. Kurt found his attention drawn to the old woman, suspended between the two younger women. It had been nine years and a ravaging war since he had last seen her, but he knew her. Her hair was thin, and burn scars showed on her scalp. Time had been unkind. But he knew her, how could he not? She had sung him to sleep, she had cared for him when he was sick, she had bandaged him when he was hurt. She had been his protector, his confidante, his first, best friend. He stood up. “Chizuko,” he said. Her head turned to him in response, and he knew there was no mistake.

   She clearly did not recognize him. He spoke to her in Japanese as he approached her, as unthreateningly as he could.

   “Chizuko-san, it’s me, your Usagi-chan, it’s me, don’t be afraid.”

   She recoiled in fear as he approached. “It’s me, it’s me, don’t be afraid,” he repeated. As he got closer, he noticed that her eyes had filmed over with gray. “Don’t be afraid,” he said, tears streaming down his face. “Osoreru na, don’t be afraid, don’t be afraid, it’s me.”

   When he was mere inches from her, she recognized him finally, not believing her ears. “Usagi-chan?” she said. “Usagi?” Usagi-chan had been her special nickname for him when he was a boy, the Japanese word for “baby rabbit.” She collapsed into him. Her shoulders, on which he had spent so much of his infancy, were so frail and bony that Kurt was afraid she would break in his arms. He stroked her cheeks, her scalp.

   Her legs were so thin that it was impossible for her to stand. Her clothes, always so stylish and splendid, were torn and filthy. Kurt saw that she was missing two of her fingers. She had always been so wonderful with her hands—drawing, writing poems, arranging flowers . . .

   She smelled like charred wood and urine. The ragged ghosts from the ruins started to surround them, nearly thirty of them, clamoring for food, and Kurt heard Willi shouting. Willi was panicking, his face pale, his hair wild, his pistol in his hand. The starving people moved away from the man with the gun, almost as one.

   “Willi!” Kurt shouted. “Put the gun away! Get the sandwiches from the car! And the thermos!” Willi shamefacedly holstered his .45 and obeyed. Kurt gently sat Chizuko-san on a pile of broken rocks as Willi opened a bento box. He tore a piece of sandwich and meekly handed it to Kurt, embarrassed at losing his nerve. He took his pistol and belt and put them in the trunk. He bowed deeply to the starving crowd and handed the remaining three sandwiches to a woman to distribute. “I beg your forgiveness,” Willi said, in an immaculately fluent Tokyo accent, “but this is all the food we have. I promise you we will come back with more.” He remembered a couple of chocolate bars in the glove box and handed those to the same woman.

   The food was too rich for Chizuko’s stomach, and she gagged. Starvation had damaged her heart, and Kurt could feel the arrhythmia in her fading pulse. Her eyes started rolling back in her head.

   “We have to get her to a clinic.”

   “What clinic?”

   Army regulations were strict and clear. There was to be no fraternization with the Japanese, and US clinics were closed to them.

   “We’ll take her home.”

   “Are you insane?”

   “Beate. We’ll take her to Beate Sirota. She’s at the YWCA, but she has another place off base. She has her parents there. She’ll help us; we can find a local doctor. We can get soup and milk from the PX.”

   “No. We go through channels.”

   “That’ll take too long, Willi. Help me get her into the car.”

   “Kurt . . .”

   “Willi, she’s dying!”

   “You’re gonna get us both a court-martial,” Willi said. But he did it. Gently the two men eased the weakening woman into the back seat of the car. Kurt put her head in his lap and cooed softly to her as Willi put the Buick into gear. “We’ll come back with food!” he shouted in Japanese out the window as they drove away. One of the girls held up her hand in farewell, like a lover at a train station.

   It was getting dark, and a light rain drifted down.

   Chizuko was spasming in her sleep. Kurt was getting frantic.

   “Will you hurry up?”

   “I can’t even find the river,” Willi snapped.

   “Are we going east?”

   “Yeah, but the roads—”

   “OK, OK, stop, we’ve gotta figure out where we’re going.”

   Willi stopped the Buick, cursing. “This fucking map is useless. You should have grabbed the aerials.”

   Kurt got out of the car and spread the out-of-date map on the hood. Willi put the compass on a corner and held the light for him.

   “OK,” he said. “We’re going southeast, the river’s that way.” Kurt pointed in a direction that no street traveled. The firebombing had been the most devastating to human life, but the high explosives had changed the physical landscape.

   Kurt climbed onto the roof of the Buick with the car’s binoculars, hoping to get high enough to see over the vast heaps of rubble. A grimy moon cast a dim light on the flattened city. “Can’t see anything. We’ve got to get higher.”

   “Give me the binocs,” said Willi. “I’ll climb up one of those.” He pointed at a pair of shattered concrete structures to their left.

   “Good idea. Watch your ass.”

   “Why don’t you watch it, I hear it’s terrific,” Willi shouted over his shoulder as he sprinted to the building.

   Kurt got into the back seat and sang an old Japanese lullaby to Chizuko, stroking her cheek. It seemed to calm her. Her head in his lap felt as light as the dried skeleton of a bird. Across the street, Willi looked up at the building overhead. The marble face had mostly fallen off, and glass, half melted, crunched under his boots. What was left of a pair of modern glass doors opened into a forbidding blackness. Cursing his softhearted friend, he entered the dark.

   His flashlight, a powerful military hand torch, sent a piercing beam through a steady fall of dust and debris. There was a wide staircase to his left, or rather the remains of one. What had once been a grand ascent, meters wide, was now a narrow-tiered cliff, with shards of stone hanging over empty space. He started to climb, clinging to the wall, swearing all the way. A large chunk of the staircase fell off behind him.

   At the mezzanine, the staircase ended. Willi pinned himself to the wall, breathing hard, nerves firing. The foul smell of corpses met his nostrils. He moved his light across the floor until he found them. A woman and a baby, both dead by gunfire. The woman had a Japanese army Nambu service pistol near her hand. Suicide. The back of the baby’s head was gone.

   Willi tried and failed to imagine being desperate enough to shoot his own baby between the eyes. He covered the woman and her baby’s face with a tattered blanket. He didn’t have time to do more, and nothing he could do would ever be enough.

   Time was pressing and he started mounting an enclosed staircase. The stairwell had become a home for hundreds of rats, and they scurried from his path, moving like a mass of gray water around his boot ankles. He climbed the stairs with his squealing rat army for what felt like an eternity before arriving at a door neatly marked with a Roman five. As he cracked the door open with his foot, he found his pistol in his hand again, as much use as a teddy bear.

   Rats scurried between his feet into the new space. Taking a deep breath, he swung the door open and stepped onto the floor. Moonlight shone through a broken window at the end of a long empty hall lined with offices.

   He moved carefully to the window. He heard moans from behind a door and kept his hand on the .45 as he walked, testing the floor before each step.

   He pinned the map to the wall next to the window with his knife. Over the piles of rubble, Willi could see the Sumida River, and further to the south the red light crowning the Dai-Ichi building.

   Jesus, he thought. Tokyo was gone.

   Kurt had expended his repertoire of Japanese lullabies and, unable to think of anything else or to bear the silence, he started singing a bawdy song his father used to sing in the bath.

   Und der Haifisch, der hat Zähne
Und die trägt er im Gesicht
Und MacHeath, der hat ein Messer
Doch das Messer sieht man nicht


   “OK, I think I’ve got a route, let’s go,” said Willi, out of breath and pale. He got in the driver’s seat, turned the car around, and went back in the direction they had come. Chizuko stirred, and Kurt dabbed water on her lips with a handkerchief.

   “How was it up there?” he asked.

   “Lots of wildlife.”

   “There were animals up there?”

   “Yeah,” Willi said. “It was the Garden of fucking Eden. Come on, help me navigate.”

   Kurt made a pillow from his coat, put it under Chizuko’s head, squeezed a few more drops of water into her mouth from the handkerchief, and climbed into the front seat. “Here, give me that map,” he said.

   “The three marks are the Dai-Ichi and the two radio towers,” Willi said. “Best I remember, the old YWCA is in that triangle. When we get closer the roads will get better. We’ve just got to get that way somehow.”

   After interminable wrong turns and impassable roads, they found themselves in the Americanized section near the base. Temporary streetlights lent the rubble a slightly less sinister aspect, and the Army Corps of Engineers street signage started to make more sense.

   “You know if we get caught with her we’re getting shot,” Willi said, by way of conversation.

   “You’re being dramatic.”

   “Bullshit I am.”

   “Bullshit you’re not,” Kurt replied out of habit.

   The Buick pulled up in front of the old YWCA headquarters, a five-story brick affair in almost un-bombed condition. “You wait with Chizuko, I’ll find Beate,” said Kurt before sprinting up the stairs to the front desk. At the door he shouted down, “Sing to her, she likes it.”

   The desk was manned by a pretty Women’s Army Corps gal who had bigger game than a twenty-year-old lieutenant in mind and could barely bring herself to answer Kurt’s questions.

   “Beate Sirota,” he repeated. “S as in Sierra, I as in Indigo—”

   “I can spell, thanks. She’s not here. Popular girl, though. Takes all kinds, I guess.”

   “Yeah, she’s a great girl, any idea when she’s coming back? Where she went?”

   “We’ve got four hundred people here. I don’t keep track of them. Why don’t you ask Clark Gable over there? He’s looking for her too.”

   She pointed into the lobby where a naval officer was smoking, reading Stars and Stripes, and sipping from a flask. Kurt went over to the man.

   “I hate to bother you, but . . .”

   The guy looked up with that patented navy arrogance.

   “I’m looking for Beate Sirota. I’m an old family friend.”

   “You’re gonna have to take a number, my man. There’s a whole fleet ahead of you, all weak with love.”

   “It’s not like that. We grew up together.”

   “Where’d you grow up?”

   “Ueno, thereabouts. Sector 4, I mean.”

   “Where?”

   “Here in Tokyo.”

   “What’s her mom’s name?”

   “Um, Augustine, I think. Mrs. Sirota. She makes clay sculptures.”

   “And her dad?”

   “Leo.”

   “What does he do?”

   “Are you kidding? He’s the most famous musician in Japan! He’s a pianist.”

   “OK, what do you need to know?”

   “Where is Beate?”

   “She took some stuff to her parents. She’s supposed to meet me here before curfew.”

   “Do you know where that is? Her parents, I mean.”

   “She’s spoken for, just so you know.”

   “Listen, Popeye.” Kurt was losing his cool. “This is a family emergency. I don’t have time. Do you know where, or not?”

   The older and higher-ranking officer slapped his paper down on the table, unfolded a tennis champion’s physique, and towered over the younger man, grinning. Kurt was tall, but this guy was taller and had sixty pounds on him. Kurt braced for a losing fight.

   “Let’s go,” said the sailor.

   “I’d fight you in a second, but I have no time.”

   “No, I mean, let’s go. Let’s go find her. I’m sick of sitting here anyway, it’s bad for my image. Is that your land yacht out front?”

   “Sort of.”

   “Well, do you want me to open the door for you?”

   “I really don’t think—”

   “Don’t think then, just let’s go. We could still catch her there.”

   “Can’t you just tell me where?”

   “You’d never find it.”

   Kurt studied the man. Typical navy jerk.

   “Listen, there’s somebody in the car. Somebody not . . . authorized. We have to get her to Beate. She’s really sick.”

   “What kind of somebody?”

   “She was my nanny. When I was growing up.”

   “Your nanny. OK, Fauntleroy. Calm down. Breathe. She was your nanny. So what? Where’s the capital crime?”

   “Here.” Kurt was whispering now. “She was my nanny here. In Japan. My Japanese nanny.”

   “And?”

   “She’s Japanese. I’m GovSec. I can’t fraternize.”

   The sailor just laughed. “Well, this is your lucky day, pal, cause that’s all I’m paid to do. Fraternize.”

   He flipped out a wallet. “Wade Hamill, Office of Naval Intelligence.”

   Kurt turned white and started stammering. “Please, she’s not political, she’s not military, she’s just—”

   “Jesus, kid, relax, don’t worry! What do you GovSec guys say? ‘We’re here to help’? Well, I’m here to help. Come on, if she’s sick let’s get her to Leo and Augustine. I’ve been contributing my own brand of contraband; they’re stocked over there.”

   Lieutenant Hamill gathered his overcoat and hat and strode out the door toward the Buick.

   “All right, no, Jesus! You passed it, back up.” Navy or not, Hamill was a lousy navigator.

   Willi turned left and gently steered the big car down a tiny street jammed with downcast pedestrians. They were in an unlit part of Tokyo, burned narrow streets packed with spavined night crawlers.

   “OK, look out for that—ah shit, can’t you drive? It’s right up there, the place with the honey wagon in front. Listen, just park it here, let’s go.”

   Kurt collected Chizuko in his arms and carried her into the crowded street. The presence of uniformed Americans terrified the locals, who seemed to vanish before their eyes. The stink of a parked honey wagon brought back the first real sense memory Kurt had had since he’d come back from America. Foul as it was, he found it somehow comforting.

   “God, I hope they’re here,” he said.

   “Oh, Leo and Augustine will be here, no doubt about that. Beate’s a little harder to pin down. Jesus, that smell.”

   The rickety door slid open, and a wraith appeared, tottering on two canes. “Mr. Sirota?” Kurt was horrified at the changes four years of war had wrought in his father’s illustrious friend. Mr. Sirota had always been so present, so physical. He’d played the piano like a giant cat pouncing on its prey.

   “My God! Kurt? Kurt Baerwald? Please, please come in.”

   “This is Chizuko-san, do you remember her? She was—”

   “Oh, of course, oh, the poor wonderful dear, oh dear, dear, bring her in, lay her on the futon.”

   He called into the kitchen. “Beate! Pour some warm miso! Not too hot!”

   “Mr. Sirota, I’m Willi Kraus, Hans Kraus’s son, sir, I’m . . . we’re here with the army.”

   “Well, I gathered that from the uniforms. And you know Wade?”

   “We’re old friends,” interjected Wade. “Like brothers.”

   “Well, isn’t that nice. Come in, come in! Augustine! We need you, we have company!”

   Lieutenant Hamill looked at Kurt’s name tag for the first time. “Your name is Baerwald?”

   “Yeah.”

   “I think I know your dad.”

   “What?”

   “Yeah. Ernest. I was his driver. He gave me a book of Japanese poems.”

   “Ernst.”

   “Whatever you say, Fauntleroy. Ernst it is.”

   Kurt laid Chizuko gently on the futon in the small room like a man handling a cracked Fabergé egg. Mr. Sirota hovered above him, clucking like a mother hen. “Oh dear, dear, dear. Poor dear girl.”

   Kurt slowly rose to his feet after checking that Chizuko was still breathing. Her breath was faint, but it was breath, and hope.

   “Is there a doctor we can reach, she’s—”

   “Yes,” answered Leo, as Augustine joined them.

   Again, Kurt was shocked by the change. The vivacious and playful hostess of his youth had become a bundle of sticks, with the gray-dimmed eyes that he was learning were a symptom of extended malnutrition. Behind the gray mucus her eyes were still intelligent, but the gaiety had been replaced by a hollow darkness, a doorway to a haunted room.

   “Augustine,” Leo said. “We need Dr. Kazuo, maybe Beate and Wade can . . .”

   “Yes, of course.”

   As though on cue, Beate appeared, her arms full of books. She looked questioningly at Kurt.

   “I think she’s dying. She can’t take food, and her heart . . .”

   Beate glanced briefly at her father, then at the books in her arms. She slumped, defeated, took a breath, and said, “Of course. Maybe we could use your car?”

   “Willi can drive you.”

   Augustine spoke up. “Try the youth center, ask for Dr. Kazuo.”

   “Yes, Mama.”

   “Wait, get me a clean kimono.”

   “Yes, Mama.”

   Beate laid her stack of books on the floor and bustled off. Kurt glanced down at them and saw that he was still wearing his boots. He immediately sat on the floor and removed them, noticing with dismay that he’d already damaged the delicate tatami floor of the traditional Japanese room.

   But for three Western-style folding metal chairs, a card table, and an old radio, the room could have been medieval. The piano score to a Chopin nocturne lying open on a chair gave slight evidence of Leo’s work. There was no piano, of course. Kurt wondered who the house had once belonged to but stopped himself. Japan had asked for it, and now they were paying the price.

   Beate returned with a kimono, and Augustine took it into the side room where Chizuko lay, closing the screen behind her. Kurt heard her talking to Chizuko in the soothing tone of a mother with a sick child. Willi appeared, hat in hand. “We’re going to find the doctor. Come on, Wade, let’s go.”

   The arrogant naval officer seemed humbled in this setting, his feet looking frail and long in their thin blue socks. The front door closed behind the three of them. Kurt and Leo looked at each other as the sound of the Buick’s engine faded into the distance.

   Leo carefully eased himself onto one of the chairs. “I’m sorry, my boy, my knees. I can’t sit traditionally anymore. Or at least not yet.” A grim determination in his voice reminded Kurt of the vibrant figure of his youth, the confident, powerful, proud Leo Sirota, the most famous pianist in all of Japan.

   “It’s odd to see you so tall, my boy. The years have done you well.”

   “I’ve been lucky,” Kurt said.

   “Yes.”

   The two men looked at each other, neither knowing what to say.

   “Japan has suffered,” Leo said.

   “Yes, sir.”

   “It’s those damn Tōyama Mitsuru fanatics,” Leo said. “They killed us all.”

   “We’ll bring them to justice.”

   “Justice, what a lovely idea. And Douglas MacArthur will bring this justice?”

   “Yes, sir. That’s why we’re here. It’s called the Purge of Japanese Leadership.”

   “Of course it is.” Leo examined the tall, well-fed man in front of him. His eyes fell to the heavy GI .45 on his hip in its cavalry leather.

   “Tell me, how is Ernst? Is he still practicing?”

   “Yes, sir, very much so. I’m told all he wants to do is play the violin. His job is very dull.”

   “What job is that?”

   “He’s at an insurance company.”

   “Insurance? Ernst? Are you sure?”

   “Well, yes, sir. OSS is being phased out . . .”

   “I see. Would it be Macomb Sureties?”

   “Yes, how did you know?”

   “They had a Tokyo office before the war. One in Shanghai as well. They never did much insuring, really.”

   “Well, what did they do?”

   Leo shocked Kurt by giving him a broad wink. “Never mind, boy, never mind. Tell me, do you drink? Alcohol?”

   “Why, yes, sir.”

   “Well, Wade gets the most miraculous things. In that cupboard there you’ll find a nice bottle of whiskey. He’s such a dear boy.”

   “Yes, he’s aces.”

   Kurt looked in the cupboard and found a fresh bottle of Four Roses and two sake cups. He set them on the table and sat down.

   “I’m very sorry to intrude on you like this, sir, the anti-fraternization rules . . .”

   “Please, boy, please. Augustine and I have been very lucky.”

   Kurt looked at the frail shadow of a man, thinking luck a very relative term.

   “Yes, sir. And you, are you playing?

   “Quiet things. Satie, Scarlatti. The sensitives. I don’t have the strength for the big ones.”

   Kurt bowed his head. “I’m sure that will come.”

   Leo Sirota’s eyes glowed for a moment with some of his old power. “Yes. It will. Now, drink! Kanpai!”

   “Kanpai!”

   The whiskey helped to soothe some of Kurt’s awkwardness. Mr. Sirota had been a towering figure in Kurt’s youth—a god, almost. A Ukrainian, he had come to Japan on tour and never left. He was head of the piano program at Tokyo University. His radio performances, introduced by the crown prince himself, were so popular that the streets emptied of their usual bustle as he played. People huddled around their radios to listen, like travelers around a cooking fire. Those were the most vivid memories of Kurt’s childhood . . . every week, it seemed, a fabulous party at the house, jammed with the powerful and the beautiful and the merely interesting, watching an endless parade of international music virtuosos show off for each other around the giant piano. It was unnerving, sitting here as an adult, sipping whiskey with this wounded eminence.

   “Kurt!” came Augustine’s voice from behind the screen. “Get me some hot water, not too hot.”

   Kurt did as he was told and slid the screen door open to find Chizuko’s head cradled in Augustine’s bony lap, softened by a rolled-up furoshiki in place of a pillow. Chizuko was in a fresh kimono, asleep, her face cleaned of the dirt and ash from the rubble. Still, her color was bad.

   “Put it down there.”

   He did.

   “Now leave us. My God, you’ve grown.”

   He slid the screen door behind him and watched Mr. Sirota stare into space.

   Leo pointed at the cup on the table. “Drink more. I’m glad to hear that Ernst survived.”

   “Yes, sir, very much so. In California.”

   “They hanged Richard Sorge, you know. They finally saw through his Nazi act.”

   “The Germans?”

   “No, the Japanese. They found his radio, rounded up his whole ring. Had a show trial, but they needn’t have bothered. He was dead from the first moment.”

   “I’m sorry.”

   “Sorge was a lion. He died well.”

   Richard Sorge was another brilliant ghost from Kurt’s childhood, a tall, volatile man who had posed as a passionately pro-Nazi journalist while doing his real work as a Soviet spy and rescuer of Estonian Jews. He’d had the appetite of ten men, and at dinner parties Kurt’s mother had appointed a special server just to keep his glass and plate filled. “Baron Takahashi too; those Black Dragon fanatics almost cut him in two.”

   “Yes,” Kurt said, “I remember. That was during all the murders, just after the Gestapo came.”

   “Of course, of course,” Leo said, “forgive me, time is strange for me now.”

   Leo closed his eyes, and a puny tear rolled down his cheek. Kurt was thinking what a boom time it was for male tears when he was rescued by the sound of Willi’s Buick rolling up in front.

   He rose to his feet just as the front door burst open, revealing Beate, followed by a shabby little man in a mud-fouled suit, wearing eyeglasses with one fractured lens. Wade and Willi brought up the rear.

   “Where, please?” Dr. Kazuo said in English, kicking off his shoes.

   Kurt answered in Japanese, “We found her in a rubble community in the High City. She cannot take solid food.” He gently slid the door open.

   Kazuo listened to Chizuko’s heart and brusquely said, “Leave us.”

   Kurt walked outside and pulled out a cigarette. He smelled charcoal-driven cars and diesel dust and body odor and trash fire and the methane-rotting stink of the corpses buried in the rubble all around trying to decay in peace. Off in the distance there were lights, but where he stood the world was an ancient darkness, broken only by sporadic patches of weak firelight. Willi came out with two glasses clinking.

   “How’s she doing?”

   Kurt shook his head.

   Willi handed him his glass and Kurt drank it in one draught. Willi poured him a double.

   “Nurse it,” he said.

   The two old friends smoked and drank in silence. Augustine’s voice shot out from within the doorway.

   “Kurt! We need you!”

   He raced up the steps.

   Chizuko died that night with her head in Kurt’s lap, his hand gently stroking her cheek.

   “They picked the wrong side,” Willi said later to Wade. He clutched his shovel, shirtless in the winter moonlight, sweating in the cold.

   “Yeah.”

   Willi stepped aside and gave Wade room to swing the mattock. Wade dedicated himself to the task of breaking up the half-frozen ground with a maniacal frenzy, as though the earth itself were an enemy to conquer.

   “It’s war,” Willi said.

   “That’s right. It’s just fucking war.”

   Chizuko was buried, like many of the other thousand or so people who died in Tokyo that night, in secret, in somebody’s garden.

   After Chizuko died, Kurt wandered off into the darkness. Tortured faces atop famine-stricken bodies leapt out at him from shadowed caves in the rubble, desperate for food he did not have. Slowly, diamond shards of comforting hardness began to crystallize in him, like ice freezing in a slowing river. By the time he returned to the Sirotas’ an hour before dawn, a small portion of his psyche had split completely from the rest, creating a hidden compartment in his mind, the first of many. He observed himself and the world around him without pity or judgment or rancor. From the darkness, the way he would observe any target, or asset, or threat. He had been so well trained that he did not recognize it as training.

   It took Wade, Willi, and Kurt the better part of three hours of scrubbing at a navy hose yard near the docks to get the car ready to return to the motor pool, and the sun was turning the river gold when Kurt finally got back to his billet in what was left of an old hotel near Marunouchi. He checked his pistol at the desk and asked for a cable blank, ignoring the desk clerk’s curious gaze at his mud-stained uniform. very sorry stop, he wrote on the blank. chizuko died last night stop will send letter soon stop. He addressed the cable to his father’s office at Macomb and gave the envelope to the clerk. “It’ll go out around 4:00 p.m.,” the clerk said.

   He showered and shaved as best as the weak water pressure allowed and went to his tiny room, wrapped in a towel. He decided he was hungrier than he was tired. He sat down on his narrow bed and studied his room. It was minuscule but it was very clean, freshly painted, with a transom window letting in a bit of natural light. There were three books on his shelf—two tattered GI potboilers and a collection of his grandfather’s writings, bound in red leather, a gift from his Uncle Karl. A daguerreotype photo of the mysterious Hermann adorned the book’s frontispiece. Underneath the photo, an epigraph, in German, read like an ancestral challenge.
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      It is very important to find out the things that made us; the things that made us specifically what we are, and nothing else.

      Hermann Baerwald

     


   

   Kurt rolled the German words on his tongue, enunciating each word clearly. “‘Specifically what we are.’” He studied his grandfather’s face. You look like my father, he thought. He tried to picture his father’s face, but the man was always such a shape-shifter.

   Kurt looked at the uniforms hanging on a rack by the door, at the bars and buttons of the US Army. Even after a year and a half of training and a combat parachutist’s badge, the uniform still felt like a Halloween costume. He slid his arms into the sleeves of his winter tunic. He tied his tie and made his way down the narrow stairs. A different sergeant was at the desk and signed him out.

   “Are you taking your weapon?” the sergeant said, pencil hovering over the book.

   “Only my rapier wit,” Kurt replied. The sergeant looked blankly at him, pencil still hovering over the check sheet. “No weapons today,” Kurt clarified. “Are there any bicycles in back?”

   “Yeah,” the sergeant said, and pulled out another form. “The black one’s better. The red’s got a bent rim.”

   The sergeant unlocked the shed, and Kurt wheeled the bike out into the teeming street. Even here, where the firestorms had not leveled the city, all was in ruin. He rode slowly through the blackened buildings, through the chicken-wire shacks, the corrugated tin, the desperate hungry eyes, soaking it all in—the horror, the hope, all of it. Forget about what made us, he thought. What made this? He turned his bike north toward the remains of Ueno Park, land of memories.

  

 
  
   Part I

   1900–1909: The Apprentices
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      Philanthropin School, Frankfurt

     


   

  

 
  
   One

   Zur Aufklärung! (To Enlightenment!)

   The horses had been banished, the traffic rerouted, the block swept clean of dung for the occasion; the pavement had been scoured and bleached and even lushly carpeted to boot, with a vast Chinese rug that the school’s founder, the very first Mr. Rothschild, had personally ordered nine decades earlier from the Imperial Rug Maker to the Throne of China, for just these types of ceremonies. Prussian Guards in full-dress uniform cast their inscrutable gaze upon the Frankfurt avenues. Observers on the rooftops sweated in the late-day sun. Dark-skinned Jews from the Levant moved like dancers, balancing silver trays of drink and canapés.

   The boys and girls of the Philanthropin School were scrubbed and scented and clothed as adults—the boys in cutaway white ties and tails, their yarmulkes in green satin; the girls in green taffeta, their long trains flowing along the rich Oriental tapestry.

   The young Armand von Rothschild glared moodily out of the third-story window at the billowing tableau below. Dazzling in besashed evening dress, the young baron sighed. “Where are we now?” At twenty-four, Armand was perhaps too young to be given the responsibilities of the occasion.

   “We’re almost done, boy, the letter Z,” replied the somber old man at the desk, referring to a large book. “The last boy. Arno Zacharias. Athletic. Unimaginative. Courageous, loyal, dogged. Unintelligent. The recommendation is military. There’s a diamond station in Cape Town . . .”

   “Fine, fine. Post him there.”

   “Armand,” the melodious-voiced patriarch said, rising to his full height. He hooked his giant thumbs into his broadcloth waistcoat, eyes drilling into the younger man. He switched to Hebrew. “I’m sorry you find this duty so tedious.” He gestured at a wall of file cabinets, the individual dossiers of each graduate cross-referenced by specialty. The files provided the directory to a formidable international network of gifted and similarly educated former students. “These boys and girls, these young men and women, these flowers of hope and youth whose lives you find so tedious. They are the blood in your veins, boy. They are the fruit from your soil, and you are the fruit from theirs.” It was as though a gate in time was breached and an ancient prophet had stepped through. He switched to German. “Listen to me, Armand. This is your trust, your most sacred trust. This is a matter for deep reflection and a serious mind. Your father would never have entrusted you—”

   “You don’t need to keep throwing my betters at me, Hermann. I’m well aware that he’s my superior in every way. Listen, never mind, let’s get on with it. What about your son? He’s in the Bakkalaureus class, am I wrong? He did the whole college program?”

   “You may call me Dr. Baerwald. And yes, Ernst is my youngest boy, he’s twenty, he graduates today. He’s . . . well, he’s different. Gifted, I won’t deny that. But he’s . . . I’m not the man to describe him.”

   “Ha! You don’t fool me! You’re human after all. You love him. You’re proud of him.”

   “Armand. Impudence. Power should make you humble.” But the old man affectionately patted the younger man’s shoulder before ringing a bell on his desk.

   Like a conjurer’s trick, a gray man in his fifties appeared, his gray eyes and gray hair and gray shirt and gray suit giving him the appearance of a ghost. “Yes, Dr. Baerwald?” said Oskar, the school secretary.

   “I was hoping you could say something to Armand about Ernst. Something more personal than the dossier, to . . . to leaven the impression.”

   “Something personal about Ernst! Well, he is a package, that one. Where do I begin?”

   “Ernst! Stop it!” the cellist cried, laughing in the orchestra pit as the green-eyed boy furiously sawed at her wrist with the stick of his violin bow, his fingers darting up her arm like Paganini.

   The boy ceased his tormenting at last. “But think of it, Karoline! Milan! La Scala!”

   “Yes, and the girls in the chorus.”

   “Not if you were there.”

   “I won’t be,” said Karoline. “I hate chemicals.”

   “Chemicals are everything. We’re all chemicals. Nothing but, in fact.”

   “And God’s Inner Light,” Karoline chided.

   “I don’t think so,” Ernst said, tightening his bow.

   “You don’t think what?”

   “I don’t think there’s a God. Just chemicals. And electricity.”

   Karoline rolled her eyes. “Stop trying to be so disturbing. And how do you know you’ll get Milan?”

   “How could they refuse me? I’m a genius.”

   “You’re a conceited ass. And remember, God and the Rothschilds move in mysterious ways.”

   “The Rothschilds, maybe.”

   Above them the auditorium began to fill with families and entourages. The polite murmurings of a cultivated crowd drifted into the pit.

   Karoline twiddled with her bow. “It’s no wonder everyone thinks you’re a madman. Look, there’s your brother Karl,” she said. “Look how beautiful he is. Why can’t you be more like him? Then I could marry you.”

   “Karl? No, he’s in New York.”

   “Then I’m seeing phantoms. Up there, next to Mr. Warburg. I’d know that forehead anywhere.”

   “I don’t see hi— Oh my God.”

   “What’s wrong?”

   “He looks so . . . old.”

   “He looks rich. A very different thing.”

   “Sh! He’s looking down. Oh my God, he’s going to see us! Quick, how’s my shirt?”

   “Your shirt is fine. Your hair looks like a weed patch . . .”

   Ernst tried to smooth his wild locks, holding up his violin as a crude mirror. Karoline laughed. “Nobody can see us down here. Why are you so afraid of your own brother?”

   “I’m not afraid of anyone. I respect him, that’s all, as any younger brother should. I’m surprised he came all this way.”

   Ernst leaned down and collected a tidy folio of sheet music, arranging it carefully on his ornate stand. He examined the top sheet.

   “‘Heil dir im Siegerkranz.’ Silly old song. You know, I was in a tavern near the river, and this gang of drunk American sailors sang their national anthem. It’s the exact same melody! The same with England! We all have the same stupid anthem, just with different stupid words.”

   “What were you doing in a tavern by the river with drunk Americans?”

   “Getting drunk, of course. Listening to people talk.”

   “I worry for you, Ernst, I really do.”

   “I love that you worry, Karoline. In fact, I love you.”

   “You love everybody.”

   “Is that so wrong?”

   “If you love everyone, you don’t really love anyone.”

   “How can you say that? Don’t you remember the garden?”

   She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Yes, I remember. It was lovely. But you’re going off to God knows where and I’m marrying Heinrich. It’s all been arranged.”

   “Arranged marriages! It’s barbaric. What about our poor hearts?”

   “Our poor hearts aren’t partners in the biggest bank in Bremen.”

   “Now there’s a vision, a bank with a heart.”

   “No,” Karoline said. “That wouldn’t be a bank at all.”

   Dr. Altenberg, the school’s music director, an eminence so burdened with knowledge that he seemed barely able to walk, took his place at the conductor’s stand, wheezing lightly, his slender, aged body bowed like a sapling. Above the orchestra pit dignitaries seated themselves on the stage, nodding and bowing at one another like pigeons in a park. Medals and honors glowed on their chests under the hot, smoking stage lights. The clank of ceremonial swords mixed with the rustle of crinolines.

   Almost directly over Altenberg’s head, ten feet above, Dr. Baerwald took the podium. Ernst craned his head to look at his father’s distinctive white thatch of hair. “It is my great honor to welcome you in celebration of our ninety-sixth graduating class,” his father said. “We are fortunate to have Baron Armand von Rothschild to deliver our address. But first, I am delighted to present to you the celebrated tenor Mr. Hermann Gura, to sing our national anthem, accompanied by our very own student orchestra.”

   A burly, mustachioed thirty-year-old stepped to center stage. Dr. Altenberg held his baton for attention. On a nod from Dr. Baerwald, he counted the young musicians in. The sturdy singer stepped to the front of the stage, threw his chest out, and with a great show of patriotic fervor began to sing.

   Germany above all,
all else in the world …


   The patriotic and wealthy Jews stood at attention as Gura sang, hands over hearts, blissfully ignorant of what their beloved Germany had in store for them.

   Baron Rothschild had started his speech well enough, with the usual techno-utopianism, which was the fashion of the day. “Motorcars! Electricity! Peace! Airships! Thomas Edison!” He’d painted a world of moving sidewalks, agricultural breakthroughs, and science, science, science, the miracles of which were sure to unite all civilized nations as one. All of mankind, educated, united by science, by shared corporate interests, striving toward a grand new future, together. Justice! Equality! The young baron had spent an obviously inspiring two months at the Paris Exposition in the company of an avid Russian countess, and his passion was infectious. But then Rothschild seemed to become perversely determined to put everyone to sleep with an endless poem.

   What knight or what vassal will be so bold
As to plunge in the gulf below?
See! I hurl in its depths a goblet of gold,
Already the waters over it flow.
The man who can bring back the goblet to me,
May keep it henceforward, his own it shall be.


   The delicate, honeyed smoke of fine English beeswax mixed with the rich scent of Rhodesian tobacco in the vast candlelit dining hall. The elders fought sleep as the poem’s somnolent words drifted across the stage, billowing over the one hundred family tables, all glowing with silver and candlelight, redolent of strudel and cologne and anxious pride.

   Hermann Baerwald struggled to stay awake. The banker Felix Warburg, in from New York, a compact, expressive-faced wag with a comedian’s eyebrows and a Mark Twain moustache, caught his eye and winked. Like many of the men there, Felix was in Frankfurt with a dual purpose—to celebrate the new recruits, of course, but also to sell shares in the American and Siberian railroads. These annual Philanthropin affairs provided such opportunities to many alumni, with vast, world-changing deals signed in private chambers with collegiate chumminess over cognac and cigars. Everybody knew every last thing about everybody there, and most of them were cousins.

   Trying to follow the connections of the families of the head tables could make your head spin. The Warburgs married the Rothschilds, who sprang from the Hahns, who married the Solomons, who married the Goldschmidts, who invested in the Sassoons, who married the Guggenheims, who birthed the Loebs, who hired the Seligmans, who married the Oppenheims, who weren’t the Oppenheimers but who did marry the Oppenheimers, who married the Schiffs, who married the Speyers, who followed the Behrendts to America, who married the Lehmans, who married the Rothschilds, and so on. Earlier Oskar had commented, not jokingly, “One hundred barrels of gunpowder set off in this room would destroy the international economy,” and he was right. For here was a convention of some of the leading bankers, scientists, and industrialists of the world.

   The student musicians left their instruments in the orchestra pit and made their way to their respective tables, and Ernst found his seat next to Lore, his favorite sister, the youngest. As at all important family gatherings, a candle burned for Emma, Hermann’s first wife, who had birthed all the siblings, a practice instituted on the first anniversary of Emma’s death by her sister Adina, who had married Hermann and raised all the children from childhood. The eldest, Karl, had been fourteen when Emma died.

   “That was a stirring performance,” Lore whispered to him. “Pity we didn’t have a better tune.”

   Bettina, one of the twins, both of whom had appointed themselves as enforcers of appropriate behavior, rapped Lore sharply on the wrist with her lorgnette, as her sister Ermine looked on reprovingly.

   Lore raised her eyebrows in such a comic impersonation of mock outrage that Ernst couldn’t entirely suppress a laugh, which fortunately he was able to disguise as a sneeze. Karl glared at all of them. “You will all shut up now,” he hissed.

   Rothschild droned on, blissfully oblivious to the growing irritation in the room.

   This is unbearable, Ernst thought to himself. He shifted restlessly in his seat, attracting the attention of his father on the stage.

   Hermann examined the odd menagerie made up of his four sons and three daughters. Karl of course was a joy. Only twenty-nine years of age, he was already an international banker, having successfully negotiated funding for the British rail for his firm, Speyer Brothers, acquiring important London real estate in the process and with it the quiet self-assurance of wealth and power. Karl’s younger brothers Eduard and Arnold, at twenty-seven and twenty-five, were staid and conservative, a doctor and lawyer respectively, their square heads rising neckless from their broadcloth suits. The twins, Bettina and Ermine, were prim at twenty-two, both in medical school, very careful about standing, and highly interested in the society pages. Lore? Ah, Lore. Eighteen years old, only two years younger than her brother Ernst. Muse to artists, singer of songs. A voice to break your heart, but so reckless! Then again, she was a model of decorum compared to her older brother.

   All of his children had worried Hermann at times, but Ernst positively baffled him. Hermann’s secretary, Oskar, had shared a troubling discovery he had made in Ernst’s dormitory closet: a suitcase containing disguises—workmen’s clothing, shabby suits, dirty boots, and the like. Apparently, Ernst liked to dress up as a workman and wander the streets, cafés, and taverns of Frankfurt’s rougher neighborhoods, eavesdropping on strangers like some kind of spy.

   Confronted with the discovery, Ernst had been defiant, saying, “How am I to be expected to become a man of the world if this is the only world I know? I learn more about actual people’s lives dressed as a plumber’s mate than I’ve ever learned in class.” When Hermann had held up a handmade weapon found in the same suitcase, a form of spring-loaded sap, Ernst had blushed momentarily before retorting, “So, you prefer me unarmed?” Ernst maintained excellent grades in all his classes, but Hermann suspected that he was not innocent of women, that he made his pocket change by gambling, that he indulged in drink, that his faith was shallow and his ideas too influenced by worldly affairs.

   Ernst made no bones about his radical modernism. It was clear that his interest in the Jewish faith and history was intellectual rather than spiritual, as though it were little more than a particularly detailed and epic novel. Hermann had found scandalous fiction and poetry by decadents like Byron, Rimbaud, and Verlaine in Ernst’s room, and even suppressed materials from madmen like Bakunin and those People’s Will maniacs, the bloodstained pawns who had assassinated Czar Alexander. He had placed Ernst under close observation, sentencing him to nightly hours of Kabbalah study under the fierce Dr. Liebermann, waiving the usual age restrictions, hoping that the intricate work and difficult concepts would reveal some of the deep seriousness that he knew lay buried within his son. But Ernst instead found a giddy stage magician’s joy in the mystery teachings of the Sepher Yetzirah whose codes and concepts Ernst connected to an entrancing and glamorous secret history of mankind—of the Hashishin, the Knights Templar, the alchemists, the secret warriors, the magicians . . .

   “You can put a tool in the hand of a man, but ultimately you cannot control what he does with it,” Hermann had told Oskar, despairingly. He closed his eyes and listened to the baron drone on.

   A gray horse drank from a placid stream, and somewhere a woman was singing, “Adonai, Adonai.” Hermann was jolted awake by the sound of applause. He drank a bit of water and coughed lightly into his handkerchief, clearing his throat. He was unsurprised to see the spotting of blood there. His lungs. He rose to his feet with the others and joined in before stepping to the podium himself. He raised a hand like Moses and waited for silence.

   “The Lord said to Abraham,” he said, “‘Leave your own country, your kinsmen, and your father’s house, and go to a country that I will show you.’ Thus starts the twelfth chapter of Genesis, and thus starts your grand adventure today. I had prepared a long and boring speech, but I know that you are anxious to open your envelopes, so I will be very brief.” Hermann gripped the lectern and looked out over the flock before him, the scholars, the titans, the youth, and was alarmed at the sudden danger of tears. He continued:

   “I have but one last lesson to impart. Our happiness, our peace of mind stems from our faith. We recognize the values bequeathed us by our forefathers, we honor them with our every breath. ‘The memory of the righteous is a blessing,’ Moses Mendelssohn said. Faith is essential; it is the foundation of who we are. But foundations are for building upon. They are not the entire building. Our culture is not inert. It grows with knowledge; it is not contaminated by it.

   “Our school’s motto is ‘For Enlightenment and Humanity.’ For we are inheritors of another grand tradition, the pursuit of enlightenment, of truth. Not only the truth of our faith but of new knowledge, new discoveries, new understandings of our world, of our universe. This is the tradition of
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