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Synopsis

Germany’s Meike von Bismarck is rich, famous, and the
top-ranked amateur female tennis player in the world. She seems to
have it all, but the Nazis want more. Can Meike deliver the
victories Adolf Hitler requires on court while keeping her soul
intact off it?

Brash American Helen Wheeler has reached the upper
echelons of women’s tennis, but her fiery temper and
headline-grabbing social life have prevented her from being
accepted by the genteel sport’s fans. When a shadowy government
agent presents Helen with compromising photographs of her with
Meike von Bismarck, her one-time doubles partner and former lover,
will Helen allow her career to be derailed by an inevitable morals
charge or will she agree to spy on the woman she once loved?
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Davis Cup match between German Baron Gottfried von Cramm and
American Don Budge to be even greater. The stakes were certainly
higher in the earlier match than the one that came seventy-one
years later. When Nadal and Federer squared off, only a Grand Slam
title and professional pride were at stake. When von Cramm and
Budge faced each other, the result was practically a matter of life
and death.
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serve-and-volley tennis. She was also one of the few female players
in the 1930s who dared to wear shorts on court. Her affairs with
men and women were well-known, but her role as a spy during WW II
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Dedication

To Dita.

In tennis, love means nothing. Since I met you,
however, it has meant everything.


Chapter One

September 1937

Berlin, Germany


“Next stop, Alexanderplatz.” The customs agents
roamed the narrow aisle with passport stamps dangling between their
ink-stained fingers. They had come on board after the train crossed
the border between France and Germany and had been making their way
through the long string of cars ever since. “Please have your
papers ready for examination before the train reaches the
station.”

Meike von Bismarck, Germany’s most accomplished
amateur female tennis player, gathered her belongings. After a
storm-tossed week-long ocean voyage from America, followed by a
bumpy train ride from Paris to Berlin, she was ready to relax for a
few days and spend time with friends before she began the final leg
of her journey. A relaxing car trip in the passenger’s seat of her
friend Friedrich’s new Rolls-Royce Phantom, a gift from a wealthy
male admirer, would take her home to her family’s lakeside estate
along the Swiss border. But home could wait. First she wanted to
spend some time in one of her favorite cities in the world.

Friedrich, the most renowned—some would say
infamous—drag performer in Berlin, had warned her the city wasn’t
the same as it once was, but she hoped he was exaggerating as he
was often wont to do.

In its heyday, Berlin was home to hundreds of
nightclubs catering to gay men and lesbians or adventurous liberals
looking for a good time. Lesbians could live openly, but gay men
had to be much more discreet. Nevertheless, gay men were so popular
in certain circles, they were practically fashion accessories. No
night on the town was complete without a visit to one of Berlin’s
notorious gay bars, which featured something for all tastes. From
classy cabarets where the dress code was strictly black tie to more
rough and tumble establishments featuring live sex shows on any or
all of multiple floors.

But that was before. Before local police stopped
looking the other way. Before Paragraph 175 and the Nuremberg Laws
made sex something to be kept secret instead of celebrated. Before
the Austrian came to power.

“Your papers, please.”

Meike reached into her handbag, pulled out her
travel documents, and handed them to the customs agent who had
asked to see them. The agent checked the documents a bit too
thoroughly for her comfort, then, betraying his military
background, clicked his heels and returned the papers with a slight
bow.

“Welcome home, Miss von Bismarck.”

“Thank you. It’s good to be back.”

Despite the long voyage, Meike disembarked the train
with a bounce in her step. She loved being able to see the world,
which her tennis career allowed her to do, but nothing could take
the place of home. The region she had grown up in had remained
unchanged for hundreds of years, but she couldn’t say the same for
Berlin. Her heart sank as she realized Friedrich was right. The
city that had once beckoned artists and writers with its promises
of freedom now felt like the capital of a police state.

The train station was a beehive of activity, but,
except for the employees, the people in it were ominously quiet.
Black-uniformed SS officers and scowling youths in brown shirts and
matching trousers cowed everyone within their purview into
submission, their steely eyes daring anyone to question their
authority. Returning and departing passengers with downcast eyes
and wary expressions scurried to their destinations like children
trying not to raise the ire of an overly strict parent. The scene
made Meike wonder if she had stayed away too long or if she hadn’t
stayed away long enough.

She watched as a family of three—a man, a woman, and
their young daughter, a wisp of a thing in pigtails and a sack-like
jumper she had yet to grow into—were paraded through the station by
a cadre of armed guards. The woman’s hatbox, which was clutched
under one guard’s arm, bulged with rolls of badly concealed
Reichsmarks.

Attempting to smuggle money out of the country was a
serious offense in cash-starved Germany. Even married couples who
forgot to remove their wedding rings before they left the country
were subject to stiff fines. If found guilty, the frightened family
Meike was seeing now would undoubtedly receive an even harsher
punishment.

She tipped a porter a few marks of her own to place
the six large steamer trunks she had lived out of for the past
three months into temporary storage. Then she continued on her way,
a bit more cautiously than before.

Gripping her weekend bag in one hand and her tennis
racquets in the other, she exited the train station. Outside, she
shuddered, not at the steadily dropping temperature but at the
sight of the swastika-emblazoned red, white, and black flags
flapping in the breeze. Seeing the symbol of the National Socialist
Party never failed to strike fear into her heart. Seeing so many of
them lining the street made her wonder yet again about the
direction her country was headed. How could so many of her
countrymen choose to remain silent when millions of their
compatriots were being slaughtered or left to die in the
concentration camps that were springing up all over Germany? Were
they afraid for their lives or were they too busy celebrating the
economic turnaround that had finally put an end to years of rampant
inflation to question the tactics of the man responsible?

Despite the public’s good spirits, war seemed almost
inevitable. Meike wouldn’t have thought it a few years or even a
few months ago, but the house painter from the tiny village of
Braunau Am Inn had whipped a military still recovering from the
lingering effects of the previous global conflict into a
bloodthirsty frenzy. They hungered for land, money, and power.
Shielded by the trappings of nobility, Meike and her family would
be safe. But how many others would be able to say the same? How
many of her friends and former lovers would fall victim to Adolf
Hitler’s hatred-fueled ambition?

Meike flipped up the collar of her overcoat to
shield her face as she began to walk toward Friedrich’s apartment.
After Gottfried von Cramm’s bitter defeat against American Don
Budge in the Interzone Final of the Davis Cup a few months before,
she had assumed the mantle of Germany’s biggest sports star. She
hadn’t lost a match in more than two years and was the two-time
defending champion at the French Championships, Wimbledon, and the
US Championships. If she won any of those three majors in 1938, she
would be able to retire the trophies, the originals gifted to her
at the end of the tournaments, as well as the smaller replicas. And
if she managed to win all four majors, she would no longer be a
star. She would be a legend.

But this was no time to plan her pursuit of history.
This was no time to be recognized. This was a time to be
anonymous.

As soon as she reached Friedrich’s apartment, she
could stop worrying about who might be watching or what they would
say if they reported her to the authorities. She could be herself,
not Hitler’s propaganda tool. Until then, she had to make sure she
wasn’t being followed so her friends could be safe from possible
arrest.

She and her closest friends were gay in a country in
which such a thing was not only frowned upon but forbidden. No
matter which in a series of possible charges they received if they
were caught following their hearts instead of the law, the
sentences they earned would be swift and harsh. Hard labor, forced
military service, or even death via an execution carried out on the
spot.

Not wanting her friends to be punished for what
they—and she—could not change, Meike decided to take a circuitous
route to Friedrich’s in the hope that anyone trailing her would
lose contact or interest or both before she reached her
destination.

“Countess von Bismarck?”

The two men weren’t wearing uniforms, and the one
who spoke tried to strike a friendly, conversational air, but Meike
knew they were Gestapo as soon as they fell into step beside
her.

She wanted to run even though she had done nothing
wrong. Not in her eyes anyway. The Austrian and his accursed inner
circle, on the other hand, might beg to differ.

“Meike or Fraulein von Bismarck will do.” She
hoped her smile seemed genuine rather than forced. She wanted to
appear more relaxed than she felt. “The title of countess belongs
to my mother.”

Together, the agents looked like living embodiments
of the number ten. One was tall and thin with the wiry build of a
track athlete. The other appeared to have spent a few too many days
sitting behind a desk. His ample stomach stretched the seams of his
ill-fitting suit, and his breathing was labored, even though they
had walked only a few meters from the station’s entrance.

The thin agent placed a hand on Meike’s arm as if
they were old friends. “But that is what your fans call you, isn’t
it? The Countess?”

“Only on the court, not off.” She stared at his hand
until he removed it. “Do I know you?”

“No, but I know you.” He reached into the inside
pocket of his jacket, pulled out a packet of Turkish cigarettes,
and lit one with a practiced flick of his thumb against the barrel
of a stainless steel lighter. “I’ve followed the results of all
your matches in the newspapers and on the radio,” he said through a
thick cloud of smoke.

“Thank you. I appreciate the support.”

She tried to convince herself the man and his friend
were nothing more than ardent fans, but her eyes searched the busy
street for possible escape routes nevertheless. But if she did
manage to get away, where could she possibly go? If the men were
secret police, they would know everything about her. Who her
friends were. Where they lived and worked. Who they loved. Who
she loved. Her sexuality wasn’t an issue as long as she kept
winning tennis tournaments—she was too valuable an asset to the
Reich to be hauled off to prison—but she didn’t want to get anyone
she cared for into trouble by leading the wolves to their
doors.

“If you will excuse me, gentlemen.”

Clutching her racquets to her chest as if they would
protect her from harm, she turned back toward the station. Toward
the safety of home. She would get word to Friedrich somehow and
tell him she had decided not to stay. She would tell him what he
probably already knew. Berlin wasn’t safe for people like them.

The portly agent stepped in front of her, impeding
her progress. Though he didn’t speak, his intentions were clear.
She was being detained.

“Step aside.” Meike hated how ineffectual her voice
sounded. She tried to summon the imperious attitude her mother so
easily assumed whenever she was displeased, but she couldn’t manage
the feat. “Let me pass.”

Although the portly agent’s sweaty face reddened, he
didn’t move from her path. “I’m afraid we can’t do that,
Fraulein. We have our orders.”

When the thin agent grabbed her arm a second time,
his touch was no longer friendly. His grip was vice-like as he
directed her toward a nearby car.

“What is the meaning of this?”

She kept her voice low despite her rising
indignation. And fear. She didn’t want to cause a scene until she
knew what to expect.

The thin agent opened the back door of the idling
Mercedes-Benz. Two more agents sat inside. Unlike their
counterparts, they were wearing uniforms. Meike could smell the oil
from their shiny leather boots. She could see the guns holstered to
their sides.

She tried to tell herself the Austrian needed
her—her celebrity, her accomplishments, and her blond hair and blue
eyes made her the poster child for the so-called perfect race he
was trying to fashion by extermination—but she feared the latest in
a series of unexplained disappearances was about to be hers.

“Come with us, Fraulein von Bismarck,” the
thin agent said. “The Führer wants to see you.”

*

November 1937

New York City


Helen Wheeler woke with a start. The hammering in
her head matched the rhythm of the pounding on her hotel room
door.

“Open up, kid. It’s me.”

Helen recognized the voice of Swifty Anderson, her
agent and favorite whipping boy. She derived great pleasure from
giving Swifty grief, but she owed him her life. If not for him,
she’d be stuck in Monterey, California, packing sardine cans for a
living like the rest of her family instead of waking up with a
champagne-induced hangover in a penthouse suite at one of the
swankiest hotels in New York City.

In school, she had been an average student with
average grades. Nothing special. Then Grace Johnson, her physical
education teacher, put a tennis racquet in her hand, and she had
gone from average to exceptional. Her family hadn’t supported her
new and rather expensive hobby, but Mrs. Johnson had recognized her
potential and devoted untold time, money, and energy to getting her
tennis lessons and driving her back and forth to various
tournaments.

Helen won her first state title when she was
fifteen, defeating a string of competitors who had been playing the
game much longer than she had. By the time she was eighteen, seeing
her face splashed on the sports pages of local and state newspapers
became a common occurrence. Then Swifty had come along, talking
fast and promising her everything under the sun. Six years later,
her cannery row days were behind her, everything Swifty had
promised her had come true, and the riches he had always said would
be hers were almost within reach. All she needed to do was sign her
name on the dotted line.

She freed herself from a tangle of shapely limbs and
champagne-stained sheets, threw on a robe, and padded barefoot to
the door.

She let Swifty in before he could start that
infernal pounding again. “What gives? It’s too early for even the
roosters to be up, let alone humans.”

“Haven’t you heard? New York is the city that never
sleeps.”

Swifty was impeccably turned out as usual in a
snap-brimmed fedora and a tailored suit. His shoes were polished to
such a high sheen they shined even brighter than the sun rising in
the early morning sky. Not for the first time, Helen wondered if he
gave her all the under-the-table expenses the US Lawn Tennis
Association sent her way or if he pocketed a sizable portion of
them for himself. No matter. In a few months, she wouldn’t have to
worry if he took a slice here or there because she would have the
whole pie.

“I had a breakfast meeting with a racquet
manufacturer who heard you’re planning to turn pro next year. They
want to sign you to a deal before one of their competitors beats
them to it. It’s a good deal, but we can do better. I think you
should hold out until something better comes along.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Helen hated the thought of
leaving money on the table. Especially money that could disappear
before she had the chance to claim it.

“Trust me. It will. You’re the second-ranked female
player in the world and the top American. Promoters are clamoring
to sign you.”

Helen rummaged through the discarded bottles of
champagne until she found one that had more than a few drops left
inside. “It feels good to be wanted,” she said, pouring herself a
glass.

“I’m sure it does, but I didn’t come here to talk
business.” Swifty snatched the champagne glass from her hand and
downed the contents in one shot. “There’s a fed downstairs waiting
to see you.”

“What kind of fed?”

“The kind that asks a lot of questions but doesn’t
give any answers. Which means you need to make yourself presentable
and I need to show your friend the door.”

“Which one?”

Swifty took a second look at the bed and let loose
with an appreciative whistle that cut through Helen’s head like a
buzz saw. “Jesus, kid. You saw more action in one night than I’ve
seen in a lifetime.”

“They say it’s better to be lucky than good.
Fortunately, I’m both.”

Swifty rolled his eyes. “And so humble about it,
too.” He gathered the clothes littering the floor and tossed them
on the bed. “Wake up, girls. The party’s over.”

The women Helen had met at the Cotton Club the night
before—a high society type and one of the dancers from the
revue—grumbled in protest.

“Chop, chop,” Swifty said. “I don’t have all
day.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled two sawbucks
off a fat roll of bills. Hush money to insure Helen’s nighttime
activities didn’t land her in the early editions of the next day’s
papers.

Helen wanted to have fun and enjoy the perks that
came along with stardom, but she knew she had to be careful.
Because of her working-class background and her brash,
take-no-prisoners personality, some members of the press had it in
for her. The same reporters who kept their pencils tucked behind
their ears when they witnessed male athletes being unfaithful to
their wives and girlfriends wouldn’t hesitate to take pen in hand
if they ever got the goods on her. For them, sports was an
all-boys’ club and she had dared to crash the party.

She had been dubbed “Hell on Wheels” because her
temper sometimes got in the way of her talent. Despite her
reputation as a hothead, though, she had won the Australian
Championships three years running, and she had ascended to number
two in the world rankings, right behind the unbeatable—and the
unflappable—Meike von Bismarck.

Unlike Helen, Meike stayed cool when she played,
earning her legions of fans around the world. Both in the press box
and in the stands. Helen would miss going head to head with her,
but she wouldn’t miss always coming out on the losing end.

Meike’s winning streak stretched back over two
years. Helen had always thought she would be the one to break the
streak, but the only thing she seemed destined to break was her own
heart. No matter how hard—or how many times—she tried to pick up
the pieces.

Swifty ogled Helen’s guests as he watched them
dress. Helen tried to remember their names. The high society type
was Persephone and the dancer was Peaches. Or was it the other way
around?

“With the amount of ice around the blonde’s neck,”
Swifty said, “she should be paying me instead of the other way
around.”

Persephone—Helen was almost positive the moniker
belonged to her—smoothed her beaded dress over her narrow hips and
plucked the twenty from Swifty’s outstretched fingers. “Cab fare,”
she said with the same haughty air that had drawn Helen’s attention
to her in the first place.

After she stashed the money in her clutch bag,
Persephone stood and waited for her cheek to be kissed. Helen
dutifully obliged. Persephone reminded her of someone. Someone her
head had told her to forget. Too bad her heart had never gotten the
message.

“Do call on me the next time you’re in town.”
Persephone’s voice dripped with manner and decorum, two things
Helen had taken great pleasure in making her forget the night
before. “Only next time, lose the unfortunate fellow in last year’s
suit.”

Helen smiled at Swifty’s obvious displeasure over
Persephone’s comment. He prided himself on always having the latest
and greatest of everything so she knew how much Persephone’s
wisecrack stuck in his craw. “You can count on it.”

“What about me?” Peaches asked in a sultry purr.

Helen took the second twenty from Swifty and slipped
it between the lovely brown breasts she had spent several hours
admiring initially from afar and, finally, up close. Then she took
Peaches’s hands in hers and pressed them to her lips.

“I’ll be sitting in the front row for your next
show. If you aren’t careful, you’ll high kick me right out of my
chair.”

“No chance of that.” Peaches playfully batted
Helen’s nose with the tip of an ostrich feather fan. “My mama
always warned me to watch out for sweet talking men, but she never
told me women had silver tongues, too.”

“Tell your mama my tongue’s pure eighteen carat
gold, baby.”

Peaches let loose with a girlish giggle Helen hoped
wouldn’t harden into something more jaded in the years to come.
Chorus girls had short shelf lives at the Cotton Club. They were
put out to pasture after they turned twenty-one. Peaches had just
turned twenty-one for the third time. She couldn’t go on lying
about her age forever. She could probably find work as a hostess or
a cigarette girl, but Helen suspected she wouldn’t be truly happy
unless she was up on stage flashing those gorgeous gams. The memory
of having those legs wrapped around her made Helen want to spend a
few more hours in bed. Then Swifty cleared his throat to remind her
she had business to attend to.

She had almost forgotten about the mysterious
visitor waiting to see her. She wondered if their meeting would
result in only a minor inconvenience or a serious roadblock. But
first things first. She couldn’t begin the day until she put an end
to last night. And what a wondrous night it had been. One that had
almost made her forget about the past. Almost.

Peaches’s long, athletic dancer’s legs nearly came
up to Helen’s neck. Helen stood on tiptoe to give Peaches a kiss on
the cheek. “I look forward to your next performance.”

“Not as much as I’m looking forward to the one
you’re about to give downstairs,” Swifty said under his breath.

Helen gave him the stink eye as she walked Peaches
to the door. If he kept flapping his lips like that, the twenty
could turn into a down payment instead of a payoff. “Why does a fed
want to see me?” she asked once she and Swifty were alone.

“I don’t know. You tell me. You didn’t sleep with
someone you shouldn’t, did you? On second thought, don’t tell me.
The less I know, the better. I don’t want to wind up in the slammer
because I had the inside dope that you showed the wrong dame a good
time.”

“If that was the case, her husband would be coming
to see me instead of the feds, and I doubt he’d take the time to
set up a meeting first.”

She took a shower while Swifty looked through her
things to find something suitable for her to wear. Most of her
clothes were designed to be worn on the tennis court or out on the
town. She didn’t own anything sedate enough for a powwow with a
government official.

As she dried off, she wracked her brain to try to
come up with a reason why Uncle Sam had sent someone to meet with
her, but she couldn’t think of anything. Yes, she had accepted
appearance fees and inflated her expenses, but she couldn’t think
of a single “amateur” who didn’t. When she turned pro in a few
months, she could be open about the money she earned for her
skills. She wished she could be just as open about everything else.
If she tried, though, the flood of sponsors who were courting her
now would dry up like the Midwest during the Dust Bowl. She hadn’t
fought to survive the Great Depression just to fall short now that
the good times were finally back.

When she came out of the bathroom, she noticed
Swifty had selected an outfit that made a nun’s habit look wanton.
She picked up the white hat and matching kid gloves she hadn’t worn
since last year’s trip to London for the Wightman Cup, the annual
competition between teams of British and American female amateur
tennis players. The US had won six years in a row, and she’d had a
hand in four of those victories.

She liked winning tournaments, but she loved being
part of a team even more. Winning was so much sweeter when she was
competing for her country instead of herself. The biggest regret
she had about turning pro was not being able to play in next June’s
inaugural Confederation Cup, a weeklong contest that would pit
teams from eight countries against each other on the slow red clay
of Roland Garros, the annual site of the French Championships. The
most important team competition in men’s amateur tennis was the
Davis Cup. Next year, women’s amateur tennis would finally get its
equivalent. And she was going to miss it. But, depending on how her
upcoming meeting went, deciding between professional and amateur
tennis might soon become the least of her concerns.

“Should I be nervous?” she asked as she began to
dress.

Swifty shrugged and turned his back to give her some
privacy. “Like I said, you tell me. I would go with you, but he
gave me the impression he wanted to meet with you alone. After I
make the introductions, I’m sure I’ll be eighty-sixed.”

As usual, Swifty wasn’t too far off the mark. After
the hotel’s elevator operator let them off on the first floor,
Helen took Swifty’s arm as they walked across the lobby.

“There he is.”

Swifty whispered the words out of the corner of his
mouth, but he needn’t have said anything. With his carefully parted
hair, square suit, and run-down shoes, the fed stuck out from the
well-heeled New York crowd like a sore thumb.

“Miss Wheeler, I am Agent Paul Lanier.” He flashed
his badge so quickly Helen wasn’t able to tell what agency he was
supposed to be representing. “The hotel manager has graciously
permitted us to use his office so we can talk in private. If you
will follow me, please.”

Helen tightened her grip on Swifty’s arm. “I would
feel more comfortable if my associate, Mr. Anderson, were allowed
to accompany me.”

Lanier arched an eyebrow at her request but didn’t
offer to fulfill it. When he adjusted the coat draped over his arm,
Helen noticed the briefcase he was carrying. She didn’t know what
was inside, but she doubted the case was filled with endorsement
contracts requiring her signature.

Swifty freed his arm and gave Helen’s hand a
reassuring pat. “I’ll be in the bar if you need me, kid.”

“Whatever you plan on ordering, make mine a
double.”

In the manager’s office, Lanier sat behind the desk
as if the room and everything in it belonged to him. Helen flinched
involuntarily when he opened the locks on the briefcase with a
snap.

“Relax, Miss Wheeler. I’m not here to harm you,” he
said with a smile that was probably supposed to convince her to
trust him but accomplished exactly the opposite. “In fact, I came
here today to ask for your help.”

Now she was even more confused. “Unless you need
tennis lessons, I can’t think of any way I could possibly be of
help to you.”

Lanier reached inside the briefcase and pulled out a
thick manila folder. He began to look through the folder, but kept
it angled away from her so she couldn’t glimpse the documents
inside.

“The Federal Bureau of Investigation performed a
background check on you last year when you agreed to put on a
series of exhibition matches at US military bases at home and
abroad at the First Lady’s request.”

Helen remembered the tour fondly. She hadn’t earned
a dime—the expenses she had incurred crisscrossing the United
States and Europe for three months at Eleanor Roosevelt’s request
had outweighed the paltry stipend she had received—but the
appreciative looks on the soldiers’ faces had been payment enough.
Even though the matches were meaningless and the only thing at
stake was each player’s competitive pride, the audience had cheered
like they were watching Helen and her opponents compete in the
final of a Grand Slam event.

“The questions you were asked were routine,” Lanier
continued, “but your responses were far from it.”

Helen couldn’t recall saying anything out of the
ordinary during the extensive question-and-answer session, but
something in her file had apparently captured the feds’ attention.
Otherwise, she wouldn’t be sitting here having to explain herself
to one of them.

“It says here you have a photographic memory,”
Lanier said. “Is that true?”

“Yes. Even if I read pages and pages of information,
I can memorize them word for word in a few minutes’ time.”

The skill could have come in handy when she was in
school, but most of the time she couldn’t have been bothered to
read the assigned material at all, let alone memorize it.

“Your ability—and your notoriety—could be very
useful to us. No one would ever suspect you of being a spy.”

Helen’s heart lurched. She felt like she was acting
out a scene from a dime novel. Only the plot Lanier
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