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            GLOSSARY

         

         
            Abwehr: The Third Reich’s military counter-espionage service

            Alex: Nickname for Berlin’s Alexanderplatz, used here mainly to denote the police headquarters

            Brownshirt: Member of the paramilitary SA (Sturmabteilung)

            Einsatzgruppen: Special SS paramilitary death squads employed on the Eastern front

            Garde-Regiment zu Fuss: The 1st Foot Guards, a Prussian infantry regiment

            Heimat: German for native land, homeland

            Kripo: Contraction of “Kriminalpolizei”, the German Criminal Police

            NSKK: Short for “Nationalsozialistisches Kraftfahrkorps”, the military transport corps which provided drivers, mechanics and motorcycle riders

            OKW: Short for “Oberkommando der Wehrmacht”, the High Command of the German Armed Forces

            Old Warrior (German “Alter Kämpfer”): term for members of the NSDAP who joined the party before 1933

            Ostarbeiter: A prisoner from the occupied territories of Eastern Europe, used as forced labour

            Ostjude: Eastern European Jew

            Revoluzzer: Derogatory name for a revolutionary

            Ritterkreuz: The Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross, a coveted military and paramilitary medal

            RSHA: Short for “Reichssicherheitshauptamt”, the Reich Security Central Division

            Schejner Jid: Yiddish, “a real Jew”

            SD: Short for “Sicherheitsdienst”, the SS Secret Service

            Shtreimel: Mink hat worn by observant Jews in Eastern Europe

            Sonderausweis: Special orders papers, issued to soldiers travelling for duty reasons 10

            Stulle: An open sandwich

            TeNo: Contraction of “Technische Nothilfe”, a paramilitary technical emergency corps

            Verlag: German for “publishing house”

            Zdravstvutye: Russian, a polite “Hello” or “Good Day”
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            PREFACE

         

         Berlin, Sunday, 9 July 1944, Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung

         
            The solemn state funeral of Dr Prof. Alfred Johann Reinhardt-Thoma, who passed away suddenly in his residence on the evening of Friday, 7 July, will take place tomorrow at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Dahlem.

            Until 1933 head surgeon at St Jakob’s hospital in Leipzig, Dr Prof. Reinhardt-Thoma was the founder and director of the Clinic for Children’s Welfare and Health, a private institution in Dahlem. His wife, Dorothea Reinhardt-Thoma, née Baroness von Bora, daughter of Field Marshal Wilhelm-Heinrich von Bora, hero of the Seven Weeks’ War, preceded him in death two years ago. Saskia Reinhardt-Thoma, adopted daughter of the illustrious deceased, is unable to attend due to a grave illness. His sister-in-law, Nina Baroness von Sickingen, widow of the late lamented Maestro Friedrich Baron von Bora, has arrived from her residence in Leipzig; and shortly to arrive from the front, where he is heading up an assault regiment, is her son, Lieutenant Colonel Martin-Heinz Douglas, Baron von Bora, bearer of the Knight’s Cross with Oak Leaves, nephew of Dr Prof. Reinhardt-Thoma.

            Honouring the departed with their presence will be His Excellency the Head of the Party Chancellery, Martin Bormann; Dr Leonardo Conti, SS Group Leader, Secretary of State for the Interior and Director of the National Health Department; the Lord Mayor of Berlin, SS Major General Ludwig Steeg; and the former Lord Mayor of Leipzig, Dr Jur. Carl Friedrich Goerdeler. Also attending will be Dr Karl Gebhardt, President of the German Red Cross and Chief Surgeon to the SS and Police; Dr Max de Crinis, Chair 14of Psychology and Neurology at the Friedrich Wilhelm University; and the illustrious colleagues of the departed, Drs Matthias Göring, Karl Bonhoeffer, Hans-Gerhard Creutzfeldt, Kurt Blome and Paul Nitsche, along with many others. Lieutenant General Dr Siegfried Handloser, Head of the Armed Forces Medical Service, will deliver the funeral address.

            In accordance with the testamentary disposition of the late Dr Prof. Reinhardt-Thoma, no religious ceremony will follow, and no funeral procession. Burial will take place at a later date in the family plot at the Waldfriedhof Dahlem.

            Born in Halle an der Saale in 1878 and educated at the universities of Leipzig, Jena and Berlin (where he also held the Chair of Internal Medicine), Dr Prof. Reinhardt-Thoma will be remembered as a star of the first magnitude in the firmament of medical research and practice. Through the many years of his distinguished career as a paediatrician, experimenter and academic, he received the highest awards in the Fatherland and abroad for his studies of congenital and perinatal malformations.

            The Führer and Chancellor of the Reich, Adolf Hitler, always solicitous in remembering every comrade who has honoured the German Fatherland, sent a personal note of regret for the grave loss brought upon the family.
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            Great events usually come unexpectedly,

and whoever expects them only delays them.

            
                

            

            JOSEF ROTH, HOTEL SAVOY

         

         APPROACH TO SCHÖNEFELD AIRPORT, NEAR TELTOW, MONDAY, 10 JULY 1944, 6:38 A.M.

         The ink in his fountain pen was running low. The last sentence on his diary page was of a watery blue, and, providing that he found the needed supply for sale somewhere, Bora would have to rewrite it to make it legible. The blotting paper was hardly needed; he replaced it as a bookmark and rested the diary on his knees. He felt the aeroplane bounce through the layer of clouds as it descended. Lazily, the metal body met air pockets and seemed to let go, only to be buoyed back up. It was banking now, lining up with the runway, regaining some altitude. Then came the vibration and change in pitch of the engine at the final descent, the short racket of the landing gear coming out, the wind resisting before it gave way. The wheels touched the grassy ground with a thump.

         Flying in from the Italian front, Bora considered it fortunate that there was no window from which to see the condition of the terrain traversed. He was all too aware of recent air raids, but somehow not seeing their actual results helped a little. So he had not seen the state of Berlin from the air – but soon he would have to go out and look around.

         While the aeroplane taxied towards the hangar, he reread what he’d jotted down in his diary hours before, when he had anticipated reaching his destination before nightfall, as false 16a hope as could be had that summer. The presence of enemy fighters had forced the cargo plane to stop over in the first airfield available within German borders, and that’s how it was that dawn had broken with them still in flight.

         
            Entry begun on 9 July in a northern Italian airfield, while awaiting a flight to the Fatherland. The occasion is a sad one. Uncle Alfred’s death comes as a surprise. Nina (whom I spoke to briefly by telephone, and thankfully will see soon) says she heard from him on my stepfather’s birthday in June; Uncle was sixty-six, but hale as far as we knew, busy in his clinic caring for young patients shocked by the air raids, as well as for those physically wounded. The former would, in his opinion, suffer longer-lasting effects.

            Civilians and soldiers use words very differently. The adverb “afterwards” is one I more and more tend to avoid. Is it superstition? In Stalingrad, one of my commanders forbade the use of the word “tomorrow” in his presence. We were under siege, and soon 84 per cent of us would fall into enemy hands, dead or prisoner – or wounded, which meant dead. Less than twenty months ago, Colonel von Guzman did not want to hear the word “tomorrow”. Imagine what neologisms we had to invent, to indicate the day after. Nothing has been heard of him since. Did he fall into the meat grinder at the close of 1942? Is he languishing in a Soviet prison camp, where tomorrow truly does not exist, or – God forbid – has he joined those who have betrayed the Fatherland out of desperation or cowardice, like our own commander-in-chief on that front? That field marshal’s name is truly one I refuse to write.

            I do say “tomorrow”, even in the harsh face of reality. I believe it will come, in some form. “The sun also rises”, we read in Ecclesiastes. Whether or not I will see it matters less to me at the moment than the horn button clasping my shirt collar.17

            I force myself to write to my family (I am “the only one left”, my mother Nina reminds me without faulting me for it, a year and a month after my brother Peter died). How can I explain to them, to Nina or to my 74-year-old stepfather, that every letter sent or received costs me a great effort, because it confirms my ties to them? No ties means freedom, because even hope is not so necessary when you are alone.

            PS Added the following morning, 10 July, en route. Ink failing. I still enjoy writing to Professor Heidegger and Captain Ernst Jünger. The dialogue with them is entirely abstract, and does not hurt as much. I even received a letter from my friend Bruno Lattmann, seriously injured but thank God alive and recovering near his native Berlin. Meeting him (if at all possible), and especially Nina, is a consolation at this time of family loss.

         

         “We made it, Colonel,” the co-pilot called out to him. “But this is as close to the city as we can get, couldn’t obtain clearance for Tempelhof this morning.”

         That they’d landed on grass, not a paved runway, Bora knew already.

         “Where are we, then?”

         “Schönefeld.”

         “I thought there were some paved runways there.” Ever the counter-espionage officer, asking questions was his second nature. And Bora had a schedule to keep to.

         “There are three. But they’re not long enough to manoeuvre on, and this old lady will need to take off again.”

         “Thank you.” The diary found its place inside Bora’s briefcase. “It feels like a storm is coming. Is it raining outside, by any chance?”

         “Why, no.”

         The car expected to take Bora to the south-western quarter of Dahlem was probably waiting for him in town at the civilian Tempelhof airport, kept open as an exception the night before 18for his military flight. Now the change in schedule, with the official start of the ceremony in two hours, left little hope of securing a ride there in time, from this patch of countryside at the south-eastern edge of Greater Berlin. Bora used the telephone in the control tower to communicate his delay; it turned out that the driver assigned to him had been informed and was already motoring towards Schönefeld.

         KAISER WILHELM INSTITUTE, DAHLEM, 8:55 A.M.

         Bora hastened to the crowded university hall just before the authorities walked in. He barely had a moment to greet his mother before all had to rise for the Head of the Party Chancellery. Bora had frantically clasped and clipped on his medals as he stepped into the building, where someone who introduced himself as Dr Olbertz – who evidently had been waiting for him – briefly detained him. He’d only whispered a single sentence in his ear, but one that Bora couldn’t get out of his head. Army and party greetings, nods, handshakes seemed strange and misplaced after hearing those words. And it still felt like a storm was brewing, when odours grow stronger and hues grow sharp, and there is an ominous sense of expectancy in the air.

         The beribboned wreaths around the coffin gave out an exotic aroma, as if perfume had been sprinkled on branches and flowers that possessed no scent of their own. It was the same sweetish, artificial, sugary odour of carnival confetti. Bora breathed it in from the front row, telling himself that he was grateful to be standing side by side with his mother – much more than for the public display of a state funeral. Contravening general practice, if not etiquette, she had lifted the black mourning veil, exposing the serene firmness of her grief. It was a typical Nina-message. I get my gutsiness from her, he thought. Even without Olbertz’s hasty, unasked-for 19revelation, he’d correctly and a little anxiously read the hints emerging from the newspaper article, where the list of Party guests ran longer than the dead man’s biography. He hadn’t expected them to mention Reinhardt-Thoma’s adopted son, a resident of America for the past eight years; but pointing out the year 1933 as the end of his uncle’s tenure at St Jakob’s, and Saskia’s tactful illness (requiring hospitalization, to be credible!) drew a picture of political unreliability. Not of disgrace, however – because you do not disgrace an acclaimed physician, whom even the Führer’s “great heart” honours with a personal message.

         
             

         

         Dr Handloser, sombre in his lieutenant general’s uniform, read from a typewritten sheet, which he held up like a royal decree. “Let us bow our heads and lift our proud spirits. Let us impress our virile pain upon the great colleague, teacher and seeker – before the medicus amabilis who, for the benefit of science and mankind, has over three decades of dedicated work adorned the name of our German Fatherland …”

         
             

         

         Yes, the wreaths smelled like confetti. They seemed enormous, like great wheels leaning against the chariot of a fallen hero, actually the luxurious coffin provided for the send-off by the Association of National Socialist Physicians. In comparison, his brother’s burial in Russia had been rushed and understated; these days, one learned to evaluate the political reliability – or otherwise – of the deceased by the ostentation of his funeral. To Bora’s right, his meaty neck stuck in his shirt collar making him look like a mastiff about to attack, stood the Head of the Party Chancellery himself. Along the front row were lined up the Doctors Conti, Steeg, De Crinis and Göring (all of them wearing Party uniforms). Old Professor Bonhoeffer appeared moved. As for Goerdeler, who’d spoken to Nina upon his arrival, he had slipped out before the funeral oration. How far at the back of the hall stood Albrecht Olbertz, behind 20state officials, bureaucrats and Nazi doctors – whose whisper “Ein nicht so freier Tod” gave the lie to this day? It felt like a storm, a great storm, was coming.

         
             

         

         “… A reverent and heartfelt gratitude stirs in all of us, his collaborators and friends, for we recognize in Alfred Reinhardt-Thoma the virtues of our race and of medical science, incarnated in the highest degree …”

         
             

         

         “Ein nicht so freier Tod.” If a “voluntary death” was the German euphemism for suicide, what was a death that came “not so freely”? Bora’s well-concealed anxiety was justified. Oversized hall, massive wreaths, guests of great consequence … Things (and circumstances, and events) seemed bigger these days. Unless the opposite was true, and he simply felt crushed by all that was happening. But he honestly didn’t think so. Wounds and the military situation notwithstanding, he had the same energy as always, the bold and slightly arrogant pluck his regiment put so much trust in. “I’m serving with Bora” (or “under Bora”, depending on their rank) was what the men wrote home or told colleagues from other units, and “my Commander” was said with the reflected pride that all in the regiment apparently shared – except Martin Bora. For him, in the summer of 1944, along the embattled Apennines where Germany was playing her last card in Italy, such faith only added ballast to his sense of responsibility. Without ever saying it, he thought, with a dose of realism, I’ll do my best, but we cannot all be saved.

         
             

         

         “The foundation that bears the name of his devoted spouse, now and for ever a beacon of excellence, spurs us on to continue along the trail he so selflessly and brilliantly blazed …”

         
             

         

         All my men want – officers included – is reassurance. For the rest, I have no answers. Uncle Reinhardt-Thoma is dead, and a storm is coming. It wasn’t as if he no longer hoped: without hope he’d 21have died in Stalingrad, or by the dirt road where a partisan grenade had taken off his left hand, or when Dikta, without asking him, obtained the annulment of their marriage. Yet where did his hope come from? In the last four months, he hadn’t even bothered to pray. Thirty years on earth, seven as a soldier, five spent at war. Martin Bora’s hope existed as long as he didn’t try to imagine a clear future for himself.

         
             

         

         “The heavens above contain fleeting meteors and eternal, fixed stars. Our colleague, our comrade, Alfred Reinhardt-Thoma has secured his place in the immutable firmament. Alfred Reinhardt-Thoma is not dead. He lives for ever in his legacy.”

         
             

         

         Bora and his mother were separated at the end of the ceremony, as colleagues and friends flocked to them to express their formal condolences. Nina barely had time to tell him she’d been offered a ride to the Adlon, and would wait for him there. Within minutes, when the crowd and the authorities – who’d naturally been the first to take off – had left the hall, the man who had identified himself as Olbertz once more came up to him. “My apologies for approaching you earlier,” he said curtly. “You don’t know me, Colonel, but I used to work with your uncle. Earlier I spoke somewhat in the spur of the moment; I simply said what was on my mind … it was merely an impression.”

         We, his relatives, never even entertained the possibility of suicide, was on the tip of Bora’s tongue – where it stayed. He waited courteously, but showing no friendliness, not least because the physician did not wear a uniform. This lack of a reaction must have taken Olbertz aback, because he made a curt gesture, as if impatient with himself. “What the devil – no, look, Colonel, I know for certain it was suicide. I’d spoken to your uncle just the night before.”

         “I see. And did my uncle express an intention to kill himself?”22

         “Not wholly of his own free will. This is what I feel like saying – do what you will with it. But I’ll deny that I ever told you.”

         Again, Bora did not react. These times called for restraint. It meant watching out for traps and provocations, not responding in the way the other might expect. Grief, anger, even outrage lay out of sight, where his army intelligence work had trained him to keep them. But he could think of at least three reasons why what Olbertz said could have come about: Reinhardt-Thoma had refused Party membership, with all that it implied from 1933 on; if, thanks to his international fame, they hadn’t dared to destroy his career, he was still precluded from high-ranking government posts. The other reason was that he had adopted the children of two colleagues who had died in disgrace, one of them a Jew – unacceptable in today’s Germany. Years earlier, the young man in question had been shipped off to study in America, where he safely lived to this day. Incidentally, it’d be a complicated matter to inform him of the death of his adoptive father: perhaps only Grandfather Franz-August could manage it, thanks to his old contacts in the diplomatic world. Judging by Olbertz’s discomfort, the third reason would be the least acceptable of them all. Bora wouldn’t let himself dwell on it, because he remembered all too well a couple of uncomfortable visits at his uncle’s house, after Poland. Ballastexistenzen – “dead-weight lives” – was a term he’d first learned then, in reference to medical practices the old man had protested against and refused to apply. Yet the highly respected physicians in attendance today, Karl Bonhoeffer and Leonardo Conti among them, theorized or supported that research. For all he knew, Olbertz might be Gestapo, or an informant, or be lying outright.

         Attendants must have opened a back room behind the hall, because a draught swept across it carrying that artificial confetti smell from the wreaths around the coffin. Could it be a sign of the approaching storm? Bora cut matters short.23

         “Thank you, Dr Olbertz.”

         “Well, we’ll see each other then,” Olbertz grumbled just as drily, and turned his back on him.

         “See each other …” In Berlin, according to army colleagues who’d been there on furlough, the commonly accepted farewell nowadays was “Stay alive, will you?” The moment Olbertz was gone, before walking out into the street, Bora removed the Knight’s Cross from around his neck, and all other medals; he only left the campaign ribbons.

         Warm and sunny weather reigned over the region: “Führer weather”, toadies called it, just as in the Kaiser’s days they’d called it “Hohenzollern weather”. In the fifth year of war, it meant that there was no storm in sight – whatever he might have felt – and gave the green light to enemy pilots. For Bora, freshly arrived from the south of Europe, the temperature was comfortable, especially in the shade of the aged linden trees in full leaf. He took the tram from Thielplatz to Leipziger Platz, from where he’d continue on foot towards the Adlon. Along the way he decided to look around, as if this were not the city he knew so well, the city where he’d attended a good part of his military schooling and met Dikta so many times. This, he thought, is what it is: a place I’m visiting for the first time, over which I pass no judgement. The details stood out even more than the massive damage to entire blocks, more than the mutilated ministries and gutted embassies, those scars he’d seen in other cities, for which German bombs were often responsible: weeds growing rank among the ruins in the summer heat, debris that had been punctiliously swept aside, glass fragments shining like icy fangs; there were vegetable gardens in lieu of flower beds, solemn cornices topping nothing, perhaps a single fallen tile, or a sea of tiles, a nakedness of sky. Last night, while waiting for the second leg of the journey, the co-pilot, a Berliner, had blandly recited a long list of what had been totally or partially destroyed. “In Mitte and the surrounding quarters it’s easier to count what’s still standing. We did all we 24could, but we couldn’t …” He stopped there. “My brother was a pilot too,” Bora had told him. “Tomorrow it’ll be thirteen months since he died over Kursk. I don’t doubt you’ve done all that is in your power.” During this war, there had been times when the place he found himself in got under his skin, fascinating or awing him. Spain, Poland, Russia, France, Italy. Even those few days in Crete: every front echoed in his mind, and often in his heart. Not now. Not even in Berlin. These days he moved from his command post to this or that sector along the defensive line like one who knows that he is only passing through and must neither hate nor fall in love with his surroundings. Seeing everything, closely observing the details, but passing through.

         The truth was that he’d begun pulling away from things. As he pulled away, he was worried by it, because attachment to something, to someone, had kept him alive. But attachment also hurt; once you let go it’d be easier to fight, to resist, so long as you didn’t necessarily expect to survive. Maintaining control was all he could do, so that others wouldn’t notice – neither the teenaged soldiers who regarded him as an adult, nor the commanders in whose eyes he was still a lad. Strange that some of his colleagues still thought him agreeable: Bora felt anything but agreeable. He acted according to strict education and training, never revealing himself except in some pages of his diary, which, however, he often tore up.

         12:15 P.M.

         In the square where he got off the tram there was some kind of confusion. The fire service and bomb disposal troops blocked both Hermann Göring Strasse and Leipziger Strasse. They were removing, it seemed, an unexploded bomb left by the air raid from three weeks earlier. Bora had to backtrack on foot down Saarlandstrasse and around the immense block of 25the Air Ministry – so much like an unimaginative schoolhouse built for Titans – to reach Prinz Albrecht Strasse. A minor incident that had occurred on the tram was still upsetting him, and he now had to make a detour past the infamous Gestapo building and SS headquarters into the bargain, to regain Wilhelmstrasse.

         The battered parade route, lined with state buildings, had not escaped the bombs. Bora walked without focusing on anything, staring ahead, determined to keep what Olbertz had said from his mother. Why worry her? Mourning added on to mourning is like unfairly targeting a house already struck.

         He’d walked beyond the courtyard of the Air Ministry, and north nearly as far as the crossroads with Leipziger Platz (at this end, too, blocked by an armed patrol), when he heard the sound of boots quickly approaching from behind. Bora was one of those whom the front line makes stoic, not excitable, and he did not turn to look. Whoever it was, he would overtake him and go past. A grip on his elbow, however, was another matter altogether: physical contact made him react immediately. It took him a pinch of fraught seconds to identify the newcomer as someone familiar, wearing the uniform of the German General Staff.

         “Bora, I thought it was you!”

         Bora had heard somewhere that Benno von Salomon had made full colonel at last. A whole year had passed since their days around Kursk. Bora saluted, and the look he gave the hand grasping his left arm was his only display of irritation. The hold was released, but the anxious quality of the approach remained.

         “I urgently need to talk to you. To talk to you, understand?”

         “But Colonel —”

         “Ssh, ssh … Please, act normal.”

         Bora was acting normal. It was Salomon who was staring at him with a bewildered look, and although Bora had already seen him fight his, in the man’s own words, “inner demons” 26in Russia, this time it wasn’t fidgety nerves: it bordered on panic. A step back created enough space between them to make Bora feel more comfortable.

         “What is it, Colonel? What happened?” he asked, although for some reason he doubted that he wanted to know.

         Once more Salomon hung on his arm, which downright annoyed Bora.

         “Let’s walk. Walk on this side. Let’s cross. Act normal. There, to Kaiserhofstrasse.” They did cross the street in that direction, but Bora failed to see why. The ruins were high as hills on the other side; of the once imposing Hotel Kaiserhof, only a gutted shell remained – landfill material, with its scalloped entrance canopy hanging down, smashed and empty. The gilded lettering on the lone-standing front wall had about as little to do with an “imperial court” as the street and the establishment that had once borne that name. On the other side of the road, beheaded young trees were nothing but stumps.

         “Quick, Bora, answer me: are you familiar with the full meaning of the word ‘oath’, of the concept of loyalty?”

         Bora could hardly believe his ears. It was out of place here and now, but it wasn’t the obviousness of the answer that troubled him: those emphases did.

         “Yes, of course.”

         “They are not unambiguous, you know. There isn’t just one kind of loyalty. That is precisely what complicates the lives of men, of officers … of us all. In the end, they are nothing but words.”

         I studied philosophy – don’t try to teach me nominalism, Bora thought. The moment that principles decay into simple verbal expressions, a moral danger awaits. He didn’t answer, because an opinion doesn’t necessarily demand an answer. He realized that his silence might make him appear like a young politicized officer, something he wasn’t, or was only in part. But he had no sympathy for unconcealed fear. Stepping aside, he freed himself of Salomon’s hold.27

         “I need to —” The dog-faced former lawyer stopped in mid-sentence, squinting in the sun. He didn’t tan, even at the height of summer; Bora remembered that detail about him. Today, if anything, he looked green. “I must speak to you.”

         Bora tried not to stare. It was undeniable: he felt a change in the weather, as he had in Ukraine in the summer of Kursk, when citadels of dark clouds rose so far away on the horizon that they seemed harmless, though the atmosphere was nevertheless already electric, as if saturated with lightning. The fact that he was now facing his former commander without encouraging him to speak would either keep the man from embarking on uncomfortable confessions, or else push him to hasten and speak at length.

         Salomon wiped the perspiration from his upper lip with a starched handkerchief, and when he tried to put it away he at first missed the pocket in his breeches. The General Staff officer’s red band on them, Bora knew from his Roman experience, meant both privilege and limitations. Occasionally risk, if one was ready to take it.

         “I absolutely must speak to you in private, Bora. When did you arrive? How long will you be in Berlin? Where are your rooms?”

         A lie was better than a partial truth. “I don’t know yet where I’ll billet. I’m only here for a matter of hours, so it’s better if we speak now, Colonel. We’re in the open, there’s no one around; it seems like a safe place.”

         “No. Not here. And ‘safety’ is only a string of meaningless letters.”

         More nonsense. It was impossible for Bora not to take his turn to ask the obvious.

         “Are you feeling well, sir?”

         “I’ve been throwing up three days in a row. Worse than in ’41.” The starched handkerchief surfaced again. “You be the judge.”28

         Given the premise, the least advisable thing for Bora to do would be to ask if there was anything he could do. He remained silent, trying to understand where Salomon’s personal exhaustion ended and a real threat began. With a man like him it could be anything, from a private little scandal to a shameful disease, to the most unthinkable extremes for a war-weary German officer in 1944, which Bora did not even want to graze with thought. Those summer storms in Ukraine returned to mind, the way you couldn’t ignore the coming of bad weather. Please tell me what it’s all about, he was on the point of urging.

         The colonel saved him the effort. “I was approached by Fritz-Dietlof von der Schulenburg.”

         Those few apparently neutral words, pronounced in a strangled, low voice, put Bora on high alert. As far back as 1941, he’d been warned (in Crete, of all places) about the left-leaning Schulenburgs; Fritz-Dietlof was serving as governor of Lower and Upper Silesia in those days, and his father as ambassador in Moscow. He’d had orders to monitor their telephone calls at the embassy. Had he not – rather coincidentally – been expelled from the Soviet Union, he’d have done just that.

         “… The younger Count von der Schulenburg heard your name from Colonel Claus von Stauffenberg. It’s a godsend, meeting you here today.”

         Time to put his foot down. “Forgive me, sir: for what reason would Colonel von Stauffenberg mention my name to Fritz-Dietlof von der Schulenburg? I don’t know either of them in person. Claus von Stauffenberg and I only met once, during a sporting competition years ago.”

         “You’re aware he is the deputy commander of the Reserve Army?”

         “I am, Colonel, but still fail to see why he should mention me to Count von der Schulenburg or anyone else, or why the fact seems to trouble you.”29

         Pink dust rose from the spectral Kaiserhof, as a brick noiselessly fell from a window frame. Salomon provided no answer.

         “I’m staying at the Adlon – or at least I was until this morning. You too, right? I heard your lady mother has rooms there as well.”

         “Your lady mother …” These old-fashioned niceties, so out of place in a street that looked like the moon. Bora acted no less inscrutably than he’d done with Olbertz. “As I say, I’m due to leave Berlin very soon, Colonel. Please, if there is anything private or urgent you wish to share with me, do it now. I am in a hurry.”

         “No, no. I am not going to tell you here, not going to tell you now. Leave it be. This evening … You’re not leaving before tonight, are you?”

         “I believe not.”

         “I’ll find you.”

         Bora watched him hasten down the street towards what remained of the Trinity church, zigzagging like a hare before the fox. This, on top of everything else. Just what he needed, now that he was back in Berlin for the first time in years. Returning for a death in the family, he had found the city in this state, they’d sprung on him the news that his uncle might have been forced to commit suicide, and, as if that weren’t enough, his former commander on the Russian front seemed close to mental collapse. It made him even more impatient to see his mother, because she, too, would be leaving soon, as soon as a train could set off with a modicum of safety towards the south-west, and the city of Leipzig.

         Bora gloomily continued past destruction old and new; right and left, what the bombs of 8 March had not accomplished in the quarter, those fallen on 21 June had. Hardly a ministry survived intact, not to speak of the two Chancellery buildings; and it’d been more than a year since St Hedwig’s – the Catholic church attended by the Bora family when they were in Berlin – had burned to the ground.30

         HOTEL ADLON, PARISER PLATZ, 1:10 P.M.

         The Adlon, at least, was still standing. The bricked-up ground floor, a solid wall that completely obliterated its famous glazed archways, gave it the appearance of a graceless Chinese fortress, set in a sea of ruins. Were the smiling stucco masks that had once decorated the arches still there, behind the bricks? This was another place it was safer to look at as if it were for the first time, given the memories of Dikta for ever associated with it. At the beginning of the war (while Bora underwent Abwehr training, and later guest-lectured at the Military Academy), boys and girls seeking autographs used to gather by the entrance to the hotel. Avid readers of Signal and Der Adler, they collected the autographed likenesses of the most successful flyers, and of soldiers decorated with the coveted Knight’s Cross. Like poker players, they leafed through photographic postcards and spied on the officers entering and leaving the Adlon. Photos were worth more, apparently, if those portrayed later died a hero’s death. Bora had grown to loathe the myth. It irritated him that, when he’d received the Ritterkreuz in Kiev, they’d published an article about it in all the Leipzig dailies. But it was hard to avoid, with a grandfather who was a publisher – if for no other reason than that the journalists wanted to please him. A gentleman, his stepfather preached, should appear in a newspaper only at birth and when he dies.

         These days, there was no demand for autographs; few school-age girls were in sight, only a handful among them reasonably well dressed; and even these wore outfits too short or too tight for them, to which lace hems and cuffs had been added to make them last another season. Bora was struck by seeing these Berlin women wear whatever they could, even evening-gown material, satin and other shiny fabrics. But then, a quarter of them no longer had a roof over their heads, let alone a wardrobe. Among those he’d noticed from the tram, walking or in queues outside shops and warehouses, the 31harlots stood out like tropical birds. Silk or nylon stockings, high heels, a brief glimpse of a lacy underskirt as they climbed onto a bus – the pretty arsenal so favoured by men (Bora included) was now all too often seen on girls who brazenly passed their tongue over their teeth after touching up the rouge on their lips. His stepfather disparagingly spoke of the “whorement” – a word of his own making – of French girls during the Great War; at that time he was already a Catholic convert, and – newly bigoted – pining for the young widow Bora, who took her time before saying yes to remarriage. To General Sickingen, all women, save his wife and sisters, were potential whores.

         Was that what it was? Though he had spent a good part of his life in army barracks and at the front, “whore” was a word Bora seldom used: perhaps because he thought that you couldn’t apply such a term to a woman if there wasn’t at least one man on the scene.

         
             

         

         Inside, despite its dimness, all in all the hotel still gave an impression of sophistication. The concierge was the same from his stays with Dikta – only greyer, with the disenchanted, resolute look of a skipper whose ship may be sinking but who would never haul down the flag. He remembered Bora; his greeting had that special quality of recognition devoid of servility, and was impeccable. Each was quietly surprised that the other hadn’t died in the meantime. With a soldierly nod, the man answered Bora’s enquiry by saying that yes, Baroness Sickingen was in. Should he phone her room?

         “Yes, please.”

         “Your key, sir.”

         The fact that he had been provided with a car at the airport (albeit the wrong one) and a bed at Berlin’s premier hotel courtesy of the Interior Ministry was so out of the ordinary that Bora began to think it might truly betray a concerted attempt to make Reinhardt-Thoma’s death appear natural.32

         “Please advise me as soon as there’s a call for me from the Schönefeld airfield,” he said.

         
             

         

         The Blue Room, once so brightly lit, looked rather drab, despite the wall sconces doing what they could to make up for the obscured French windows. It was there that Bora paced the floor as he waited for his mother. At the funeral, they’d merely stood side by side; but this was a meeting: there was no avoiding the difficult chasm created by Peter’s death, the mutilation. It had to be bridged somehow.

         Nina found him in the middle of the room, where he stopped at once and turned to greet her. She walked up to him; he clicked his heels and kissed her hand. Those formal steps were necessary for him to let go enough to embrace her. Thankfully, the looks they gave each other sufficiently expressed what would have been too hard to say with words. Nina couldn’t help but ask, “How are you, Martin?” He promptly answered “Fine”, and she did not persist. What followed were a few solicitous phrases, the sharing of news expected in those circumstances. How things were at home – and, yes, how suddenly Uncle Reinhardt-Thoma had been taken from them. Words floated like useless debris over real feelings. For Bora it was very sad seeing her in black, for Peter and now for his uncle too.

         She led the way to a small table where the graceful armchairs were those of old, making this meeting in a bombed-out city less absurd.

         “They’ve told me that the burial will take place as soon as possible,” she said. “At night, along with those of others.”

         Briefly, the mirrored squares above the fireplace reflected her slender neck and shoulders as she walked past, and for a moment it was as if her delicate double were crossing a phantom room next door. “I must go to see Saskia next, if I can.”

         “I’ll go with you.”

         “Best if I go on my own, Martin. Frau Sommer, your uncle’s secretary, is coming to fetch me in half an hour, and will 33accompany me to the Wilmersdorf hospital. Saskia is in the infectious diseases ward, you know.”

         Bora, who was standing a few feet away from her, went to the door and closed it.

         “Why, what’s wrong?”

         “I imagine it was the only way she could think of to avoid attending the funeral. Times have not been easy for them lately.”

         This would have been the right moment for Bora to report Olbertz’s gossip, but he decided against it; he sensed that Nina had herself heard something whispered by the nurses, which she was keeping from him for the same reason. He hoped to capitalize on the little time he had with his mother in Berlin, but he understood that there were things she had to take care of in Dahlem.

         She sat down, inviting him to do the same.

         “Martin, before the funeral Dr Goerdeler entrusted me with a message for you.”

         “Did he?”

         Bora wouldn’t usually admit to being surprised, but in this case he could afford to. Nina was discretion itself. Like her small handbag, her gloves, the light touch of face powder, everything about her derived its elegance from understatement.

         “Yes. Tonight at nine you’re to report to the office of Arthur Nebe, chief of the Criminal Police.” She drew a small breath. “Carl-Friedrich was not concerned, so I believe it may be routine …”

         This time Bora found it difficult to stay impassive. Routine? How can it be routine that the head of the Kripo – who, incidentally, is also a general in the SS and presides over the International Criminal Police Commission – is summoning me?

         “Did he say anything else, Nina?”

         “Only not to worry, and to use the service entrance.”

         It made less and less sense. If his mother was frightened (and she might well be), she was concealing it for his sake. Bora, too, kept his composure.34

         “Very well. We’ll see what Group Leader Nebe wants.”

         In fact, his heart was in his mouth, especially after meeting Salomon. He knew about Nebe from the days of Einsatzgruppe B and its death squads in the East. It did not give him any pleasure to march into his office of his own accord. He wished that he could tell himself that he hadn’t got himself in any trouble, but it’d be a lie – although the trouble he had got himself into fell under the Gestapo’s oversight, not the Criminal Police’s. The one element that reassured him a little was the messenger: Carl-Friedrich Goerdeler, a former official who wasn’t in the Party’s good graces. If Nebe had entrusted the message to him instead of one of his uniformed thugs, there was a reason for it. Olbertz’s whispered words came back to him; and although he didn’t share them with his mother, he did say: “It could have something to do with Uncle, Nina. If his clinic and residence are still standing, who knows, perhaps there was an attempted break-in overnight.”

         “Do you suppose so? Maybe.”

         They were sitting in such a way that, by slightly leaning forwards, they could have reached for each other’s hand; but Bora would not initiate such a contact, which might undo the effort Nina was clearly making to control her emotions. They sat and looked at each other – she treasuring him, he treasuring her, but aware that even now, even in her presence, he was pulling away from things. He forced himself to keep to polite topics: enquiring about his stepfather, the General (whom Nina referred to as “your father”), his grandparents’ health, Peter’s wife and the baby, bombed-out friends staying at the family home in Borna … It surprised him to hear that his sister-in-law had moved out of the house on Birkenstrasse.

         “She returned to her parents’ place in Esterwegen, Martin.”

         “Ah. It’s safer, in the countryside out west.”

         “True.”35

         “And the Bora Verlag’s Berlin branch …?”

         Nina removed her gloves without haste, resting them in her lap together with the small handbag. “As we expected, the June raid completely destroyed the office in the Zeitungsviertel, and Grandfather Franz-August’s townhouse has been badly hit. But the printing facilities out in Potsdam are still functioning. Leopardi’s opera omnia is coming out next month, with a preface by the poet Ungaretti.”

         “Ungaretti, right. He’s teaching in Italy now, isn’t he?”

         “In Rome, I believe.”

         Bora nodded. He found it difficult to relax his shoulders or look away from her. “Pulling away from things” offered no absolute protection from pain. From one moment to the next, words could feel insubstantial or unbearably heavy, easy or entirely impossible to pronounce. The fuller the heart is, the less it is able to empty itself. Oddly, the more distanced he felt, the more beautiful his mother appeared to him – a compliment Bora wasn’t able to pay her; he feared that whatever he said would only hurt her. Especially if he asked about her grief. His brother’s death was another reason for him not to talk about himself.

         “Make sure you give my love to Saskia.”

         “Of course.”

         “And ask her if she needs anything.”

         “I will.”

         His own wounds, the end of his marriage, knowing that he was politically at risk, seemed paltry compared to the loss that Nina, that everyone in the family, had experienced. She has lost one of her two sons, and I will for ever be “the other one” – I became “the other one” when it happened, and will always be the one who should have died instead of Peter. If I cannot forgive myself for it, how can my parents forgive me? The thought overwhelmed him, and Bora braced himself against his emotions. He was seldom moved to tears, and the fact that it’d happened in Rome, weeks earlier, filled him with shame, even though it 36had been brought about by extreme stress and anguish. If he remembered correctly, his mother had last seen him weep when he was maybe twelve years old. It amazed him that she wasn’t crying; he believed that his sitting here, while Peter was dead, must be intolerable for her. If I’d been the one to die they would still be a complete family – father, mother, son. Now we are two families – my mother and the General, my mother and myself – doubly mutilated.

         “Have you heard from our friends in East Prussia lately, Nina?”

         “Not directly. One of the Modereggers wrote that they’re all well.”

         When Nina opened the handbag to put away her gloves, he caught a brief glimpse of a dainty cigarette case inside it. She never used to smoke, so she was clearly contravening one of the General’s diktats about healthy living. Bora liked her even more for it.

         Here they sat, the relatives of a man whom the regime may have destroyed, while a bomb from an aeroplane was being defused a few blocks away and with a summons from Arthur Nebe for tonight, and he was courteously enquiring about friends. Well, we all protect ourselves as best we can. She is waiting for me to say something, and knows I can’t, so she waits without prompting me. Bora looked at his mother’s hands with admiration and a sense of gratitude, of comfort. She rarely wore jewels, and this was neither the place nor the time to put on a display. On her right hand she only wore her wedding band and an ancient family ring, the same one she’d intended to give Dikta the day of her church wedding to Bora. The General, who’d never approved of the match, had forbidden it. Now Bora wondered why she’d given in to him that time, since his mother was not the sort of woman who took imposition lightly. It’s because she didn’t care for Dikta either. Even in this I let her down, just as I did by not having children with my wife … Then he realized – and it was a raw 37awakening – that Nina might have known about Dikta’s abortions and never told him. If the General had found out he’d have thrown it in my face, like he did in Krakow five years ago when he spoke ill of Dikta’s behaviour before she met me. If he hadn’t already been aboard the train then, I don’t know if I could have controlled myself. I held a grudge against him for months, and in truth I still do today. Yes, Nina must have known of the abortions, or at least she’d suspected. When she wrote to me before Stalingrad that “Dikta isn’t feeling well”, it was because she was pregnant. Of course. And since nothing came of it she must have suspected that, unless she had suffered a miscarriage, Dikta had chosen not to carry the child to term. Dikta herself told me all about it in Rome – so that it’d be the final blow, the one that would make me break away from her, set her free. So now she is free, and I’m not.

         Bora contemplated his mother with a humiliating need to admit his pain, one he would not give in to. “The fuller the heart is …” Whatever happens, whatever today’s strange meetings portend, I’m heading back to the front after this; let’s face it, we may not see each other again in this life. He used the same arguments on himself that he employed as an interrogator on captured enemies, which all came down to variations on “You had better start talking now.”

         Above the fireplace – which had been blocked, so that smoke and debris from air raids would not come down the chimney – the mirrored tiles reflected the opposite wall. Above them, reaching nearly to the stuccoed ceiling, a painted scene showed two girls reclining in an impossibly idyllic landscape. Bora looked at the delicate décor, and kept avoiding the heart of the matter between them. Finally, he said – as one who begins to acknowledge the necessity of getting to the centre, but starts at the furthest point of the spiral – “Somehow I was sure that Peter’s wife would stay with you. I hope Dikta’s leaving had nothing to do with it; I realize how close the two of them were.” It was another way of saying, “I hope Dikta was not a bad influence on her, at least in your eyes.”38

         “The girls were close,” Nina agreed. Too tactful to add a comment, she did use the moment to say, without looking directly at him, “A few months ago, when you wrote to me and asked me to, I did ask your wife, ‘Do you love him?’ At first Benedikta just smiled. You know her smile. Then she answered, ‘Of course.’ ‘But enough to have children by him?’ I insisted. ‘Nina, I don’t think we’re ready to have children.’ ‘Martin is.’ ‘I’m not. But I do love him. Do you love your husband?’”

         Bora was painfully jarred by finding himself so suddenly at the spiral’s core – another reaction that he strove to conceal. He said something under his breath, and when Nina’s glance indicated that she hadn’t caught his words, he repeated, “A disrespectful comment on her part,” as if her impertinence had been the centre of the spiral all along and he could now simply back out of it again.

         “That was Benedikta, Martin. Then, in September, when you were wounded in the ambush, it was the last straw as far as she was concerned. She was even more distraught than during the Stalingrad days, because you were so severely injured. I was hoping they’d repatriate you. But your father informed me that you’d asked not to be, that you’d chosen to be hospitalized in Italy, and added, ‘He’s right. He’s a soldier, he doesn’t want to risk being returned to Germany and being reassigned to a desk. I understand him, and support him.’ Then Benedikta told us quite plainly that it could not go on like this, and that she’d already started the paperwork for an annulment. In fact, that was the reason for her forthcoming journey to Rome. ‘I already wrote to him,’ she said. ‘Martin knows why I’ll be there, and it’s better this way.’ Your father became so enraged, he slapped her.”

         “He should have never done that.”

         Nina absent-mindedly passed her fingers along her cuff, as if smoothing over Bora’s criticism. “But as we now know, the letter did not reach you. The rest – we are sadly familiar with.”

         “Yes, we are.”39

         He’d stepped out of the spiral again, having avoided the centre. But then Nina – whether because she now felt able to speak more freely or because she was seeking to distract him – admitted: “We are having some difficulties with Margaretha at the moment, your father and I.”

         Ah, yes, Duckie was moving out of her in-laws’ home, where both women had spent their married lives. Was there more to it? Nina and the General seldom called their young wives by their nicknames, like they did their sons: thus Dikta remained Benedikta, and Duckie was Margaretha. Bora jumped at the chance to forget the topic of his failed marriage.

         “How so?”

         “She has changed so much since Peter was shot down over Russia. Grief, bitterness. She has soured, Martin.”

         Nina looked down. Bora had the brightness of his eyes from her; he saw himself in her act of dimming them quickly, to shield herself, as if she felt responsible for the behaviour of those around her – another trait she and he shared.

         “Margaretha is … Oh, it’s become quite difficult to relate to her. For the first six months after her little girl was born, she spent entire days in bed with the curtains drawn. She was angry at the world, at all of us. Since this spring, she has been seeing one of Peter’s former squadron colleagues, who is on an assignment at headquarters.” Bora wanted to ask, Is that the problem?, but his mother anticipated him: “It is understandable. I know, I have been a young widow myself. But those were other times, there were different rules: even in mourning, time moved more slowly.”

         “Not now,” Bora said. “Is there anything I can do?”

         “No, my dear. Anyway, that isn’t the problem. She is free to do with her life as she wishes, after Peter. The fact is, Margaretha always wanted everything to be rosy for the two of them. She expected it. Her sweetness depended on the continuation of their love story. Because they were so much in love, you know. We were awaiting Peter in Leipzig for the birth, 40and then …” Nina straightened her back, facing the recollection. “I can never thank Benedikta enough for the role she played when you called from Russia with the terrible news, thirteen months ago. The women were down in the garden – the birth was only days away – and it was enough for your father, distraught as he was, to look at Benedikta from the window, for her to understand that disaster had struck, and that it concerned Margaretha. She was able to put on a good face, I don’t know how, and in her sensible way convince her sister-in-law to go out for a long walk. She did this so that we would have time to grieve alone for an hour or two without her knowing. And so Margaretha found out only a month later when all the risks had passed, concerning her health or the baby’s.”

         “I didn’t know.”

         “In the weeks after the incident Benedikta was superb. She was such a help to me, Martin. She kept the secret by telling Margaretha that all furloughs had been cancelled, and thus capably kept her away from your father, who was silent and withdrawn.”

         She always knew how to say the right thing. Bora stared at the floor.

         “Benedikta hasn’t told you this?”

         “No.”

         “I am sorry the two of you are no longer together.”

         Hearing it made Bora utterly grateful, and it nearly broke his resolve. To say that he was sorry about it, too, was impossible. The subject caused him physical discomfort; she noticed it, and fell silent. If he had been in a better condition of spirit, he’d have mentioned Mrs Murphy in Rome – his crush on a married woman who’d said no but understood, and he knew that she understood him, and this consoled him against all hope; although, rationally, he knew it was an infatuation that could have no future.

         “I also have to tell you, because you must have been 41wondering: before Stalingrad, her symptoms were so similar to Margaretha’s … and, well, Margaretha was pregnant. After Benedikta’s trip abroad with her mother, the symptoms had gone. Young women’s health is capricious; you understand that it was not enough to assume … and then Peter’s wife demanded most of our attention. While you were in Stalingrad, I simply could not …”

         “Thanks for not telling me then, Nina.”

         
             

         

         It was minutes before their attention was recalled by a discreet knock on the door. Not a bellhop, but the concierge himself, captain of the brave ship Adlon, cracked the door open to announce that a Frau Sommer was here for the Baroness.

         “Thank you,” Nina said. “I will be with her in a moment.”

         Bora sprang to his feet and offered to escort his mother to the car, to prolong their meeting for as much as he could. In the hotel lobby, about to walk out into the glare of day, she hesitated and turned to face him. In her native English, she said in a small voice, “Your father warned me not to ask, but – he did not suffer, did he?” Which meant: “Please tell me that Peter did not suffer.”

         How she must have longed to ask for the past half hour, but spoken about her living son instead … For her, Bora would have lied in the face of death.

         “He did not suffer, Nina. He really did not. You don’t suffer when such things happen.”

         She was careful not to glance at the gloved fist that had replaced his left hand. “But you must have, terribly.”

         “If I did, I forgot.” It was true that he did not recall the pain of the incident itself, but it’d been unbearable at the hospital, in the days that followed. Playing down personal hurt was something Bora had been taught at home, so she might not believe him.

         “Will I see you later today, Nina?” Which meant: Please, I need to see you again. We haven’t said everything yet.42

         Nina came close to smiling, a way she had with her eyes rather than her lips.

         “I will be back before six.”

         
             

         

         Bora waited on the pavement until the Volkswagen motor car – provided by the Charité hospital and driven by Frau Sommer, his uncle’s trusted secretary for the past twenty years and more – had disappeared from view. He’d always been protective of his mother, but not nearly as demonstrative in his affection as Peter. His brother had been a hugger, which annoyed the General but probably made Nina glad. Inhibition was a mistake when life turned precarious, Bora realized: he couldn’t help his reserve, but looked forward to sitting with her before they parted ways again.

         The Adlon lift was out of order, so he decided to climb the stairs to his room after asking the concierge to place a phone call to the Beelitz sanatorium for him. “I’ll take it upstairs,” he told them. As he left the desk, he had the impression that the man had paused when he’d noticed the absence of a wedding ring, betrayed by a pale thin circle against his tanned skin. Or maybe not. Bora was self-conscious about it, because the last time he’d spent the night at the hotel with Dikta they were still married.

         The long flights of steps notwithstanding, the knee he’d injured during the partisan attack did not hurt. Bora gingerly climbed the stairs. The dry, distinct odour of freshly pressed sheets and towels hovered in the stairwell. Given the intermittence of the electricity supply, the luxurious hotel must have resuscitated the use of charcoal irons. It was the same toasty odour of the large room behind the kitchen at Borna, of the farmhouses in Trakehnen. A faint signal from the past, recalling that there had been peace once and, God willing, would be again. Bora was not in a recollecting mood and had no desire to consider the toll that peace would exact, being among those who had paid for it in advance. 43One more floor, and he had reached the hallway of his meetings with Dikta – for years her mother had kept a suite here, rarely occupied but always ready. It was here that she’d rendezvoused with SS Colonel Tilo Schallenberg before her divorce; it was here that Bora and Dikta had, God knows how many times … He blotted out the thought, hastening up the next flight of stairs.

         Around the doorknob of the room next to the one assigned to him, a sign read “Do not disturb”, and a pair of officer’s riding boots of excellent workmanship waited nearby to be picked up and shined to a mirror. Japanese, Bora guessed, by their size and style. He noiselessly let himself into his room. Just inside, so close to the threshold that he stepped on it, a folded piece of paper (no envelope) lay on the floor. Even before sweeping it up and unfolding it, the certainty of its origin provoked him.

         In his punctilious solicitor’s language, Salomon was urging him to keep the evening free, “as agreed this morning”.

         I never agreed to anything. Bora seethed. In Russia, it’d been Salomon’s habit to demand his company for dinner or even late into the night, because he was bored and an insomniac and wanted to lament the loss of his family home in East Prussia. More than once, Bora struggled not to fall asleep while hearing the tale of Polish infamy during the Great War, because – unlike his commander – he had to be up and at the Russians at dawn.

         I’ll give a piece of my mind to the concierge for blabbing my room number to him. Bora prepared to jot down a note to have placed in the colonel’s pigeonhole, claiming previous commitments and the limited time he had in Berlin, all too aware that – whatever the time of his return from Kripo headquarters (assuming that he would return, though one never knew) – Salomon was likely to pester him into the morning hours. In a capital city where refugees huddled in every available space, he’d even have risked leaving his comfortable hotel quarters, if he 44hadn’t been so firmly set on seeing Nina off in the morning. Only the firing squad (or a carpet-bombing) could keep him from that commitment.

         It was only after taking out his fountain pen that he recalled that he had no ink left in it. Mindful that using his notebook pencil to write to a superior contravened military etiquette, he resolved to wait for the phone call and then borrow a pen at the desk downstairs.

         Within minutes, he was speaking to the head nurse at the Beelitz sanatorium. She confirmed that Major Bruno Lattmann was indeed still a patient there. “If time really represents such a constricting factor for the colonel,” she added, “a call outside visiting hours is possible.” Bora confirmed that he expected to leave Berlin by mid-morning the following day at the latest, and offered to come at once; how to accomplish it was another matter. Beelitz lay at a good distance from the centre of Berlin.

         Public transport was regular, but punctuality was not. Taxis were hard to come by, low on fuel and unlikely to commit to long drives. Bora had noticed that, in addition to ration books, people carried colour-coded cards for every facility and service – and this was not an occupied country, where you could commandeer what you needed. The front line spoils you, that way. It was true, as he had heard from the co-pilot, that ready cash gave access to most goods – from bottles of French wine jealously kept in the cellars of restaurants and hotels, to supplies stacked in military depots, all the way to the most exclusive brothels. And if, officially, army intelligence – the Abwehr – had melted like snow in the sun after its disbandment by the Gestapo months earlier, Bora still had a few friends in the “shop” he could count on.

         He set aside his concern about Salomon’s hysteria and the worrisome police summons; his next step was to call up the concierge and instruct him to secure a bouquet of roses (“Best if they’re red, at least twenty-four”) and have it arranged 45in his mother’s room. Also to dig up “a bottle of high-quality Russian vodka and blue Pelikan ink for a fountain pen” in the next half hour. The concierge expressed no surprise at the requests: this was the Adlon. Now came the trickiest part: Bora phoned an old Abwehr colleague presently serving as liaison officer in the Air Ministry: “How are you? It’s Martin Bora. If I make it on my own as far as Dahlem, what do I need to do to get hold of a quick transport to the Beelitz sanatorium?”

         That done, he again called the concierge. “Make it two bottles of high-quality Russian vodka.”

         2:40 P.M.

         Thirty-five minutes later – and although he hadn’t eaten since he’d grabbed a bite the previous night, before the last leg of his flight to Berlin – Bora decided to skip lunch in order to visit Bruno Lattmann. At the desk, he heard that all the requested items except for the blue ink were available.

         “As for the bouquet, the best that could be done was twelve ‘Crimson Glory’ rosebuds, Lieutenant Colonel, greenhouse-raised here in town. I took the liberty of requesting the addition of twelve red peonies.”

         The concierge laid a sealed envelope, bearing his name and rank typewritten in red ink, on the counter. “And this came for you, sir.”

         Bora stepped away from the desk to open the envelope, angry at what he assumed was a second message from Salomon. “Did you give my room number to any of the guests?” he asked, looking over his shoulder.

         “Why no, sir.”

         But the Gestapo had up-to-date lists of the hotel residents, of course, as well as informers among the waiters, valets and chambermaids. Names and indiscretion were other things ready cash could buy.46

         The note, on a sheet from which the upper segment containing the letterhead had been removed, consisted of two typed lines, simple but enough to cause concern: It is necessary. At least come to terms with it philosophically, and good luck. The signature was only a capital G. Bora folded the sheet and replaced it in its envelope with pretended unconcern. Has to be Goerdeler, he told himself. What’s got into his head, that he should first approach my mother and then send an obscure note of this sort? What is supposed to be “necessary”? For me to undergo police interrogation? Thank you very much; it’s a blow on the chin as far as I’m concerned, and anything but necessary.

         “Who delivered the message?” he asked the concierge.

         The man shook his head. “I am mortified. It must have been posted by hand in your pigeonhole while I was personally checking the quantity and quality of the flower arrangement before sending it up.”

         
             

         

         Bora’s friend at the Air Ministry was better than his word. In the habit of considering out-of-the-blue requests by colleagues as indicative of urgency, counter-intelligence officers went out of their way to anticipate the callers’ needs. Bora was walking to the underground stop with two vodka bottles wrapped in tissue paper inside his briefcase, when an unprepossessing grey-blue car with a young airman at the wheel pulled in alongside him. “Lieutenant Colonel von Bora, bound for the Beelitz Heilstätte? Please climb in, sir.”

         The road to the sanatorium was the same as the old route that led to Leipzig, leaving to its left the Wannsee villas and the citadel of the film studio at Babelsberg, the lakes and artificial rivers formed by the Havel. Flies, gnats and other small insects flew to their deaths against the windscreen, leaving streaks of yellow and red. South of the city, the countryside had for decades been honeycombed by artillery ranges, army training grounds, landing strips and convalescent homes, now joined by High Command offices relocated from the bombed-out 47Berlin quarters. The army, and until not long ago the Abwehr, lay in the relative safety of parks and leafy copses, disguised as rural holiday homes and farms.

         When the driver, who was voluble for a private, informed him that he would have to return the vehicle to the ministry by 6:30 p.m., Bora answered that he understood. He recognized the excited, empty chatter as a side effect of amphetamine use – Pervitin or another brand – common fare among flyers for the battling of fatigue from long hours in the air, and of fear. It made him indulgent, though in other circumstances he’d have confronted the airman over his drivel. He lent an uninterested ear to the man’s pointing out of this and that villa, owned by film actresses, members of the government, high-ranking officers. In its uselessness, the prattle had a calming effect on his nerves. Occasionally, craters that spoiled the young woods and were readily filled with rainwater marked the spots where bombs had missed their target or were discharged by enemy planes returning to their bases.

         At Michendorf they turned off the highway and headed west.
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            He who enters the smokestack should not mind the smoke.

            
                

            

            GERMAN PROVERB

         

         BEELITZ SANATORIUM, 3:45 P.M.

         In his striped pyjamas, Lattmann did not look well; he’d lost weight, the tendons showed on his once bull-like neck, and freckles stood out like stains on his fair skin. His foul-mouthed sense of humour, however, was unchanged. When Bora asked about his wound (“Fucking sniper bullet through the lung on my last day in Russia”), he described in detail how “close to kicking the bucket” he’d come: “They clung on to me by my red hair, Martin, and with my cropped head it wasn’t easy. Thank you so much for coming. What are you doing here in Berlin? How long are you staying?”

         “A relative’s state funeral; it’s a few hours’ stay.”

         About himself, Bora added nothing. He handed the vodka to his friend and sat down across from him in the great turn-of-the-century hall. In other days, the smell of cleaning fluids and alcohol and the quality of screened daylight would have affected him. Now he acknowledged them with a level-headed lack of reaction, convinced as he was that showing nothing might eventually become feeling nothing. Lattmann looked him up and down, stood the vodka bottle up on his knee and turned it slowly. His eyes fixed on Bora’s prosthesis. He wouldn’t let him get away with silence. “So, what else are you keeping from me?”

         Bora kept mum. He turned to the windows overlooking the garden. There, in a wheelchair, sat a man whose legs 49had been amputated above the knee. The man was staring grouchily in this direction, as if envious of a physical loss that must seem minor to him, so Bora returned his attention to Bruno Lattmann.

         “Dikta left five months ago.”

         “Ah, blast. That’s too bad.” Trying not to appear too intrusive, Lattmann pretended to read the Cyrillic label on the bottle. “I suppose it’s indelicate to ask how it came about.”

         “You know we never even set up house together.” Bora stretched his legs and crossed them at the ankles. “We told each other we weren’t made for domesticity, but perhaps in the end we were happy with what we gave each other.”

         “Well, did you ever do anything together, aside from shagging?”

         “When there was time. But it’s true that we essentially remained lovers. Dikta reminded me of it in Rome, when she came for the annulment in February.”

         “Is she stupid, or what?”

         “She’s not stupid, and I have my faults. When we met nine years ago, we were young.”

         “You were too young. You’re barely thirty now.”

         “Thirty-one in three months. Anyhow, we kept taking and leaving each other. It was only after my return from Spain that we became serious about it. She grew tired of me, I think.”

         “And you of her?”

         “I don’t know. Look, Bruno, I’ll tell you about it some other time.” Bora smirked as casually as he could. “Would you believe that this morning a Berliner actually got up to offer me his seat on the tram? I couldn’t blow my top because the gentleman was twice my age and meant well, but Christ almighty, I’m not crippled.”

         Nurses were within earshot, so they didn’t engage in conversation of a more serious nature.

         “You tell me,” Lattmann groaned. “I sit here all day. Doctors won’t let me as much as walk around, because a fragment of 50the bullet is still there, too near the heart for comfort. Sooner or later they’ll operate. From now on, at best it’s home service for me, and not necessarily in a uniform. Bothers me a little. But I’m not like you, I’ve had enough of the front line. The wife, of course, is ecstatic — Oh, sorry.”

         “No, no. I’m glad to hear about Eva. Your two children …?”

         “Three. We finally got the little girl she wanted. All well. Out in the suburbs, the only real problems are those arsehole refugees who fill your home and don’t even know how to flush a toilet, and those who roam at night – escaped POWs and other runaways, plus your horny foreign workers. I’m teaching Eva how to use a handgun.”

         Bora sympathized. Dikta and I too would have three children now, if things had gone the right way. But would that have been the right way? He was surprised to find that the pain was no longer lacerating, like that of a fresh wound – more like the lingering pain from a hard blow. Ever since Dikta had left him, his soul had felt bruised.

         Once the nurses moved away, the superficial chat between colleagues was no longer necessary. Jealously cradling the bottle, Lattmann said, “This liquor must have cost you. The last one we shared – where was it? Borovoy? I’m sorry we lost sight of each other. Lots of water under the bridge, in the span of a year.”

         “Especially as far as the ‘shop’ is concerned.”

         The sentence officially opened the way for a frank exchange.

         “Right.” Lattmann sighed. “The hare-brained defection of our man in Istanbul to the Brits couldn’t have done a better job of ruining us. The ’Stapo was just waiting for a chance to put us out of business. After they shut down the Abwehr, there weren’t too many in our outfit who were retained by the new management. Luckily that fucking Russki sniper spared me the choice, in case I was offered one. And you?”

         “I was in Rome when news came that the chief had been dismissed. ‘Smiling’ Albert Kesselring got me out of trouble 51in the Ukraine with an assignment to Italy, where I was kept on ice but never officially laid off. The new owners never asked me, either.”

         “Are you still in touch with them?”

         “That’s how I got a lift here. Charity among castaways, until they blow us out of the water.” Bora turned slightly, to avoid the stare of the man in the wheelchair. “What about the chief?”

         “Seems that after his cashiering he was given a sinecure as Head of the Special Office for Economic Warfare; other than that, he broods at home with his basset hound. When you’ve been a naval hero, an admiral, and have led German army counter-intelligence for umpteen years, it’s either that or a bullet in the head.”

         It would have been the perfect cue to mention Dr Reinhardt-Thoma’s suspicious death, but Bora had something else in mind.

         “I saw Salomon a few hours ago.”

         “Ooh, old House-in-Masuria! I heard he finally made full colonel. I thought he never would. Is he in town?”

         “Apparently. He sought me out.”

         “What for?”

         “He’s beside himself.”

         Lattmann knew Bora better than anyone, including his family. He immediately caught an edge in his words. “Well, Benno von Salomon is forever hysterical about something. Is it his ‘demons’ again?”

         “Don’t know. He wants to meet again tonight. Not that it makes much difference to me. Whatever he’s after, I’m scheduled to leave Berlin in the morning. It’s just that he looked even stranger than in Kharkov. I don’t know, I had the very unpleasant impression that he might be angling for help – I thought maybe you heard something.”

         “You see where I am. Something like …?”

         “I have no idea. Some pickle he got himself into. But I’ll probably know tonight, whether I want to or not.”52

         “Martin, you’re not telling me everything. You wouldn’t even mention that crackpot if there wasn’t something else.”

         “He dropped names, claiming that they mentioned me to him.”

         It was warm in the hall, as if it was a spa or a Roman bath. The fact that the man in the wheelchair seemed to be dozing relaxed him enough to glance his way and count his blessings.

         “What can you tell me about Claus von Stauffenberg?”

         Lattmann set the bottle on the floor next to his chair. “That he’s Chief of Staff of the Home Army. That he suffered disabling wounds in Africa, but since he was groomed from the start as a General Staff officer they didn’t hurt his career. If anything, quite the opposite. What else? He’s bright – Junkerish, for a Swabian. Those who know him either love or intensely dislike him, which can only be said of interesting people. Full stop.”

         “Supposedly it was he who mentioned me to the younger Schulenburg, who then spoke to Salomon.”

         In Russia, Lattmann had been in the habit of chewing his fingernails to the quick. A month in the sanatorium had cured him of the practice, as the chest wound had cured him of his pipe-smoking. He lay back in the lounge chair with a pensive, slightly troubled frown.

         “Dunno. Schulenburg was always an administrator of sorts. Berlin’s deputy police chief under Count von Heldorff before the war. I think you’d call him a ‘Prussian socialist’. All I know is that he partied with some of those who ‘became unavailable’” – (the standard euphemism for being jailed) – “after the exposure of the foreign currency scheme, with which he helped Jews who left the Fatherland. That cost us our own General Oster last year, and Moltke, too. But such associations have more to do with rank and status than with politics. Didn’t you serve at the German embassy in Moscow when old man Schulenburg headed it up? That’s probably how Fritz-Dietlof knew about you. Why, are you really worried about this?”53

         Bora uncrossed his flawlessly booted legs. “I received a summons to the Criminal Police headquarters, for tonight.”

         “Wait.” Lattmann waved his hands as if the words were coming in too fast. “Wait, wait, wait. Let me understand — no, hang on, wait. Sister!”

         A sour-faced army nurse, in a seersucker smock and white apron, approached from the other side of the hall, and then stood there as if the two men were uninteresting shrubs in a flower bed. Lattmann asked her to bring glasses and a bottle opener for the vodka.

         “You shouldn’t be drinking, Major.”

         “Well, I shouldn’t have been wounded, either.”

         “Only one.”

         “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

         After the bottle was uncorked, she remained there with her arms folded, to make sure the officers poured no more than one drink. She even went as far as to take the vodka away as soon as the glasses were half-filled.

         Downing liquor on an empty stomach shot a flush through Bora’s system. He quickly emptied his glass, to get it over with.

         “I should also tell you that my dead relative – my late paternal aunt’s husband – was always an … independent thinker, shall we say. He staunchly opposed the ‘lives unworthy of life’ programme, which he helped to close down with his petitions and complaints. For this and other reasons – like adopting Dr Goldstein’s orphaned son in ’35 – he stepped on several toes through the years. I won’t bore you with details, but no sooner did I arrive than a colleague of his confidentially suggested the possibility of a forced suicide. There’s nothing much I can do about it here and now, Bruno. Besides, it’s nearly impossible in these cases to prove whether one has killed himself freely or not.”

         “Well, we Germans are melancholy by nature: when you add political ostracism, personal losses and bombs over your 54head, the mix can push one over the edge. How well did you know your uncle?”

         “He was our paediatrician when Peter and I were children, though I suspect the General considered him far too liberal and freethinking for our own good. In my adult years I seldom saw him.”

         “So why should the head of the Kripo want to discuss him with you? If politics was involved in your uncle’s end, I wouldn’t bet any money that it’s a reason to call you in. Was it a written summons, or did Nebe send someone?”

         “Neither. Carl-Friedrich Goerdeler told my mother before the funeral.”

         “And what does he have to do with the Criminal Police? Isn’t he a manager at Bosch?”

         “As far as I know.” Bora took out the note from his pigeonhole at the hotel and showed it to him. Lattmann read silently, moving his lips.

         “Why does he follow up a spoken message with a written one, which incidentally adds no information?”

         “Exactly. I don’t want Nina to worry, but you understand …”

         “And how. Nebe is SS: he and the ’Stapo must be thick.” Lattmann finished his vodka and passed his tongue around the inside of the glass to gather the last drops. “On a positive note, I recall rumours that. in Russia, he inflated the number of those given ‘special treatment’ in his jurisdiction. They say it saved lives.”

         “Yes, I heard the story as well. Forgive me if I don’t believe it.”

         “Well, Nebe could have lied simply to get the most credit with the least effort. The end result would be the same, if not the humanitarian intentions behind it. The ’Stapo and SS were like door-to-door salesmen those days, vying for efficiency bonuses.”

         “It does not change the fact that, like the Gestapo, the Criminal Police is now part of Kaltenbrunner’s Reich Security Service.”55

         “The RSHA? That applies to what remains of our ‘shop’ as well. Martin, has anything happened in Italy to make you so skittish?”

         “Nothing that hasn’t happened elsewhere. Except for the partisan grenade, of course.”

         “You know that’s not what I mean.”

         “And you know I clam up if you push me.”

         Lattmann screwed up his mouth. “Just as I thought. Blast. I’m stuck here and powerless like a lump on a log. I don’t know what to tell you about the Kripo, but stay away from Salomon, whatever is ailing him. Such frantic blabbermouths spell nothing but trouble. No. You don’t work for him anymore, Martin. You owe him nothing. Stay away —” He interrupted himself: “See that nurse? Andreas is the name. She’s a sneaky one, planted here to spy. If she looks this way, look amused, as if we were just chatting casually.”

         The nurse in question was crossing the floor with heaps of bloody cotton in an enamelled tray. It was a duty Bora had last seen Nora Murphy carry out in Rome; he’d been hopelessly heartsick but unwilling to let her know. Luckily the nurse was in a hurry, because he didn’t feel much like pretending.

         “The good one,” Lattmann resumed, “is Sister Velhagen, the one who grumbled but let me drink. I’ll tell you what, Martin. There are so many of us vegetating here that rumours can surface if you know how to ask. I have access to a telephone. When are you supposed to meet Nebe? Nine o’clock? Fine. If I learn anything, I’ll pass it on before then. My advice, in any case, is not to meet House-in-Masuria.”

         “Thank you. I’ll avoid him if I can.”

         Lattmann saw through Bora’s composure, and worried about him.

         “You had better.”

         Flippancy, his personal antidote to serious turns of events, was not always well timed, but he tried it.56

         “Say,” he added familiarly, and it was like a verbal wink, “out with it before you go, Martin: now that Dikta is out of the picture – have you got someone new?”

         “No.”

         “I could introduce you to someone.”

         “No.”

         “Why? I could …”

         “I don’t want to meet someone. Drop it, Bruno. I’m not in the right mood.”

         “Oh. You mean you don’t feel like sex?”

         “I feel like it. I’m simply not in the right mood.”

         “What nonsense! Is it because of the hand?”

         “What do you think?”

         Lattmann disregarded Bora’s crossness. “You’re wrong, and I’m sorry for it. Anyhow, the girl in question needs to get laid, or I’ve lost my knack for observation.”

         “Guess what, she’s in luck: there are lashings of available men in Berlin.”

         “But I’d bet good money that she hasn’t had a shag in a while. Her boyfriend is here, in a coma, so you see that a little impairment is altogether negligible.”

         Bora stood, ready to leave. “Christ, listen to yourself. I should slip under the sheets of a defenceless man? You know me better than that.”

         “I do. And I agree with you: we haven’t yet sunk to such a level of barbarism that meeting a woman means jumping on top of her. Still, one night in Berlin and then back to the front without a bit of fun … Snuggling a bit always did it for me.”

         “No. Thank you all the same.” Bora’s time at Beelitz was running out. With the car expected back at the Air Ministry in an hour and half, he had to leave now if he wanted to make it. “I have to go, Bruno. Get well soon, and give my love to Eva and the little ones.”

         Lattmann clung to Bora’s hand. “Will do. It was good 57seeing you, too. I wish we had more time to catch up. See that you take care.”

         5:00 P.M.

         When Bora returned to the car, he found the driver slumped in the front seat, fast asleep. This too was an effect of Pervitin: you functioned frenetically for days, and then collapsed. The car window was open, so he knocked energetically on the windscreen until the young man started awake with a mumbled series of apologies. Bora did not wait for him to open the car door; he climbed in on his own and said drily, “If we do not arrive according to schedule, I’ll hold you responsible.”

         Easier said than done. Shortly before the Michendorf turnoff, a Field Police patrol halted them. They were searching, they said, for Russian prisoners who had escaped hours earlier after cutting a sentry’s throat.

         “So?” Bora shot back. “We certainly do not have them on board. I am expected in Berlin, let us through.”

         “As soon as the dogs are done tracking along the side of the road ahead, Lieutenant Colonel.”

         Recently shorn German shepherds accompanied the policemen. They were busily pulling on their long leashes up and down the paved road and across the wooded countryside. Ordering the driver to push ahead, around the police vehicles, was not advisable. In the heat of the afternoon, Bora opened his door and rested his foot on the asphalt. Moments dragged by before one of the dogs, with a singularly ferocious look, scented something in the air and started away from the others. He dragged his handler in the direction of the air force vehicle. He would have lunged against it, had he not been restrained, which was more than enough for the patrol to pay attention to it.

         “Please, Lieutenant Colonel, you’ll have to get out,” the leading NCO urged. “And you too.” He gestured to the driver.58

         This was no time to make things worse by resisting. Bora got out of the car, and remained motionless and unresponsive when the dog circled him and sniffed his riding boots and their steel spurs. The airman’s dusty ankle boots drew the attention of a second dog, which was soon keen to enter the car so that he could sniff the pedals under the driver’s seat.
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