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            BOB: The Berlin Operations (or Operating) Base of US intelligence, which by 1953 was a wholly CIA concern

            CPSU: The Communist Party of the Soviet Union

            DDR: Deutsche Demokratische Republik, known in the West as East Germany

            DEFA: Deutsche Film-Aktiengesellschaft–East German film studio sponsored by the Soviets in the first few years after the war

            GRU: Soviet military intelligence

            MfS: East German security police, aka the Stasi

            MGB: The Soviet Ministry of Security from 1946 to ’53, successor to the NKD and precursor of the KGB

            RIAS: “Radio in the American Sector” radio station

            SED: Sozialistische Einheitspartei Deutschlands (Socialist Unity Party), formed in 1946 by a merging of the communist KPD and socialist SPD in the Soviet sector of occupied Germany. After 1950, East Germany’s ruling partyxii

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Prelude

            March 10, 1953

         

         “So which magazine are you from?” Stephen Brabason asked. Not, John Russell thought, that the actor really cared. He just wanted to emphasise how many other interviewers were paying court to him that day.

         “I work for a couple of newspapers,” Russell told him. “One in England, one in Germany.”

         “Oh,” the actor said, sounding almost interested. “Do you speak German?”

         “I do. I lived there for a time. Immediately after the war,” he added, because letting on that he’d also been there for most of the inter-war years rarely elicited a positive response. “And I know you have a lot of fans in that country,” he said ingratiatingly.

         Brabason let slip the smile which had launched quite a clutch of B movies, and, of late, a smattering of As. Russell was at a loss as to how or why. Having watched the latest, a sub-Hitchcock murder mystery in which Brabason played the second male lead and heroine’s saviour, Russell knew the man was only capable of playing one character, albeit in a stunning variety of costumes. And having now met the man, it was the clear that the character in question was Brabason’s idealised version of himself.

         The actor was finishing work on a romantic weepie called Her Decision, which centred on a couple taking in the heroine’s dead sister’s children after she and her husband have both been struck by the same bolt of lightning. Russell, invited to a prerelease 2screening, had followed Effi’s advice and kept an eye out for the decision in the title, and been suitably impressed by the accuracy of her prediction that he would wait in vain. “So what drew you to Her Decision?” he asked Brabason. Apart from the money and the fact that his agent had urged him to do so.

         The actor thought about his reply, which said something for his professionalism, if not the film.

         “Was it the chance to work with Meredith Kissing?” Russell asked. Any on-screen chemistry between the two was notable by its absence, but that, according to Russell’s actress wife, Effi, was because both leads were more interested in partners of their own gender. A common enough Hollywood occurrence, but not one that received much of an airing in the press.

         “Well, she’s an absolute sweetheart, of course. And we do work well together.”

         “Would you say the story is about redemption?” Russell asked. “Risible redemption” had been Effi’s verdict when he outlined the film’s plot to her.

         “Well, yes, I can see that,” Brabason agreed, reaching for his cigarettes and offering the packet.

         Russell declined. “Your character feels partly responsible,” he suggested helpfully.

         “For his nephew’s death, yes. And it forces him to go the extra mile.” The actor offered up his smile again, this time through a suggestive cloud of smoke.

         Russell remembered Effi and their adoptive daughter, Rosa, imagining the conversation in the writers’ room as they came up with the ludicrous denouement, and stifled a laugh. Get a grip, he told himself, not for the first time in his short career as a Hollywood reporter. “What was your own childhood like?” he asked.

         The actor had a two-drag think. “Fine,” he said tentatively. “Normal,” he added with rather more enthusiasm. “We weren’t poor, but we certainly weren’t rich. Just average Joes in an average 3town. To answer your earlier question, I think that’s why I’m drawn to characters like Martin in Her Decision. They’re the backbone of America.”

         Russell wondered how many average American Joes became the pirates, trapeze artists, and brain surgeons Brabason had played, but saw no point in asking. How could he get anything that his readers might find interesting out of this man? “How did you get to Hollywood?” he asked, for want of anything better.

         “By bus,” Brabason said, with what actually looked like a genuine smile. He tapped ash into the ashtray. “I’d done some acting in high school, and the drama teacher knew someone who knew someone out here and I was invited to come for a screen test. So I sat on a Greyhound for two days, and when I got here I passed the audition.”

         The man was good-looking, Russell conceded, though less so in the flesh than on screen. And older.

         “The parts were small to start with, but they got bigger and bigger. And I like to think I improved as an actor.”

         “And do you think your films have got better?” Russell asked, knowing it was a loaded question. The man hadn’t yet made one that anyone would remember. His entire output ranged between poor and mediocre.

         “In what way?” Brabason asked.

         “Well, the better an actor gets, the more he needs the scope that complex characters and psychological themes provide.”

         “More complex than Her Decision, you mean,” the actor said, surprising Russell. “We can’t all be Laurence Olivier. Or, God help us, Marlon Brando. And lots of people like simple stories with straightforward characters who just get on with the job.”

         “They do,” Russell agreed. “So can I ask you about some of your other films and characters?”

         He did so, and the actor’s answers and anecdotes, though rarely enlightening, were soon copious enough to fill out a 4thousand-word piece. “And the future?” Russell asked in conclusion. “Any new projects your fans would like to hear about?”

         There was one, a war movie about a bunch of GIs island-hop-ping their way across the Pacific. It was an ensemble piece, according to Brabason, and less gung ho than the usual fare. “It’s actually a damn good script,” the actor said, as if he couldn’t quite believe it.

         Russell thanked him for his time, and made his way out through the Culver Studios complex. “Nice, isn’t he?” the blonde receptionist said as he handed in his pass.

         Walking across the car lot, Russell had to admit that Brabason had been hard to dislike. If his physical and mental attributes were hardly exceptional, his luck certainly had been, and who could blame him for that? Effi might not agree, but making bad movies wasn’t a crime.

         The sun was still losing out to the clouds, the temperature noticeably higher than it had been an hour ago, but still cool by LA standards. For Russell, who’d lived all but the last three years of his life in more temperate climates, it felt extremely comfortable. Rain was expected later that day but would probably be over before he had time to raise his convertible’s roof.

         He let himself into the blue Frazer and worked his way out of the lot and onto Washington Boulevard, thinking ahead to lunch. His favourite diner was out on the coastal highway, a drive that would have felt long in Berlin but here seemed almost inconsequential. A walk on the beach before he ate would make the food taste even better.

         He drove west on Washington, then north through Venice and Santa Monica and onto the road that followed the coast. The beaches to his left were sparsely populated, and it was hard to pick out a horizon between the dull grey sea and sky. He passed the Casa del Mar Hotel, outside which some hopeful starlet in a shiny dress was having her picture taken by a posse of 5cameramen, and was soon on the open highway, joining a two-way procession of huge gleaming trucks spewing out dark exhaust. The traffic thinned out a little after the intersection with Sunset, and a few minutes later he was pulling into the diner’s lot. The smell of bacon almost sucked him in, but three years in Los Angeles had taught him that lengthy walks were the only way for his body to survive a way of life built around motoring.

         He crossed the highway and walked down through an area of shaded picnic tables to the sandy beach. The tide was neither in nor out; the only people in sight were around two hundred yards away, walking eastward with a couple of dogs. Russell started off in the other direction. Even under such a dull sky, it felt like a beautiful spot: on one side the ocean stretching into the distance, on the other the wooded mountains rising behind the highway and its narrow strip of houses and small businesses.

         As he walked, he went back over the interview. It would make for an adequate article, but nothing more—he would never win acclaim as a film critic. During his life in Germany he had always liked the cinema, but—as he now realised—the films on offer in Berlin had covered a much broader spectrum than those on show in LA. He had grown up with everything from art films to escapist trash and had learned that any genre could be handled badly or well. Here in Hollywood the palette seemed much more restricted, much more focused on appealing to the lowest common denominator. And according to Effi, things were getting worse rather than better: actresses who’d flourished with noir were being returned to their prewar boxes; more and more writers were relying on self-censorship to avoid falling foul of the dreaded McCarthy.

         And then there was the context. Russell and his son, Paul, had often enjoyed a Western in prewar Berlin, but watching them here in LA it was harder to get past the role they seemed to play in American life, reinforcing myths and outright lies about the country’s history. 6

         When Effi and he had decided three years earlier that she should accept a film offer from a Hollywood studio, they and their adopted daughter had come out to LA for what they assumed was only a few weeks’ well-paid work for his wife and an extended vacation for himself and Rosa. But one film had led to another, and a school was found for a reluctant Rosa, which brought on her English in leaps and bounds. Not wanting to sit around all day admiring the newly refurbished Hollywood sign, and thinking it might be fun to interview Hollywood stars and attend lavish receptions, Russell had asked Solly Bernstein—his long-term agent in London, and the man for whom his son and daughter-in-law now worked—to find him work as a Hollywood/ California correspondent. Solly had duly obliged, fixing Russell up with the two papers he’d mentioned to Brabason.

         It had been fun for a while, but after six months or so the vacuousness at the heart of it all had begun to wear on him. After more than thirty years of wars, revolutions, and other horrors, he found it impossible to take Hollywood seriously. A job was a job, but he wasn’t learning anything useful, and that, he realised, was important to him. It wasn’t as if they needed the paltry money he was making—Effi was earning more than enough for all of them, and then some.

         Early in 1952 she had stepped into the part of the housekeeper in Please, Dad, a popular radio show about a widower and his two children and had quickly become an audience favourite. There were already rumours that the show was destined for television in the season starting that fall, and Effi, unlike the current children and neighbours, looked the right age for the part. By the end of that year the TV version had been running for three months, and she was fast becoming a household name among the increasing number of US citizens who owned a TV set.

         Rosa meanwhile had grown more accustomed to American life and discovered more than a few things she liked about it: the 7sunshine, the food, the sea, new friends. If she was missing Europe she was hiding it well.

         And all of them, Russell knew, felt safer here. Five years had passed since his showdown with Stalin’s enforcer Lavrenti Beria, but it still felt like dangerously unfinished business. Barring a life on the moon, he, Effi, and Rosa were about as far away from Moscow and Beria as they could get, and that was how he liked it.

         He should count his blessings, Russell thought, because there were certainly plenty of them. Probably more than he deserved.

         A particularly noisy truck rumbled past, making him realise how accustomed he’d grown to the steady stream of traffic a hundred yards to his right. Above it, skimming the mountain slope, two large birds were soaring and swooping in search of prey. To his left, a couple of small white boats were sailing close to shore, and out beyond them what looked like a sizable freighter was heading out into the Pacific. Way up ahead, someone was walking towards him. Behind him there were only empty sands.

         Someone on one of the white boats was shouting something to someone in the other, barely audible above the wash of the incoming tide. The trucks were still lumbering by. He was surrounded by people, but only as extras, as part of the scenery. Out of reach.

         “In a lonely place,” Russell murmured to himself. A film he and Effi had seen and loved during their first few months in LA. Bogie at his best. And the wonderful Gloria Grahame.

         The approaching walker was now about three hundred yards away. A man, it looked like, and one wearing a longish coat. A raincoat perhaps—they were not uncommon. It seemed too bulky for that, though, and overcoats really were unusual, even in LA’s so-called winter. There was something about the figure that made Russell think of Russia.

         He resisted the sudden urge to turn and run. He’d been thinking about Beria, and here he was imagining that this might be the Soviet leader’s agent, when there was no reason on earth why his 8enemy should have decided, after five long years, that killing his blackmailer had become a safe thing to do.

         Almost in spite of himself, Russell was still walking, and the gap between him and the now-obvious overcoat had reduced to fifty yards. He could make out the man’s face under his hat; the Latin colouring and thin lips brought Jacques Mornard to mind, but Trotsky’s assassin was still in a Mexican prison. Or was he?

         Twenty yards. The man had both hands in his overcoat pockets, and there was a faint smile on his face, a sheen of moisture above the upper lip. He wasn’t Hispanic, Russell realised, as the right hand emerged from its pocket with something shiny, and his own stomach dropped through the floor.

         The “something shiny” was a long-stemmed pipe. “Good morning,” the stranger said cheerily with an English accent.

         “Good morning,” Russell echoed, feeling the cold sweat on his back.

         The man was already past him.

         Turning his head, Russell saw the pipe slipped back into its pocket. Had his imaginary Soviet agent been as anxious as he had? Had pulling the pipe out been a nervous reaction?

         And only a Brit would wear a thick overcoat on a day like this.

         Once his non-assassin was a decent distance away, Russell turned back in his wake towards the diner. He felt decidedly shaky, and more than a little foolish, but was inclined to forgive himself. This particular apparition had not been sent to kill him, but the enemy was real and certainly had no shortage of agents, as Russell knew only too well.

         His own decade-long career in espionage had begun on the first day of 1939, when Soviet agent Yevgeny Shchepkin had recruited him to write articles for the Soviet press extolling the plusses of Nazism. It had, he hoped, ended in late 1948, when he and Shchepkin had secured their release from their perilous roles 9as double-double-agents for both the Soviets and the Americans with the help of a film showing Stalin’s enforcer Lavrenti Beria engaged in rape and murder. After hiding their copies of the film, they had threatened Beria with exposure if anyone close to them died a suspicious death. His acceptance of the deal had cut their ties with the Soviets, and shorn of these, they were no use to the Americans. Russell was free, and Shchepkin would have been, too, if he hadn’t already been terminally ill.

         And so far the deal had held. Russell had destroyed his copy of the film at Shchepkin’s suggestion, but the Russian’s copy was still presumably wherever he had left it. Russell could see no reason why Beria would take the risk of reneging on their bargain. But people made mistakes, let emotion override reason. People went mad, got terminally ill. Such a possibility, and the fear that went with it, might seem fainter with each passing year, but it was still there at the back of Russell’s mind, as the last fifteen minutes had made abundantly clear. And maybe Stalin’s death the previous week would shake things up in ways that Russell couldn’t anticipate. Beria might be stepping into Stalin’s shoes at this very moment and imagining himself beyond accountability for even the worst of crimes.

         Only Beria’s death would truly free them, Russell thought, as he patiently waited for a gap in the traffic to re-cross the highway. Though perhaps they’d need to ram a stake through his heart as well.

         The diner’s lot had thinned out a little in the lull between breakfast and lunch. One reason Russell liked the place was the shelf of newspapers just inside the door, which reminded him of Berlin coffee houses and provided, on this occasion, a choice between the LA Times and Examiner. He took the Times, not because he preferred its right-wing opinions, but because it reflected the views of the current city establishment, and thereby offered a surer indicator of the way things were going, at least in business and politics. 10

         There were a couple of empty booths on the city side, which sometimes boasted a distant view of downtown, but today only offered a highway and beach fading into greyness. The menu was happily unchanged, and as he pondered the choice between meat loaf, turkey club, and the all-day breakfast, the waitress arrived with the first instalment of his bottomless coffee. She looked like a teenager, and probably was one. “The club sandwich,” he decided.

         “Chips or fries?”

         “Fries.”

         She almost skipped back towards the kitchen, stopping to top up a couple of coffees en route. 

         Russell skimmed his way through the paper, finding as usual that violence in varying forms haunted most of the stories. The numbing procession of traffic deaths felt like a minor war, and few days passed without several people succumbing to a knife or a gun. The Korean War carried on exacting its daily toll of deaths, though the respective numbers—thousands on the communist side for every ten in the United Nations—seemed more like propaganda than reporting. More unusually, but well in tune with the times, a schoolteacher suspended for hitting a pupil who “refused to look him in the eye” had just been reinstated.

         The anti-communist theme was not restricted to the Korean War coverage. On the contrary, it turned up all over the place, from the latest doings of Senator McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee to a city scheme for putting school textbooks on public display before they were board-approved. This would allow Brabason’s “Average Joes” to decide whether the tomes in question were subversive. One of the books involved was The Robin Hood Stories, and Russell found himself wondering whether it was possible to conceive of Errol Flynn as a socialist.

         Rather like McCarthy, the latest rabies scare was also refusing 11to disappear. Three dogs and one cat had joined the ten other pets who had tested positive and were presumably now on death row. Or more likely already ashes. Russell congratulated himself and Effi on resisting Rosa’s plea for a dog.

         In what he supposed was better news, “a noted nutrition expert” at the Harvard University School of Public Health had urged all Americans to eat steaks and ice cream for breakfast, and tiny but frequent meals through the rest of the day. Russell thought that a few hours off-campus might rid the “expert” of his delusion that everyone could afford to eat steak, at breakfast or any other time.

         His own meal arrived, the piled-high sandwich held together by toothpicks. Even jettisoning the third layer of bread it was enormous, but he ploughed bravely on, pleasure holding the guilt at bay.

         Over a refilled coffee he reluctantly went back to the paper, and the news that might actually affect him. Yesterday had seen Stalin’s funeral in Moscow. There was a lengthy article describing the ceremony, one unusually free of ideological insults, as if even the LA Times recognised that someone of real significance had passed away. A psychopathic shit to be sure, but no one could doubt his influence. He had played a not insignificant role in making and then defending the most thoroughgoing revolution of the century, and then played a pivotal role in betraying most of what it stood for. He had caused or decreed the death of millions of innocent Soviet citizens, and after a shockingly incompetent start had efficiently deployed his own implacable brutality to save the world from the Nazis.

         Of late Stalin had reportedly become less predictable, and Russell guessed that the Politburo colleagues he’d left behind were probably wetting themselves with relief. They weren’t saying so, of course. According to the Times, Georgi Malenkov, now first among equals if the order of speaking was anything to go by, was 12still hailing “our teacher and leader, the greatest genius of humanity.” He was also suggesting a meeting with Eisenhower, which Stalin had neglected to do, and saying he considered it his “sacred duty” to continue a “peace policy” that the genius had apparently been keen on. Beria had spoken next, which felt ominous to Russell, and had also stressed how devoted he was to peace. So, surprise surprise, was third-placed Molotov.

         On the very next page they were all there in photographs, carrying the coffin, lining the tomb, saying their pieces. Russell stared long and hard at Beria, now looking considerably fatter but every bit as vicious as he had when projected onto their Berlin apartment wall four years earlier. It wasn’t over, he thought, without knowing why.

         Looking up he saw sundry Americans sat in the booths and at the counter, talking, eating, and drinking, going about their lives. Moscow was closer than they thought, and not in the way Joe McCarthy meant. Russell didn’t think Beria would have any more time for Robin Hoods than the senator did.

         
             

         

         GERHARD STRÖHM WOKE UP IN his Moscow hotel bed feeling decidedly hungover. He had never been much of a drinker, and hadn’t imbibed a great deal the previous evening, but was still willing to bet that he felt worse than his fellow German delegates, all of whom had happily kept pace with their Soviet hosts. Party leader Walter Ulbricht and state president Otto Grotwöhl had been knocking them back like there was no tomorrow, and Neues Deutschland editor Rudolf Herrnstadt hadn’t been far behind. At the end of the evening only Ströhm and Wilhelm Zaisser, the Minister of State Security, had managed to navigate their way through the elevator doors at the first attempt.

         He rubbed his eyes and lay there listening to the sounds of vehicles down on Gorky Street. It was almost eight, but he felt reluctant to get up. 13

         His mind went back to the previous day. The funeral, the huge crowds, a city close to bursting with incoherent emotions.

         Ströhm was still trying to make sense of his own feelings. Like almost everyone else he had found himself weeping when the coffin was lowered into the mausoleum. The sense of loss was immense, overpowering, and the fact that it also seemed ludicrous made no difference at all. Like the old Bolsheviks brought to trial in the thirties, despite all they knew and guessed, they all shared a mad yearning to believe. They knew the size of the hole Stalin had left, and maybe they’d been weeping because deep down they knew that neither filling that hole nor failing to do so would make things any better. For both better and worse, Stalin was irreplaceable.

         And here they all were, stuck on this tragic ship, which had sailed with such great intentions, but which now, despite all denials, was not only utterly lost but lacking any compass or map. In circumstances such as these, what could even the best–intentioned new helmsman do?

         He shook his head, hoping to shake out the pessimism, and went to run a bath. At least the water was hot at the National—a Greek comrade he had spoken to the previous day had lamented the lack of such at the Metropol. And the shortage of pillows.

         Ten minutes later Ströhm was on his way down to breakfast. Sequestered in one corner of the ornate dining room like a gang busy planning a robbery, the leaders of the SED—the East German Socialist Unity Party—were already well into breakfast, sifting through the slices of dubious cold meat. Herrnstadt and Zaisser nodded welcomes, but Ulbricht and Grotwöhl ignored him. As expected, all his colleagues looked fresher than he did, which, considering their levels of consumption the night before, said a lot about what they were used to. People said that living in Karlshorst—the Berlin suburb where the Soviets had planted their conqueror’s colony—was just like living in Russia, and its 14privileged German occupants had certainly adopted the drinking culture.

         Ströhm spread some toast with Georgian cherry jam and looked around the room. Though undoubtedly elegant, it reeked of the past. There was nothing modern about Moscow, the only things pointing you towards the future were the idealised workers on their huge billboards. The Revolution was living in the past. Literally so.

         He found himself wishing he was back in his Friedrichshain apartment with Annaliese, Markus, and Insa. Then again, if it hadn’t been for them, he probably wouldn’t have been here in Moscow, because over the last five years his wife and children had been his only persistent source of hope. Just by being there, they had provided the strength and reasons he needed to keep on trying; left to his own devices he might have just given up.

         It was 7:30 a.m. in Berlin, and he could picture the scene there, Annaliese fussing around as she made sure that Markus and Insa had all they needed for their day at the Party crèche, before dropping them off and walking across to the State Hospital and her job as a ward sister.

         “What are you smiling at?” Ulbricht asked him out of the blue, as if the buried Stalin was still quite capable of detecting one man’s lack of respect.

         “I was thinking how enormous the crowds were yesterday,” Ströhm said innocently. “Few leaders could expect such an outpouring of love when they die.”

         “True,” Ulbricht said curtly, and Ströhm saw Herrnstadt repress a smile. All of them knew there’d be dancing in the street if Ulbricht dropped dead.

         Half an hour later they were all on a bus, heading out through the city to visit a collective farm. Ströhm suspected that the trip had been arranged to keep them occupied ahead of the Soviet-satellite meetings that afternoon, and in such a way that the different 15delegations were kept apart, allowing them no chance to gang up on their mutual masters. With the Bolshoi shut until evening, a collective farm or model factory were the only obvious options.

         If the view from the window was any guide, the route had not been chosen with a desire to impress—Moscow’s suburbs and the surrounding countryside still looked desperately poor. Ströhm suspected that the “tourists”—those foreign delegations who were not yet in power—would be seeing Russia’s better side, and why not? Why not let them keep their illusions if it made them more determined to succeed at home? So few in the West had any idea how much the Soviet Union had lost in the war, so why gift them a true picture of how long the recovery was taking?

         Despite being under several inches of snow, the collective farm did look clean, efficient, and well-organised. Tractors gleamed and peasants smiled, the latter keen to explain how their life had been transformed. There was a table replete with snacks, and, God forbid, tumblers of vodka. Ströhm hadn’t yet seen one of the new collective farms back home, but those who had were given to sadly shaking their heads.

         The return drive through a picturesque snow shower was pleasant, but for Ulbricht’s snoring in the front seat, which gave the bus’s groaning engine a run for its money. Ströhm fantasised about enlisting the others to carry their leader off the bus and dump him in a snowdrift.

         Back in the city, another meal was waiting, and that was barely finished when the limousine arrived to carry four of them—Herrnstadt, as the editor of the Party’s paper Neues Deutschland, was meeting with his Soviet counterparts—the short distance to the Kremlin. Once inside they found themselves in a queue of delegations, each parked in a room off a long corridor, and periodically shuffled forward like a game of musical chairs. Their own appointment was for 2:30 p.m., but it soon became apparent that the wait would last several hours. 16

         They went through their briefing notes, but not with any sense that they needed to. The four of them were there to listen, not to put forward ideas of their own. Any speaking would be purely reactive and would probably involve explaining why last time’s instructions had not been followed with either more rigour or more flexibility.

         Ströhm set about putting himself in a positive frame of mind. He told himself that was the least he could do, given that his country’s future was at stake. He told himself that he needed to give the Soviets more credit, to recognise their real achievements made over the last eight years, despite the devastation wrought by his own countrymen in the war. Almost everywhere west of the Volga they’d more or less had to start from scratch, rebuilding the factories, the dams, the cities they’d raised with such titanic effort before the war. Economically, they’d had an impossible job, and yet they’d somehow made a fist of it. Credit where credit was due.

         Politically … well, that was a different matter. He could see that there’d been no real alternative to “the Party knows best”—a planned economy was bound to inhibit free discussion. And the Party often had known best. What democratic government would or could have taken a snap decision to move industries employing thousands of people five hundred miles to the east, out of reach of Hitler’s tanks? And it was not as if the Party was trampling on a democratic tradition. It was still, in Ströhm’s most wishful thoughts, trying to make one possible.

         But he was not a Russian. The CPSU might know best when it came to the Soviet Union, but he had never believed it knew best when it came to Germany. For almost a decade Moscow’s stooges—himself included—had wielded some sort of power in eastern Germany, but only at the discretion of the Soviets. And in that time things had slowly gone from bad to worse. Bringing communism to eastern Germany had always been 17a near-impossible task after the Red Army had raped its way through Berlin, and that was the start. It wasn’t long before looting the country for reparations and creating “necessary sacrifices” like the lethal Wismut uranium facility had turned widespread resentment into utter loathing.

         The easiest option was to tell yourself there was nothing you could really do, and just enjoy the not inconsiderable perks. Many had taken that path, but not all. There were still those like himself, at all levels of the Party, who were prepared to try to make the best of what would probably be a once-in-a-lifetime shot at fulfilling their political dreams. But there weren’t that many of them anymore, and with each new shortage, each new stink of corruption, there were fewer people prepared to give them a hearing.

         Maybe Stalin’s death would loosen things up and give the different national parties the chance to try different ways. Ströhm wasn’t privy to what went on in the minds of the Soviet leaders, but the noises they were making seemed encouraging, and he would love to believe that over the next few months some transformative vision would emerge from a new collective leadership.

         Or not. For the moment, here they all were, queuing up to receive their marks for recent performance. A gold star for some, black marks for others. A grudging “could do better” for the Poles, an acerbic “last chance to pull up your socks” for the Hungarians.

         Ströhm sighed and stared at the obligatory portraits of Lenin and Stalin. Lenin had made mistakes, but Ströhm still liked to think he’d been a decent man. It was hard to think that about Stalin. A necessary one, perhaps, but necessary to whom? And for what?

         It was almost five before they were finally ushered into the seat of power, a nondescript committee room almost entirely filled by a long table and its dozen chairs. The air was full of smoke, and it 18took Ströhm a few seconds to identify Georgy Malenkov, Lavrenti Beria, Nikolai Bulganin, and Nikita Khrushchev sitting in a row on the far side of the table. Molotov, they were told, was ill. Ströhm had met Malenkov and Bulganin on several occasions, Beria on only a few, which had suited him just fine. The man gave him the creeps. He had never met Khrushchev but had heard he was blunt to the point of rudeness, and a good deal smarter than he liked to appear.

         There was no sign of a stenographer, but the room was presumably equipped with hidden recording devices.

         The DDR delegation took up the facing seats, Ulbricht and Grötewohl flanked by Zaisser and Ströhm, who, as the SED Central Committee’s liaison with its CPSU equivalent, was the most junior member of the delegation.

         The “discussion” lasted about twenty-five minutes, which seemed rather short when the future of German socialism was at stake, but at least it offered some hope. Malenkov did most of the talking, occasionally deferring to Nikolai Bulganin on matters of detail. Khrushchev looked vaguely belligerent, Beria slightly amused, but neither said much. The gist of the CPSU’s general “advice,” as gradually became apparent, was for the SED to take its foot off the accelerator pedal. “Across the board,” Beria insisted, mixing metaphors.

         Whether this “advice” constituted a real change of direction on the new Soviet leadership’s part, or just a pause to consider the alternatives to the current orthodoxy, was not clear to Ströhm. Or, he suspected, to the Soviets themselves.

         There was one specific instruction. The previous year, the principal border between West Germany and the DDR had been hardened, making it almost impossible for would-be emigrants to cross. This had predictably funnelled those who wanted out towards the only border left open, the one between the Soviet and Allied sectors in Berlin. So Ulbricht had asked the Soviets if they 19could close that border too, and a couple of months before Stalin’s death they had given their provisional approval. Which they were now rescinding. The outflow of skills and talent would continue.

         The Germans had their orders.

         The limousine was gone, leaving the four of them to trudge back across Red Square and down the slope to the National. Nobody said a word, but Ulbricht and Grötewohl looked the most unhappy, which probably had to be good news.

         There were still four hours before their night train left from the Belorussian Station, and Ströhm was pleased to find his Soviet counterpart Oleg Mironov waiting in the lobby. Mironov spent most of his time in Karlshorst, ostensibly attached to one of the Soviet intelligence apparats, and the two of them had met regularly since Ströhm had secured his current position. A guarded friendship had gradually formed as the two men discovered they harboured not dissimilar hopes for the future.

         “Let’s take a walk,” Mironov suggested, and Ströhm readily accepted. “The river, I think,” the Russian decided, once they were back on the sidewalk. “My father used to say that times of change were times to take shelter,” Mironov remarked, “but the open air seems safer to me. Not that I’m planning to reveal any secrets,” he added with a smile.

         “And is this a time of change?” Ströhm asked, staring up at the Kremlin wall to his right.

         “Oh I think so. It has to be. I mean some things are going well—everyone knows we’ll soon have a hydrogen bomb—but the problems are mounting, particularly in the satellites. I rather suspect that Rudolf Slánský will be the first of many.”

         The Czech party leader, having lost favour with both the Soviets and his own Politburo, had been tortured into making a transparently false confession and hanged the previous December. “Ulbricht?” Ströhm asked. 20

         “I’d say he’s on borrowed time. He’s too rigid, too stuck in the past. He learnt all his tricks under Stalin, and I doubt he could learn any new ones.”

         Saint Basil’s Cathedral was behind them now, the river a hundred yards ahead. “How is your father?” Ströhm asked, thinking it politic to change the subject.

         “Mmm. I went to see him a few days ago. He’s cantankerous as ever, and getting a bit funny in the head, I think. He is almost eighty, so it’s not surprising, but if he does go completely gaga, I’m a bit apprehensive about what he might come out with.”

         “Orlaya didn’t make the trip?”

         “No. My wife prefers Karlhorst.” Mironov grimaced. “I can never wait to get back home myself,” he added. “I’ll miss you, of course,” he added with a grin. “But there’s something corrosive about lording it up in someone else’s country. No matter how well-intentioned you might be.”

         Ströhm let that go. “Do you think your new leadership will solve a few problems?” he asked.

         “Who knows? I wouldn’t be in their shoes. I mean, it’s all so devilishly difficult. Our economy is almost sclerotic—the heart keeps pumping, but there’s too many blocked arteries. We can’t get rid of them because they’re intrinsic to any integrated planning system, but if we don’t find a way to get around or through them the blood will just stop flowing. It already has in some sectors. We’ve done wonders with steel and construction and power, but agriculture is a total mess. And people have more sophisticated wants than they used to. Our soldiers in Berlin—forgive me for bringing them up, but while they were doing terrible things to your women they were inside thousands of houses, and they saw how Germans lived, all the things they had. It was like a storybook to them, and when they came home they spread the story. We’re proud that we can match the West in technology and culture, but until we can get rid of food 21queues and turn out a decent washing machine for every Soviet family, we’ll never get people to believe that the future is ours.”

         Remembering how pleased Annaliese had been with hers, Ströhm could hardly disagree.

         “This year’s going to be a real rollercoaster ride,” Mironov went on, with almost indecent enthusiasm. He looked around, making sure their stretch of towpath was empty. “Stalin’s gone. And yes, there are feelings of sadness and loss. But there’s also a sense of relief—haven’t you felt it?”

         “I have.”

         “And relief comes with expectations. The new leadership is going to have to do something different. They can’t shut the doors any tighter, so they’ll have to open them up. The tricky part is knowing by how much—open them too wide and everything will fall apart. Another thing my dad once said to me: the hardest thing to do in a heavy wind is keep a door half-open.” He looked at Ströhm. “And that’s exactly what we have to do.”

         
             

         

         THE MEETING BROKE UP, THE final final changes having been inserted in the script. They would run through it on the sound stage next morning, whereupon the star Eddie Franklin would doubtless insist on those few last-minute revisions he always dubbed “the final nails.”

         If, unlike some of her fellow cast-members, Effi Koenen had experienced little difficulty in making the leap from radio to TV, that was probably because her experience as an actor in pre- and postwar Germany had been so wide. She had done everything from burlesque to movies, from live theatre to musicals. When she had worked on the radio incarnation of Please, Dad, she’d been known for acting at the mike rather than simply speaking her lines, not because she wanted to impress anyone, but because that was what live theatre had taught her to do. Having also made twenty-plus films, she 22understood why actors who’d only worked in that medium found it hard to get things right in the very limited number of takes a live studio recording allowed.

         Effi knew she was good in the part, but whether the part was making the best of her talents wasn’t so clear. Housekeeper Anna—“Mrs. Luddwitz”—with her no-nonsense willingness to say what she felt in any given situation, was a role she could probably play in her sleep. But working on the show was enjoyable, and though she found its star somewhat lacking as a human being, she had to admit he made a good comedy foil. And the two children they’d brought in for the TV series were an absolute delight. Effi had expected a pair of spoilt Hollywood brats, like the two who’d been in the radio show, and who, much to everyone’s relief, had been deemed to look too old when the television version was first considered.

         “You happy with it?” Beth Sharman asked, falling into step beside her.

         The thirty-ish writer had joined the two who worked on the radio version when the TV series was given the go-ahead and was now Effi’s best friend on the set. “One of your best, I think.”

         “We’ll be up there with Lucy yet.” I Love Lucy, which was made in the same studio, had conquered America over the past eighteen months. Lucy herself had even sent McCarthy packing the previous September.

         “Sorry to burst your bubble,” Effi said, pleased with her use of the English phrase. After three years in America she was virtually fluent, and her normal slight German accent was less noticeable than the one she put on for Mrs. Luddwitz, but there were always stray new phrases to learn. “Lucy and Desi are timeless,” she told Beth. “You’ve heard of Everyman? Well, they’re Every-Marriage. They could spin it out forever. Whereas our little set-up is too specific for global conquest.” 23

         “You’re probably right. We’re doing okay, though.”

         They had reached the outside world, which looked as grey as it had that morning.

         “Are you going straight home?” Beth asked.

         “I’m picking Rosa up from school in an hour or so. Would you like to get a coffee somewhere? Or even a drink.”

         “Now you’re talking.”

         Effi’s car was fortuitously placed on the end of a row—getting in and out of parking spaces had never been a forte. She’d been driving on and off for more than a decade but still didn’t like it that much. LA was better than Berlin—the streets were wider, the drivers mostly slower, and her car had automatic transmission—but she only drove when she needed to, never for pleasure. “Where shall we go?” she asked, once they were side by side on the Buick’s bench seat.

         “How about the Blue Angel?”

         “Good choice.”

         The mile drive passed without incident. Effi liked the bar on Fairfax for two reasons. One was the palm-filled garden at the back, which today lacked the sunlight it needed; the other was an unusually wide selection of German wines, which a then-doting patron had introduced when Von Stroheim and Dietrich teamed up in Hollywood more than twenty years before.

         The bar was almost empty ahead of the post-work rush. “A glass of Riesling, please,” Effi answered Beth’s query. The writer ordered herself a Manhattan, and the two of them took a table overlooking the garden of sun-hungry palms, their fronds swaying in the breeze.

         “You ever smoke?” Beth asked, lighting one of their sponsor’s products.

         “Only in movies. The first time I was asked to, I coughed so much the audience would have thought I had consumption. I was playing a woman with two sons in the Hitlerjugend—the 24Hitler Youth—and they thought I should have habits the boys could disapprove of. Standard Goebbels fare.”

         Beth laughed, but then grew serious. “I’ve been wanting to ask. Didn’t that bother you? Tell me to mind my own business if you want to.”

         Effi took a sip of wine to consider. “At the time? Not really. Not at first, anyway. The films were such obvious propaganda that few of us were able to take them seriously. Later, yes, some regrets. When I agreed to take one role, John and I had one of our few real falling-outs. He was right—I should have turned it down—but then he was making the same compromises as a journalist that I was as an actor. They were difficult times, and we quickly got over it. I don’t say this as an excuse, but I think it’s hard for Americans to imagine what it was like in Germany then. You dared to put up a fight, and that was the last your friends might see of you. People just disappeared, and the next thing you knew they’d died in a camp. Always of pneumonia, though by the time they told you that the body was already burnt or buried.” She looked out of the window. “Seems unreal here, doesn’t it. And of course it is. It wasn’t like HUAC putting you on a blacklist and stopping you from working. I know that’s terrible, but at least no one dies. Or hardly anyone,” she added, thinking of Mady Christians, the Austrian actress whose early death from a cerebral haemorrhage had followed relentless Committee harassment.

         Beth made a face. “You’re right that few people die, but any sense of national sanity might. HUAC often feels like a bad joke—I mean, I keep asking myself who could actually believe this shit. But they do, and it keeps getting closer to home.”

         “Laura?” Effi asked. Laura Fullagar played the housekeeper next door, whose over-the-fence conversations with Mrs. Luddwitz produced some of the show’s better moments.

         Beth sighed. “There are rumours. Believable ones. She makes no secret of what she thinks of McCarthy.” 25

         “Neither do you. Neither do I.”

         “But I was never a party member and couldn’t give them a single name of anyone who was. I’m assuming—hoping—that you could say the same.”

         “I was never in a party, full stop. I wasn’t interested in politics. John was in the KPD—the German communist party—in the twenties, but he left long before I met him. I certainly couldn’t tell HUAC anything, but then I wouldn’t if I could.”

         “Easy to say.”

         “I suppose so,” Effi conceded. And easier if you were forty-four and other things were now more important than your career, she thought. “Are you certain that Laura was in the Party?”

         “No, but I’d be surprised if she wasn’t. Before the war she was very close to Dick Moran, and he was named in the Red Channels pamphlet.”

         “Hell.”

         Beth drained her glass. “It’s like some terrible disease,” she said. “You know it’s around, and you know that some people are going to catch it, and you just hope it won’t be you or one of your friends.”

         “And on that note,” Effi said, checking her watch, “I’d better be going. Can I drop you anywhere?”

         “No, thanks. I think I’ll walk over to Crossroads of the World and buy some new clothes while I still have a salary. I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, as they reached the car.

         Effi drove up Fairfax and took a right onto Santa Monica Boulevard. Rosa’s school was about two miles from their rented house on Melrose, and often she chose to walk, but Effi was pleased when she didn’t. Almost seventeen, her adoptive daughter would soon be of an age to strike out on her own, and Effi was keen to make every moment count.

         Driving alone she found it easier to concentrate, which according to John was proof of an open heart. When they’d first come to 26LA, expecting only to stay a few months, she and John had hired a governess-type woman to keep up Rosa’s education, but once it was clear that they’d be there for at least a year, a place had been found for the girl in one of the Hollywood schools which mostly catered for the children of the town’s entertainment industry. Serving such a rich clientele, these schools all had good teachers and facilities, but this particular institution came with the added attraction of an enthusiastic arts mistress. Given Rosa’s proclivity for turning the world into drawings, this was more or less essential.

         Effi was early—these days she almost always was. After decades of others complaining about her lack of punctuality, she seemed to have gone to the other extreme. As everyone said, there was nothing like children for turning your life upside-down.

         Rosa had found school a bit difficult at first, but then adapted faster than Effi had dared to hope for. Her English had improved dramatically, and was now as good, if not better, than Effi’s—Russell sometimes joked she spoke his own language better than he did after thirty years in Germany. She made a few friends, and if most of them seemed to be fellow outsiders, then that was probably not unusual for a school in Tinseltown. Her artistic talents, already formidable, only grew more extraordinary, and when the art teacher left to have a family, Rosa discovered an evening class which seemed, unusually for LA, to welcome people from all parts of the city’s diverse population. Perhaps living under Hitler had made Effi more sensitive to racial prejudice than most, but LA left a lot to be desired in that department, and in odd moments Effi had found herself reminded of Berlin during the Nazis’ first few years in power. Rosa’s instincts, she thought, were much the same—her latest interest was Negro music, which white Americans called “race music,” as if they’d been spared the burden of belonging to one themselves.

         Rosa, Effi thought, was all right. Despite a personal history distressing enough to break most children, she had exceeded all 27her parents’ expectations. She was kind and clever and immensely talented. She had always seemed at ease with herself and was increasingly at ease with others. Rosa was fine, Effi told herself again. It was John she should be worrying about.

         He had enjoyed the novelty of their first year in Hollywood, and endured the second because he thought it would be the last. But then both she and Rosa had prospered, Effi professionally and their daughter as a person, and John had put their interests above his own. She had loved him for that but was enough of a realist to know that there might be a price. These last few months she’d been reminded of the last winter before the war, when he’d been reduced to writing about pets and postage stamps as Europe slowly caught fire.

         That hadn’t ended well. Ten years of ad hoc espionage, of playing Russian Roulette with Nazis, Brits, Americans and, of course, the Soviets. He needed to be reporting on—or at least writing about—things that interested and concerned him. Something he could get his teeth into. Given that the conditions of his residency forbade him from taking paid employment here in the US, that wouldn’t be easy. But surely not impossible. She should be encouraging him to get on with the book he’d already been commissioned to write, before some young disciple of Shchepkin’s waylaid him in a bar with a new siren song he couldn’t resist.

         A bell was ringing inside the school, and only a few seconds had passed when the kids began flooding out. Rosa appeared after several minutes, walking alone, looking out for the car. She waved and smiled when she saw it, and patiently waited for a gap in the traffic to cross the street.

         Several friends had remarked how much Rosa resembled Effi, some of them knowing the girl was adopted, others not. It was true that they shared a similar mouth and colouring and were both raven-haired and slimly built. But Rosa’s eyes were darker, and her movements less graceful than Effi’s—it was as if, in John’s 28words, a lack of physical fluidity was the price she was still paying for her survival.

         “Hi, Mom,” she said in an exaggerated American accent as she climbed into the car.

         “Oh, pulleeez!” Effi retorted with a grin.

         “Are we going straight home?” Rosa asked in her normal voice.

         “That was the plan. I was actually going to cook.”

         Rosa made a face. “Cook what? Couldn’t we go out for Chinese?”

         The idea was not unwelcome. And John would be happy. “I suppose so,” she said. “But we can’t eat out all the time.”

         “Why not? If we can’t afford it, who can?”

         “It’s not good for us?” Effi said automatically. She was sure it wasn’t, though she wasn’t sure why. She remembered John’s ex-brother-in-law, Thomas, telling his daughter, Charlotte, that people should learn how to look after themselves before they let others do it for them. It had been over a Sunday lunch in Dahlem before the war, and Lotte was well into her twenties by now. Effi wondered if she enjoyed cooking.

         They found John already at home, making the most of a late emerging sun on their back porch. Like half of Hollywood he was reading John Steinbeck’s East of Eden, but unlike most he was less than impressed. “All the characters are either pure evil or close to perfect,” he had said when Effi asked him how he was finding it. “Does that sound realistic? And after three hundred pages I still haven’t met anyone with a black face. Does that sound like America?”

         “It sounds like Melrose Avenue,” Rosa said pointedly.

         “Touché,” Russell conceded with a grin. “How was school?”

         “Mostly boring.”

         “We were thinking Chinese,” Effi interjected.

         “Never a bad idea,” Russell agreed. “Are we driving to Chinatown or walking round to Wong’s?” 29

         “A walk will do us good.”

         “Okay.”

         It was getting dark by the time they arrived at the restaurant, streaks of orange in a still-cloudy western sky. The food at Wong’s was not the best, but it was good enough, and the staff were friendly. They ordered most of their usual dishes, plus the obligatory new one that Rosa insisted on. The eggplant concoction she picked that evening was better than many previous choices.

         “So how was Stephen Brabason?” Effi asked as they walked slowly back. Rosa as usual was walking slightly ahead of them, looking this way and that like a reconnaissance scout.

         “Nicer than I expected,” Russell said. “Pity he’s such a hopeless actor.”

         “Eddie Franklin’s opposite,” Effi remarked.

         “Is he giving you trouble?”

         “No, not really. But we—the show—may have a problem.” Switching into German, she repeated what Beth had told her about Laura Fullagar.

         “That’s a shame,” Russell said, following her lead. “For her and the show. She’s good.”

         “Yes. And she has a child to support on her own. Her husband was killed in the war.”

         Rosa had dropped back alongside them. “I really don’t get it,” she said. “What are they all so upset about? Do they think there’s some dark plot to destroy the American way of life? Or are they expecting the Russians to sweep across the ocean and turn them into slaves? I mean, really. How stupid can they be?”

         “They are,” Effi said.

         “What they’re upset about—the people funding and running this scare campaign—is the prospect of losing markets in Europe and Asia,” Russell said. “Which they will rightly see as a curb on their freedom, and wrongly claim is a curb on everyone else’s.” 30

         “That does make more sense,” Rosa said thoughtfully.

         But not something you should say in school, Effi stopped herself from saying. Rosa was usually as uninterested in politics as her own younger self had been, and Effi was pleased to see this wasn’t from lack of caring.

         “The land of the free,” Russell noted wryly. “It’s probably a good thing I can’t work here. At least they can’t take my job away.”

         Effi squeezed his arm. “Speaking of work, how is your book research going?”
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            Several Dead in Plovdiv

         

         The breeze blowing in through the streetcar top-lights was taking the edge off the heat, but it was only nine in the morning and Russell’s shirt was already clinging to his back. According to his paper it was going to be hotter than yesterday, which even the locals had considered outrageous for early May.

         He was on his way downtown, having decided that the parking problems associated with driving were better avoided. For one thing, finding a space was often absurdly difficult; for another, he had no idea how long his appointment at US Immigration would be. The wait would probably be horrendous, and who knew how picky Uncle Sam’s minions would be feeling in weather like this?

         As an added bonus, the streetcars reminded him of Berlin.

         He got off at the final stop, and after a couple of wrong turns found the offices he’d visited three years before just off Broadway. Ten minutes early for his appointment at 10 a.m., he had time to go through the important stuff in his paper: the Stars had beaten the Beavers twice in Portland the previous day, and his horoscope advised him to “disregard” the “topsy-turvy conditions” which surrounded him. Rather like the “diminutive brunette model” in Santa Monica, who had spent seven hours ignoring pleas to come down from her perch atop a 140-foot water tower.

         His name was called earlier than he expected, and the lesser tidings of politics, wars, and individual catastrophes would have 34to wait. The delightfully air-conditioned eighth-floor office he was ushered into had a north-facing view of distant hills and mountains but was only otherwise distinguished by the number of filing cabinets on display, each no doubt crammed with records.

         His was most likely the one on the desk, which a forty-ish man in a crisp beige suit was busy sifting through. “Please sit down, Mr. Russell,” the official said without lifting his eyes. These were hidden by wire-framed glasses, the upper lip by a thin brown moustache. His last barber had been either a sadist or criminally incompetent.

         The name on the desk was Clarence D. McClellan.

         “You arrived in the United States on May thirty-first, 1950,” the official announced, a hint of surprise in his tone. “You were designated a special case and given three years probationary residence. Which expires”—he glanced at his desk calendar—“exactly four weeks from today.”

         “I’m aware of that,” Russell said, in as friendly a tone as he could manage. He realised he was still seething over the casual confiscation three years ago of the American passport he had risked life and limb to secure in 1939, on grounds that they hadn’t even bothered to fully explain. He had considered a legal challenge to the decision, but friends’ advice and his own sober realisation of just how big a can of worms he might be opening had dissuaded him. That, and his belief that the three years on offer would be more than enough. He hadn’t counted on Effi’s success or Rosa adapting so well.

         “Are you also aware that your visa was conditional on your not taking paid employment during your stay?” McClellan asked.

         “Stay” sounded ominously temporary. Maybe it was the similarity of situation, but McClellan reminded him of a certain Herr Mechnig, who had called Russell in to his Berlin office for an almost identical interview in early 1933. “I am,” he answered the 35American’s question. “And presumably you know that I made one mistake. I was invited—begged, almost—to write a piece for the Examiner about conditions in Germany after the airlift—the editor was worried that his readers lacked any understanding of the true situation in Europe. I foolishly accepted. The moment I realised I’d made a mistake, I donated my earnings to charity.”

         “Which one?”

         “The Orphans’ Trust,” Russell told him. That had been Effi’s suggestion: “Who would deport someone who gave money to orphans?” she’d said.

         “Mmm. Eschewing all political activity was another condition of your continued residence.”

         “And I have done so.”

         “Yes? Do you recognise the names Brad Selowski, Barbara Havering, and Dennis Palermo?”

         “I do.”

         “They’re friends of yours, yes?”

         “Acquaintances would be more accurate. Ones I haven’t seen for a more than a year.”

         “Because they’ve all been blacklisted?”

         “That might well be why they’re not as socially gregarious as they used to be, but as far as I know none of them has been charged with a criminal offence. Like I said, they were no more than acquaintances, and I certainly never joined any of them in anything which could reasonably be described as political activity.”

         “Are you an acquaintance of Laura Fullagar?”

         “I think I’ve met her once or twice. As I’m sure you know, she works on the same television show as my wife.”

         “She’s never been to your house?”

         “Not to my knowledge.”

         “According to our information, you and your wife accompanied Barbara Havering and her husband to a Weavers concert in 36January 1952,” McLellan went on, before pursing his lips in disapproval.

         Russell repressed the desire to laugh. “We did. I like Pete Seeger’s songs. I like him, come to that, but then I’ve always been a sucker for people who stand up for what they believe in.”

         “You like his politics.”

         “That’s not what I said, but even if I did, going to hear him sing would hardly be engaging in political activity.”

         “Perhaps not, but you can see why we might be concerned.”

         “Not really. I watch John Wayne movies and Groucho Marx’s TV show. But I’d lay odds their politics are different.”

         “I expect you’re going to tell me you’re fond of apple pie.”

         “I wasn’t, but I am.” Though the Germans do it better, he thought but didn’t say.

         “You’re not in touch with any of your old Intelligence buddies?”

         Buddies? Russell thought, inwardly shaking his head. He assumed McClellan was talking about American “buddies.” The Germans would all be dead, and probably most of the Soviets. “No,” he said.

         “You don’t miss it?” McClellan asked almost wistfully.

         Perhaps the man had been in the OSS during the war or had just got excited reading Russell’s file. “Not in the slightest,” he answered.

         McClellan shrugged. “Personally, I’d find living the life we allow you less than inspiring,” he said provocatively.

         “Then set me free,” Russell said wryly.

         “The only way I can do that is by cancelling your visa,” McClellan retorted. He sat back, as if considering that option.

         Surely they wouldn’t kick him out, Russell thought. Not with the fan mail Effi was getting. And the man had nothing to justify such a punitive step, not unless Congress had decreed that going to see the Weavers was akin to crapping on the American 37flag. It would just be spite. Then again, McCarthy was spitefulness incarnate.

         “Why would you do that, when the only real victims would be my wife and daughter?” Russell asked with rather more force than was probably wise.

         “It wouldn’t upset you on your own account then?” McClellan responded.

         “I would miss the baseball,” Russell conceded, hoping it would be taken as a peace offering.

         “Really?”

         “And the take-out food.”

         McClellan shook his head, a ghost of a smile hovering on his lips. “I’ll give you another two years” was his verdict, which Russell supposed might have been worse. “You don’t come across as someone who belongs here,” was the official’s surprisingly nuanced parting shot. “But neither do you feel like a threat to national security, so for now I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt. The same conditions still apply, and we will of course be monitoring your compliance.” He rose to offer a hand, which proved as cold as his eyes. Russell shook it briefly and headed for the elevator.

         Back out in the heat, Russell wiped the fresh sweat from his brow and took the short walk to an Italian deli he knew on Main. This lacked air conditioning but boasted enough fans to propel the Hindenburg. Russell picked a spot underneath one and took off the jacket he’d worn to look smart for his inquisition. His coffee arrived, brought by a waitress who looked like a slum child from Naples but spoke like a born Angeleno.

         Russell reran the interview in his head. He knew he shouldn’t have been surprised by how much McClellan had known about his life, but he was nevertheless. The blacklisted names really were only acquaintances—he and Effi hadn’t met any of them more than three or four times, yet those meetings had ended up in 38someone’s records. Whose? The Immigration department’s? The FBI’s? The CIA’s? Had he been followed, or just been seen with others who had? And how were they intending to monitor his compliance? Should he be checking their house for listening devices and hidden cameras, listening for a tell-tale click when he picked up the telephone?

         True, McClellan had not known everything. He hadn’t mentioned the deal Russell had signed the previous year with a New York publisher, probably thanks to the ruse the latter had suggested, that the actual contract should be with the firm’s British subsidiary, and the advance paid into a London bank account. The subject matter—American firms who had continued doing business with their German partners once the two countries were at war—would have certainly sounded alarm bells in McClellan’s brain. While it was possible he had simply chosen not to mention this, Russell couldn’t think of a reason why.

         McClellan hadn’t brought up Russell’s new job either. The German newspaper he worked for had suggested a series of articles on how American democracy works, and his English paper had also liked the idea. The LA mayoral campaign was already underway, and looked likely to be interesting, but after some thought Russell had decided that the fight for a Congressional seat would mean more to European readers, and as luck had it, a special election was due that fall in the San Fernando Valley’s 29th District. He had interviews booked that week with all four candidates.

         Given what McClellan did know, it was hard to believe his sources had missed out on this journalistic assignment. Perhaps he was waiting to see what Russell wrote.

         He would worry about that later. For the moment it felt good to be working on something that interested and stretched him. Even reading the newspaper seemed less depressing when you felt involved—no matter how tangentially—in what was going on. 39

         But only slightly less depressing. The war in Korea was all over today’s edition: a new round of intense fighting, reports of Communist atrocities, an article about brainwashing. The only thing missing was proof that Fu Manchu was behind it all.

         The local stories were also full of violence: the LAPD had killed another man in custody, a prison warden had been beaten up, a youth had been knifed. A man was on trial for poisoning his wife, and the carnage on the highways continued. At least the brunette on the water tower hadn’t jumped.

         Was this the topsy-turvy world he was supposed to be disregarding? Easier said than done.

         Of more immediate concern to Russell, there was a long and thoughtful article by a UCLA professor on the political situation in Moscow. The author was not expecting “personal rivalries” in the new Soviet leadership to go beyond “bureaucratic infighting,” and didn’t think there would be a “repetition of the nearly ruinous struggle for power that followed Lenin’s death.”

         Thoughtful didn’t mean right. The notion that an era of harmony would ensue as the Soviets picked up the pieces of Stalin’s legacy seemed far-fetched to Russell. And if, as he expected, a life-and-death struggle was already underway, he needed to know how Beria would come out of it. Dead would be best, some inescapable hellhole in the frozen north just about sufficient.

         Russell sighed, moved on to the sports pages, and read the game reports from Portland. The Hollywood Stars—the Twinks to their fans—seemed to be getting better as the season progressed, and he was looking forward to attending a game at Gilmore Field when the team came home. Russell had liked cricket as a boy, and baseball seemed like a sped-up version, with most of the virtues and few of the defects. It was the one American obsession he had really taken to, one of the few things that made him think that he could, in McClellan’s phrase, “belong here.” 40

         Which brought him back to his eighth-floor interview. The entire proceedings had been based on the notion that McClellan had this great bounty to either offer or refuse—life in America. But if it wasn’t for Effi and Rosa, would he even consider that as a permanent prospect?

         It was true he felt safer thousands of miles from Moscow than he had in Berlin. And where else would he—they—go? England was the obvious candidate. He missed his son, and a grandchild was on the way. True, the Labour government he had so admired had now been booted out, but its Conservative successor was showing no signs of rushing to turn the clock back. If he wanted to live where people were treated in a civilised manner, what would be better than a country with a free national health service?

         But he also missed Thomas, who still lived in Berlin, and if they did leave LA, then Effi would miss her sister, Zarah, who had only recently moved there, after several less-than-ecstatic years in Iowa. The war had certainly spread his family far and wide. Wherever they were, they’d be missing someone.

         
             

         

         JOHN HAD TOLD HER THAT Laura Fullagar’s name had come up at his immigration interview on Monday, but two days later Effi still hadn’t passed that information on to the woman in question. The rumours about her castmate’s communist past had been circulating for a couple of months, but nothing had happened, and she and the others who worked with Laura had begun daring to hope that it was only a false alarm. “Was the man just fishing?” Effi had asked Russell, and he had agreed that this was more than possible. “If they really have something on her, you’d think the committee would have called her in by now.”

         Which had sounded reassuring.

         “On the other hand,” he’d added, “maybe they’re still busy getting their ducks in a row.” 41

         Which had not.

         Yesterday there had been no obvious opportunity to have the conversation, or so she had told herself. Dress rehearsal day was always hectic, but she could have found a moment. The trouble was, she was still undecided. Being warned might help Laura, but it was hard to see how. It was not as if she could leap aboard a time machine and change her past. The news might just scare her into doing something unwise.

         But saying nothing also felt wrong, partly because Effi didn’t trust her reasons for doing so. Was she more concerned about her own situation than Laura’s? Was it just a fearful reluctance to get involved, to keep her head down until the problem went away?

         Another echo of the Nazis, Effi thought. Lately there seemed a lot of them.

         She could ask for Beth’s opinion, but that would just be passing the buck. No, she thought, climbing out of her Buick in the studio lot, today she would find the time to take Laura somewhere private and tell her.

         The best-laid plans. The members of the cast and the crew she found drinking coffee in the cafeteria all looked like they’d had a shock, and many were casting surreptitious glances at the table in the corner where a tearful Laura was talking to Beth.

         Effi joined them. “What’s happened?” she asked.

         “The producer and sponsor have called Laura in for a meeting at noon,” Beth told her.

         Two hours before we record the show, was Effi’s first thought. One which, she immediately realised with more than a little shame, was more professional than sympathetic. “Did they give any reason?”

         “No.”

         “They didn’t need to,” Laura said. “Everyone knows what they want.” 42

         “Names,” Effi murmured.

         “Eventually, yes,” Laura said, suddenly getting to her feet. “Look, I need some time to think. By myself. Don’t worry,” she said, managing a smile. “I won’t run off and leave you short-handed.”

         It felt as if the whole cafeteria watched her hurry out.

         “Should we …” Beth asked.

         “No,” Effi decided. “The producers must be mad, setting up a meeting just before we record. Surely they’re not thinking of taking her off the show at two hours’ notice?”

         “But if they tell her they’re pulling the plug right after, will she feel able to do the show?” Beth completed the thought.

         A copy of yesterday’s LA Times was on the table, open at the page which carried the report of bandleader Artie Shaw’s testimony before HUAC in New York City. Effi had read it at John’s suggestion and been appalled by the way Shaw, an intelligent man by any standards, had abased himself before the committee, crying his eyes out as he admitted to being a dupe of the communists. As a result, he would work again, but whether he’d ever get past the humiliation was another matter.

         “She was reading that when I joined her,” Beth said.

         “No wonder she was crying.”

         
             

         

         “WELL, I THINK WE’RE DONE here,” Oleg Mironov said. “Do you feel like a walk?”

         “Why not?” Gerhard Ströhm agreed. Every couple of weeks for more than a year, he and Mironov had spent an hour or so in the latter’s Karlshorst office sharing the information that their respective parties wanted shared, but lately, under the guise of a stroll, they had gone on to exchange their more personal opinions where no one could overhear them. Both men had sought and received official permission to do this from their superiors after arguing that the other man would probably be more forthcoming in such circumstances. 43
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