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         Martha Pappenheim (1900-2001) 
 who escaped from Germany in 1939 and went on to help the children of those who did not, and

         
 

         

              


         
 

         Yvonne Pappenheim (1912-2005) 
 who married Martha’s brother Fritz, and spent a lifetime fighting injustice

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Author’s Note


         
 

         This is a work of fiction, but every attempt has been made to keep within the bounds of historical possibility. References to the Nazis’ planned murder of the mentally handicapped are mostly taken from Michael Burleigh’s exhaustive history Death and Deliverance, and even the more ludicrous of the news stories mentioned in passing are depressingly authentic.

         


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Into the blue


         
 

         There were two hours left of 1938. In Danzig it had been snowing on and off all day, and a gang of children were enjoying a snowball fight in front of the grain warehouses which lined the old waterfront. John Russell paused to watch them for a few moments, then walked on up the cobbled street towards the blue and yellow lights.

         
 

         The Sweden Bar was far from crowded, and those few faces that turned his way weren’t exactly brimming over with festive spirit. In fact, most of them looked like they’d rather be somewhere else.
 

         It was an easy thing to want. The Christmas decorations hadn’t been removed, just allowed to drop, and now formed part of the flooring, along with patches of melting slush, floating cigarette ends and the odd broken bottle. The Bar was famous for the savagery of its international brawls, but on this particular night the various groups of Swedes, Finns and Letts seemed devoid of the energy needed to get one started. Usually a table or two of German naval ratings could be relied upon to provide the necessary spark, but the only Germans present were a couple of ageing prostitutes, and they were getting ready to leave.
 

         Russell took a stool at the bar, bought himself a Goldwasser and glanced through the month-old copy of the New York Herald Tribune which, for some inexplicable reason, was lying there. One of his own articles was in it, a piece on German attitudes to their pets. It was accompanied by a cute-looking photograph of a Schnauser.

         
 

         Seeing him reading, a solitary Swede two stools down asked him, in perfect English, if he spoke that language. Russell admitted that he did.

         
 

         ‘You are English!’ the Swede exclaimed, and shifted his considerable bulk to the stool adjoining Russell’s.
 

         Their conversation went from friendly to sentimental, and sentimental to maudlin, at what seemed like breakneck pace. Three Goldwassers later, the Swede was telling him that he, Lars, was not the true father of his children. Vibeke had never admitted it, but he knew it to be true.

         
 

         Russell gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder, and Lars sunk forward, his head making a dull clunk as it made contact with the polished surface of the bar. ‘Happy New Year,’ Russell murmured. He shifted the Swede’s head slightly to ease his breathing, and got up to leave.
 

         Outside, the sky was beginning to clear, the air almost cold enough to sober him up. An organ was playing in the Protestant Seaman’s church, nothing hymnal, just a slow lament, as if the organist was saying a personal farewell to the year gone by. It was a quarter to midnight.
 

         Russell walked back across the city, conscious of the moisture seeping in through the holes in his shoes. The Langermarkt was full of couples, laughing and squealing as they clutched each other for balance on the slippery sidewalks.
 

         He cut over the Breite Gasse and reached the Holzmarkt just as the bells began pealing in the New Year. The square was full of celebrating people, and an insistent hand pulled him into a circle of revellers dancing and singing in the snow. When the song ended and the circle broke up, the Polish girl on his left reached up and brushed her lips against his, eyes shining with happiness. It was, he thought, a better than expected opening to 1939.
 

         

            • • •


         
 

          

         His hotel’s reception area was deserted, and the sounds of celebration emanating from the kitchen at the back suggested the night staff were enjoying their own private party. Russell thought about making himself a hot chocolate and drying his shoes in one of the ovens, but decided against. He took his key, clambered up the stairs to the third floor, and trundled down the corridor to his room. Closing the door behind him, he became painfully aware that the occupants of the neighbouring rooms were still welcoming in the new year, a singsong on one side, floor-shaking sex on the other. He took off his sodden shoes and socks, dried his wet feet with a towel and sank back onto the vibrating bed.
 

         There was a discreet, barely audible tap on his door.
 

         Cursing, he levered himself off the bed and prised the door open. A man in a crumpled suit and open shirt stared back at him.
 

         ‘Mr John Russell,’ the man said in English, as if he was introducing Russell to himself. The Russian accent was slight, but unmistakable. ‘Could I talk with you for a few minutes?’
 

         ‘It’s a bit late…’ Russell began. The man’s face was vaguely familiar. ‘But why not?’ he continued, as the singers next door reached for a new and louder chorus. ‘A journalist should never turn down a conversation,’ he murmured, mostly to himself, as he let the man in. ‘Take the chair,’ he suggested.
 

         His visitor sat back and crossed one leg over the other, hitching up his trouser leg as he did so. ‘We have met before,’ he said. ‘A long time ago. My name is Shchepkin. Yevgeny Grigorovich Shchepkin. We…’
 

         ‘Yes,’ Russell interrupted, as the memory clicked into place. ‘The discussion group on journalism at the fifth Congress. The summer of ’24.’
 

         Shchepkin nodded his acknowledgement. ‘I remember your contributions,’ he said. ‘Full of passion,’ he added, his eyes circling the room and resting, for a few seconds, on his host’s dilapidated shoes.

         
 

         Russell perched himself on the edge of the bed. ‘As you said – a long time ago.’ He and Ilse had met at that conference, and set in motion their ten-year cycle of marriage, parenthood, separation and divorce. Shchepkin’s hair had been black and wavy in 1924; now it was a close-cropped grey. They were both a little older than the century, Russell guessed, and Shchepkin was wearing pretty well, considering what he’d probably been through the last fifteen years. He had a handsome face of indeterminate nationality, with deep brown eyes above prominent slanting cheekbones, an aquiline nose and lips just the full side of perfect. He could have passed for a citizen of most European countries, and probably had.
 

         The Russian completed his survey of the room. ‘This is a dreadful hotel,’ he said.
 

         Russell laughed. ‘Is that what you wanted to talk about?’
 

         ‘No. Of course not.’
 

         ‘So what are you here for?’
 

         ‘Ah.’ Shchepkin hitched his trouser leg again. ‘I am here to offer you work.’
 

         Russell raised an eyebrow. ‘You? Who exactly do you represent?’
 

         The Russian shrugged. ‘My country. The Writers’ Union. It doesn’t matter. You will be working for us. You know who we are.’
 

         ‘No,’ Russell said. ‘I mean, no I’m not interested. I…’
 

         ‘Don’t be so hasty,’ Shchepkin said. ‘Hear me out. We aren’t asking you to do anything which your German hosts could object to.’ The Russian allowed himself a smile. ‘Let me tell you exactly what we have in mind. We want a series of articles about positive aspects of the Nazi regime.’ He paused for a few seconds, waiting in vain for Russell to demand an explanation. ‘You are not German but you live in Berlin,’ he went on. ‘You once had a reputation as a journalist of the left, and though that reputation has, shall we say, faded, no one could accuse you of being an apologist for the Nazis…’

         
 

         ‘But you want me to be just that.’
 

         ‘No, no. We want positive aspects, not a positive picture overall. That would not be believable.’
 

         Russell was curious in spite of himself. Or because of the Goldwassers. ‘Do you just need my name on these articles?’ he asked. ‘Or do you want me to write them as well?’

         
 

         ‘Oh, we want you to write them. We like your style – all that irony.’
 

         Russell shook his head – Stalin and irony didn’t seem like much of a match.
 

         Shchepkin misread the gesture. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘let me put all my cards on the table.’
 

         Russell grinned.
 

         Shchepkin offered a wry smile in return. ‘Well, most of them anyway. Look, we are aware of your situation. You have a German son and a German lady-friend, and you want to stay in Germany if you possibly can. Of course if a war breaks out you will have to leave, or else they will intern you. But until that moment comes – and maybe it won’t – miracles do happen – until it does you want to earn your living as a journalist without upsetting your hosts. What better way than this? You write nice things about the Nazis – not too nice, of course, the articles have to be credible… but you stress their good side.’
 

         ‘Does shit have a good side?’ Russell wondered out loud.
 

         ‘Come, come,’ Shchepkin insisted, ‘you know better than that. Unemployment eliminated, a renewed sense of community, healthy children, cruises for workers, cars for the people…’
 

         ‘You should work for Joe Goebbels.’
 

          

         Shchepkin gave him a mock-reproachful look.
 

         ‘Okay,’ Russell said, ‘I take your point. Let me ask you a question. There’s only one reason you’d want that sort of article – you’re softening up your own people for some sort of deal with the devil. Right?’
 

         Shchepkin flexed his shoulders in an eloquent shrug.
 

         ‘Why?’
 

         The Russian grunted. ‘Why deal with the devil? I don’t know what the leadership is thinking. But I could make an educated guess, and so could you.’
 

         Russell could. ‘The western powers are trying to push Hitler east, so Stalin has to push him west? Are we talking about a nonaggression pact, or something more?’
 

         Shchepkin looked almost affronted. ‘What more could there be? Any deal with that man can only be temporary. We know what he is.’
 

         Russell nodded. It made sense. He closed his eyes, as if it were possible to blank out the approaching calamity. On the other side of the opposite wall, his musical neighbours were intoning one of those Polish river songs which could reduce a statue to tears. Through the wall behind him silence had fallen, but his bed was still quivering like a tuning fork.
 

         ‘We’d also like some information,’ Shchepkin was saying, almost apologetically. ‘Nothing military,’ he added quickly, seeing the look on Russell’s face. ‘No armament statistics or those naval plans that Sherlock Holmes is always being asked to recover. Nothing of that sort. We just want a better idea of what ordinary Germans are thinking. How they are taking the changes in working conditions, how they are likely to react if war comes – that sort of thing. We don’t want any secrets, just your opinions. And nothing on paper. You can deliver them in person, on a monthly basis.’
 

          

         Russell looked sceptical.
 

         Shchepkin ploughed on. ‘You will be well paid – very well. In any currency, any bank, any country, that you choose. You can move into a better rooming house…’
 

         ‘I like my rooming house.’
 

         ‘You can buy things for your son, your girlfriend. You can have your shoes mended.’
 

         ‘I don’t…’
 

         ‘The money is only an extra. You were with us once…’
 

         ‘A long long time ago.’
 

         ‘Yes, I know. But you cared about your fellow human beings.
 

         I heard you talk. That doesn’t change. And if we go under there will be nothing left.’
 

         ‘A cynic might say there’s not much to choose between you.’
 

         ‘The cynic would be wrong,’ Shchepkin replied, exasperated and perhaps a little angry. ‘We have spilt blood, yes. But reluctantly, and in faith of a better future. They enjoy it. Their idea of progress is a European slave-state.’

         
 

         ‘I know.’
 

         ‘One more thing. If money and politics don’t persuade you, think of this. We will be grateful, and we have influence almost everywhere. And a man like you, in a situation like yours, is going to need influential friends.’
 

         ‘No doubt about that.’
 

         Shchepkin was on his feet. ‘Think about it, Mr Russell,’ he said, drawing an envelope from the inside pocket of his jacket and placing it on the nightstand. ‘All the details are in here – how many words, delivery dates, fees, and so on. If you decide to do the articles, write to our press attaché in Berlin, telling him who you are, and that you’ve had the idea for them yourself. He will ask you to send him one in the post. The Gestapo will read it, and pass it on. You will then receive your first fee and suggestions for future stories. The last-but-one letters of the opening sentence will spell out the name of a city outside Germany which you can reach fairly easily. Prague, perhaps, or Cracow. You will spend the last weekend of the month in that city. And be sure to make your hotel reservation at least a week in advance. Once you are there, someone will contact you.’

         
 

         ‘I’ll think about it,’ Russell said, mostly to avoid further argument. He wanted to spend his weekends with his son Paul and his girlfriend Effi, not the Shchepkins of this world.
 

         The Russian nodded and let himself out. As if on cue, the Polish choir lapsed into silence.
 

         

             


         


         Russell was woken by the scream of a locomotive whistle. Or at least, that was his first impression. Lying there awake all he could hear was a gathering swell of high-pitched voices. It sounded like a school playground full of terrified children.
 

         He threw on some clothes and made his way downstairs. It was still dark, the street deserted, the tramlines hidden beneath a virginal sheet of snow. In the Hauptbahnhof booking hall a couple of would-be travellers were hunched in their seats, eyes averted, praying that they hadn’t strayed into dangerous territory. Russell strode through the unmanned ticket barrier. There were trucks in the goods yard beyond the far platform, and a train which stretched out beyond the station throat. People were gathered under the yellow lights, mostly families by the look of them, because there were lots of children. And there were men in uniform. Brownshirts.
 

         A sudden shrill whistle from the distant locomotive produced an eerie echo from the milling crowd, as if all the children had shrieked at once.
 

         Russell took the subway steps two at a time, half-expecting to find that the tunnel had been blocked off. It hadn’t. On the far side, he emerged into a milling crowd of shouting, screaming people. He had already guessed what was happening – this was a kindertransport, one of the trains hired to transport the ten thousand Jewish children that Britain had agreed to accept after Kristallnacht. The shriek had risen at the moment the guards started separating the children from their parents, and the two groups were now being shoved apart by snarling Brownshirts. Parents were backing away, tears running down their cheeks, as their children were herded onto the train, some waving frantically, some almost reluctantly, as if they feared to recognise the separation.

         
 

         Further up the platform a violent dispute was underway between an SA Truppführer and a woman with a red cross on her sleeve. Both were screaming at the other, he in German, she in northern-accented English. The woman was beside herself with anger, almost spitting in the Brownshirt’s eye, and it was obviously taking all the control he had not to smash his fist in her face. A few feet away one of the mothers was being helped to her feet by another woman. Blood was streaming from her nose.
 

         Russell strode up to them and flashed his Foreign Ministry press accreditation, which at least gave the man a new outlet for his anger.
 

         ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’ the Truppführer shouted. He had a depressingly porcine face, and the bulk to go with it.
 

         ‘Trying to help,’ Russell said calmly. ‘I speak English.’
 

         ‘Well then tell this English bitch to get back on the train with the kike brats where she belongs.’
 

         Russell turned to the woman, a petite brunette who couldn’t have been much more than twenty-five. ‘He’s not worth screaming at,’ he told her in English. ‘And it won’t do you any good. In fact, you’ll only make matters worse.’
 

         ‘I …’ She seemed lost for words.
 

          

         ‘I know,’ Russell said. ‘You can’t believe people could behave like this. But this lot do. All the time.’
 

         As if to emphasise the point, the Truppführer man started shouting again. When she shouted back he seized her arm, and she kicked him in the shin. He backhanded her across the face with what seemed enormous force, spinning her round and dumping her face-first on the snowy platform. She groaned and shook her head.
 

         Russell put himself between them. ‘Look,’ he said to the man, ‘this will get you court-martialled if you’re not careful. The Führer doesn’t want you giving the English this sort of a propaganda victory. I know they’re only kikes, and I’m sure you feel like I do – that we should put all the adults on the damn train with them, and get rid of the vermin once and for all – but that’s for the Führer to decide, not us.’
 

         The British woman was groggily raising herself onto all fours. The storm trooper took one last look at his victim, made a ‘pah!’ noise that any pantomime villain would have been proud of and strode away down the platform.
 

         Russell helped her to her feet.
 

         ‘What did you say to him?’ she asked, gingerly feeling an already swelling cheek.
 

         ‘I appealed to his better nature.’
 

         ‘There must be someone…’ she began.
 

         ‘There isn’t,’ he assured her. ‘The laws don’t apply to Jews, or anyone who acts on their behalf. Just look after the children. They look like they need it.’
 

         ‘I don’t need you to tell me…’
 

         ‘I know you don’t. I’m just trying…’
 

         She was looking past his shoulder. ‘He’s coming back.’
 

         The Truppführer had a Sturmführer with him, a smaller man with round glasses and a chubby face. Out of uniform – assuming they ever took them off – he put them down as a shopkeeper and minor civil servant. Danzig’s finest.

         
 

         ‘Your papers,’ the Sturmführer demanded.
 

         ‘They’re in my hotel room.’
 

         ‘What is your name?’
 

         ‘John Russell.’
 

         ‘You are English?’
 

         ‘I’m an English journalist. I live in the Reich, and I have full accreditation from the Ministry of Propaganda in Berlin.’
 

         ‘We shall check that.’
 

         ‘Of course.’
 

         ‘And what are you doing here?’
 

         ‘I came to see what was happening. As journalists do. I intervened in the argument between your colleague and this Red Cross worker because I thought his behaviour was damaging the reputation of the Reich.’
 

         The Sturmführer paused for thought, then turned to his subordinate. ‘I’m sure my colleague regrets any misunderstanding,’ he said meaningfully.
 

         The Truppführer looked at the woman. ‘I apologise,’ he said woodenly.
 

         ‘He apologises,’ Russell told her.
 

         ‘Tell him to go to hell,’ she said.
 

         ‘She accepts your apology,’ Russell told the two Brownshirts.
 

         ‘Good. Now she must get back on the train, and you must come with us.’
 

         Russell sighed. ‘You should get on the train,’ he told her. ‘You won’t get anywhere by protesting.’
 

         She took a deep breath. ‘All right,’ she said, as if it was anything but. ‘Thank you,’ she added, offering her hand.
 

          

         Russell took it. ‘Tell the press when you get back to civilization,’ he said. ‘And good luck.’
 

         He watched her mount the steps and disappear into the train. The children were all aboard now; most had their faces pressed against the windows, and were frantically wiping their breath from the glass to get a last clear look at their parents. A few had managed to force back the sliding ventilators and wedge their faces in the narrow. Some were shouting, some pleading. Most were crying.
 

         Russell tore his gaze from the windows just in time to see a small girl leap nimbly down from the train and race across the platform. The storm trooper by the door spun to catch her, but slipped in the slush as he did so, and fell face-first onto the platform. As he struggled to his feet a boy of around ten rushed past him.
 

         The little girl’s arms were tightly wrapped around her kneeling mother’s neck. ‘Esther, we have to get on the train,’ the boy said angrily, but daughter and mother were both crying too hard to notice him. The father’s anguished appeals to reason – ‘Ruth, we have to let her go; Esther, you must go with your brother’ – fell on equally deaf ears.
 

         The storm trooper, red-faced with anger, took a fistful of the girl’s long black hair and yanked. The shock tore her arms from her mother’s neck, and he started dragging the girl across the slush-strewn platform to the train. The mother shrieked and went after them. The man let go of the girl and crashed his rubber cosh across one side of the mother’s face. She sank back, a rivulet of blood running onto her coat collar. As the storm trooper went to hit the woman again, her husband grabbed for the cosh, but two other Brownshirts wrestled him to the ground, and started raining down blows on his head. The boy picked up his whimpering sister and shepherded her back onto the train.
 

         More storm troopers came racing up, but they needn’t have bothered. Like Russell, the watching parents were too stunned to protest, let alone intervene.

         
 

         ‘I don’t want to go,’ a small voice said behind him.
 

         He turned to find its owner. She was standing on a seatback in the train, her face twisted sideways in an open ventilator window, brown eyes brimming with tears. She couldn’t have been more than five.
 

         ‘Please, can you tell the policemen that I don’t want to go? My name is Fraulein Gisela Kluger.’
 

         Russell walked across to the train, wondering what on earth he could say. ‘I’m afraid you have to make this trip,’ he said. ‘Your mother and father think you’ll be safer in England.’
 

         ‘But I don’t want to,’ she said, a large tear sliding down either cheek.
 

         ‘I know, but…’ Another whistle shrilled down the platform; a spasm of steam escaped from the locomotive. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said helplessly.
 

         The train jerked into motion. A momentary panic flitted across her face, followed by a look that Russell would long remember – one that blended accusation, incomprehension and the sort of grief that no five year-old should have to bear.
 

         As the train pulled away a tiny hand poked out through the window and waved.
 

         ‘I’m sorry,’ Russell murmured.
 

         A hand grasped his arm. The Truppführer’s. ‘You, English. Come with us.’
 

         He was ushered down the platform in the Sturmführer’s wake. Most of the mothers and fathers were still focussed on the disappearing train, their eyes clinging to the red tail-light, the last flicker of family. They had sent their children away. To save their lives, they had turned them into orphans.
 

          

         One woman, her eyes closed, was kneeling in the snow, a low keening noise rising up from inside her. The sound stayed with Russell as he was led out of the station. The sound of a heart caving in.
 

         In the goods yard the Truppführer pushed him towards a car. ‘My hotel’s just across the road,’ Russell protested.
 

         ‘We will collect your papers,’ the Sturmführer said.
 

         As they bundled him into the car, it occurred to Russell that Shchepkin’s envelope was still sitting on his nightstand.
 

         

             


         


         Danzig was waking up as they drove back towards the city centre, shopkeepers clearing the night’s snow off their patches of sidewalk. Russell kept his eyes on where they were going, hoping to God it wasn’t some SA barracks out of humanity’s hearing range. As they pulled up outside an official police station on Hundegasse he managed to suppress a sigh of relief.
 

         The Truppführer pulled him out of the car and pushed him violently towards the entrance doors. Russell slipped in the snow, and fell onto the steps, catching a shin on one of the hard edges. He had no time to check the wound, though – the Truppführer was already propelling him forward.
 

         Inside, a uniformed police officer was cradling a steaming cup of coffee. He looked up without much interest, sighed, and reached for the duty book. ‘Name?’
 

         Russell told him. ‘I’m English,’ he added.
 

         The man was not impressed. ‘We all have to come from somewhere. Now empty your pockets.’
 

         Russell did as he was told. ‘Who’s in charge here?’ he asked.
 

         ‘The police or the SA?’
 

         The policeman gave him a contemptuous look. ‘Take a guess,’ he suggested.
 

          

         Russell felt a sinking sensation in his stomach. ‘I want to speak to the British Consulate,’ he said.
 

         ‘No need for that,’ the Truppführer said behind him. ‘What’s your hotel name and room number?’ Armed with this information, he went back out through the doors. Russell had a glimpse of grey light in the eastern sky.
 

         He tried pleading with the duty officer, and received a shrug for his pains. A younger policeman was summoned to take him downstairs, where two rows of cells lay either side of a dimly-lit corridor. They had tiled floors and brick walls, black up to waist level, white above. It only needed a splash of blood to exhaust the Nazi palette.
 

         Russell slumped to the floor, his back against the far wall. No need to feel frightened, he told himself. They wouldn’t do any permanent damage to a foreign journalist.
 

         They would if they thought he was a spy. What had Shchepkin put in the damn envelope? If Russell’s past experience of Stalin’s NKVD security police was anything to go by, there was an institutional reluctance to spell anything out which verged on paranoia. And they wouldn’t want to leave him with anything he might conceivably use against them.
 

         All of which was good news.
 

         But what language was the damn letter written in? If it was in Russian, or if roubles were mentioned, that would be enough for goons like the Truppführer.
 

         He told himself to calm down. He had talked himself out of worse situations than this.
 

         His shin was oozing blood, but didn’t look too bad. His stomach felt queasy, though whether from hunger or fear was hard to tell. Both, probably.
 

         It felt like more than an hour had passed when he heard feet on the stairs. Booted feet, and several of them.
 

          

         The sliding panel on his door clanged open and clanged shut again. The boots moved on. Another clang, but this time a door swung open. A voice protested – a voice Russell thought he recognised – the Jew who’d tried to protect his wife. The voice rose, and was cut off, leaving echoes inside Russell’s head. What had cut it off? A fist? A knee? A cosh? A door slammed shut.
 

         Silence reasserted itself, a heavy silence which offered no reassurance. Eventually a door scraped open, a remark drew laughter, and the boots were back in the corridor. Russell felt his breath catch as they headed his way, but they clattered on past and up the stairs, leaving him staring at his shaking hands. Pressing his ear to the door he could hear no groans of pain, only the stillness of unconsciousness or death.
 

         Time went by. He’d rushed out of the hotel without his watch, and when a tray of food was eventually shoved through his hatch he wondered if it was lunch or supper. The boots never came back, and with each hour that passed he found himself feeling a little more optimistic. When the door finally opened, his stomach lurched, but it was only the policeman who’d brought him down.
 

         ‘This way, Herr Russell,’ the man said, nodding him towards the stairs.
 

         They beat people up in the cells, Russell told himself. Upstairs had to be better.
 

         Two corridors and two flights of stairs later, he was ushered through a door labelled Kriminalinspektor Tesmer. The man himself had greased black hair, blue eyes, thin lips, and a bad case of five o’clock shadow. ‘Please sit,’ he told Russell.
 

         He took one last look at the Englishman’s passport, and then passed it across the desk along with the journalist’s accreditation. There was no sign of Shchepkin’s envelope.
 

         ‘Everything is satisfactory,’ Tesmer said with a sudden, unconvincing smile. ‘And I’m sorry this has taken so long.’

         
 

         Russell reached for his documents. ‘I can go?’ he asked, trying not to sound too relieved.
 

         ‘Just one question.’
 

         ‘Yes?’ There was no life behind the eyes, Russell thought. This was a man to be careful with.
 

         ‘Why did you come to Danzig, Herr Russell? To write a story about the Jewish children?’
 

         ‘No. I had no idea a kindertransport was leaving from here. I’m staying at the hotel opposite the station, and the noise woke me up. I just walked across to see what was going on.’

         
 

         ‘Then why did you come?’
 

         Why indeed? Because he’d felt drawn to the place, the way a good journalist was always drawn to a story that mattered. A city in thrall to thugs and fools, and doomed for precisely that reason. Danzig was Europe writ small. It was a story for everyone.
 

         Almost everyone.
 

         ‘Stamps,’ he said, suddenly remembering a conversation he’d overhead in the Café Weitzke. The city’s German and Polish post offices were both putting out stamps to commemorate centuries-old victories over each other. ‘I do occasional pieces for philately journals, and the two Post Offices here are bringing out some interesting new issues. I’m hoping to interview the postmasters tomorrow.’
 

         Tesmer looked disappointed, like a fisherman realising that this catch was too small to eat. ‘Enjoy your stay,’ he said curtly.
 

         

             


         


         Once outside, Russell discovered it was almost ten o’clock. A bar supplied him with a sandwich and a much-needed drink, and he trudged back to his hotel through mostly empty streets. Shchepkin’s envelope was still lying where he’d left it.
 

          

         It had been opened, though. Russell took out the single sheet and read it. They wanted four articles of between 1,200 and 1,500 words, delivered at fortnightly intervals, beginning in mid-January. The money was more generous than he’d expected – as much as an ordinary Soviet worker earned over a Five Year Plan. The thought crossed his mind that a car would transform his Saturdays with his son Paul.
 

         The letter was in German, the promised fee in Reichsmarks. There was nothing to say where the offer came from or what the articles would be about. ‘God bless the NKVD,’ Russell murmured to himself.
 

         

             


         


         He woke around ten. Thick snow was cascading past his window, almost obscuring the station opposite. He used the lobby phone to call the two Post Offices, and was granted audiences with their Postmasters late that afternoon. When he emerged from the Café Weitzke on Langgasse, replete with scrambled eggs, Kashubian mushrooms and a mocha, it was still only midday. He had five hours to kill.
 

         It had almost stopped snowing, but the sky was still heavy with cloud. As he stood there wondering what to do, there was a sudden swell of music from the loudspeakers which peppered the city. Hitler’s New Year speech to the nation, Russell remembered. Danzig wasn’t yet part of the German Reich, but try telling the Nazis that.
 

         Russell sometimes enjoyed listening to Hitler. The man’s sheer effrontery was entertaining, and knowing that millions were being taken in by his ludicrous bloodlust gave the whole experience a deplorably thrilling edge. If the Führer told them that gravity was a Jewish trick then millions of Germans would be practising levitation before the sun set.
 

          

         Russell wasn’t in the mood. A couple of hours by the sea, he thought. There wouldn’t be any loudspeakers on the beach.
 

         Hitler was just being introduced when a tram with a Brosen destination board burrowed out of the Langgasse Gate. Russell took a seat on the right and watched through the window as the tram skirted the Holzmarkt, swung right into Elisabethwall, and passed his hotel at the bottom of the Stadtgraben.
 

         It was about six kilometres to Brosen. Russell had taken the same ride back in 1935, during his last visit to Danzig. He’d been doing a series of articles on Germans at play, and it had been the middle of summer. The resort had been awash with holiday-makers, and he had gone for a paddle.
 

         Not today. It was as dark as it had been all morning, and the sparks from the overhead wires lit up the housefronts on either side of the street as the tram clanged and squealed its way out of the city. The loudspeakers were still audible, though. As they passed through the outlying suburbs of Langfuhr and Saspe, Russell caught snatches of the familiar voice, and one short passage in which the Führer offered the German people his fulsome congratulations for their ‘wonderful behaviour’ in 1938. He was probably talking about Kristallnacht.

         
 

         By the time the tram reached Brosen the sky had visibly lightened. Russell got off outside the closed casino, where a single loudspeaker was doing its manful best to distort the Führer’s message. Russell listened to the crackle for a few seconds, struck by the notion that he and Hitler were sharing a private moment together. The latter was promising help with the ‘general pacification of the world’. Russell wondered how much irony one nation could eat.
 

         He walked down past the boarded-up refreshment stands and padlocked beach huts to the snow-strewn beach. The previous season’s final water temperature was still legible on the lifeguard hut blackboard, alongside a poster explaining the mysteries of artificial respiration. The men in the poster all wore striped bathing suits and moustaches, like a posse of cartoon Führers.

         
 

         The sea was gunmetal grey, the sky almost as dark, slate grey with a yellowish tinge. There was no one in sight.
 

         A couple of kilometres to the east, two beacon lights marked the end of Danzig’s channel to the sea, and Russell started walking towards them. Out to the left the lighthouse at the end of the dredged channel flickered into life with each revolution. To the north, a darker line marked the outflung arm of the Hela peninsular. Between the two a smudge of a freighter was inching out across the bay.
 

         The stamp story was made for him, he thought. A story that amused, and didn’t condemn. A story of stupidity, and rather lovable stupidity at that. He could implant a few ironies just beneath the skin of the text for those who wanted to pick at it, leave enough clues to the real situation for those who already understood it. They would congratulate themselves on reading between the lines, and him for writing between them. And he could sit on his necessary fence for a few more months, until Hitler drove something through it.
 

         Too many metaphors, he told himself. And not nearly enough satisfaction.
 

         He thought about the real Danzig story. Ten years ago he’d have written it, and written it well. But not now. Step out of line that far, and the toadies at the Propaganda Ministry would have him deported before he could say ‘Heil Hitler’. He’d be saying goodbye to his son, probably for the duration of a war. And probably to Effi as well. She’d told him often enough that she’d go to England, or better still America, with him, but he had his doubts whether she meant it, whether she’d ever willingly leave her sister, parents, agent and vast array of friends for life in a new country where no one knew who she was.

         
 

         He left the path and walked down to the edge of the water, searching for pebbles to skim. He wanted to take Shchepkin’s offer, he realised, but he wasn’t sure why. He only half-bought the argument that by helping the Soviets he’d be hurting the Nazis. If he really wanted to take Hitler on there were more effective ways, most of them depressingly self-sacrificial. The money would be nice, but the risks would be high. The Nazis still beheaded spies.
 

         He skimmed a flat pebble between two waves. Could he trust Shchepkin? Of course he couldn’t. The Soviets might want what they said they wanted – no more, no less – but even if they did, that wouldn’t be the end of it. You didn’t do a few articles for Stalin, bank the cheques and move on. You would be on a list, one of their people, someone to call up when something else was needed. And once you were on the list, they took refusals badly.
 

         And then there was the attitude of his own country to worry about. He didn’t need England now, but the way things were going he soon might, and writing for Stalin would hardly endear him to the Foreign Office. He could end up persona non grata with just about everyone. Why was he even thinking about it?

         
 

         He knew why. A couple of weeks before Christmas Paul had told him about an exercise that new recruits into the Jungvolk were forced to undergo. They were taken out into the countryside without maps and invited to find their way back home the best they could. It was called a Fahrt ins Blau, a journey into the blue.

         
 

         The idea had appealed to Paul, as it probably did to most boys of eleven. It appealed to Russell too. If he took this journey into the blue he might, conceivably, find his way home again.
 

         He skimmed his last stone, a large one that took a single bounce and sunk. The sparse daylight was receding. The freighter and the Hela peninsula had both been sucked into the surrounding grey, and the beam from the lighthouse was sending shivers of reflection back off the darkening sea. He was in the middle of nowhere, lost in space. With ice for feet.

         
 

         

              


         
 

         The two postmasters were both short-sighted men in sober suits with small moustaches. The Polish one could hardly wait for the honour of distributing his new stamps. A minion was sent for samples, and came back with King Jagiello and Queen Hedwig. The Polish queen, the postmaster explained, had spurned a German prince in favour of marrying the Lithuanian Jagiello. Their joint kingdom had forced the Prussians to accept the first Polish Corridor and binational status for Danzig. Admittedly this had all happened in the early fifteenth century but – and here the postmaster leaned back in his chair with a self-satisfied smile – the contemporary relevance should be obvious. Even to a German.
 

         The German postmaster had his own sample. His stamp featured a beautiful miniature of stout Danzigers routing the Polish forces of King Stephan Batory in 1577. ‘A German city defended by German arms,’ he announced smugly. Russell repeated the question he had put to the Polish postmaster – weren’t these stamps a little provocative? Shouldn’t the civil authorities be trying to reduce the tension between their two countries, rather than using their stamps to stoke up old quarrels?
 

         The German postmaster gave the same reply as his Polish opposite number. How, he asked, could anyone take postage stamps that seriously?
 

         

              


         
 

         Russell’s train left the Hauptbahnhof at ten o’clock. After paying for a sleeping berth he could barely afford, he sat in the restaurant car for the better part of two hours, nursing a single gold-flecked schnapps, feeling restless and uncertain. The Polish customs checked his visa just before Dirschau and the German authorities examined his passport at Flatow, on the far side of the Polish Corridor. He had no trouble with the latter – if the Danzig SA were submitting a report on his visit they were probably still struggling with their spelling.

         
 

         He thought about the kindertransport, and wondered where it was at that moment. Still chugging west across Germany, most likely. The Englishwoman’s cheek would be purple by now – he hoped she would go to the press when she got back and make a real stink. Not that it would do any good. It had taken her five minutes to learn what Nazism was all about, but there was no substitute for first-hand experience. If you told people they didn’t believe you. No one, their eyes always said, could be as bad as that.

         
 

         He walked back down the train to his sleeping compartment. The two lower berths were empty, one of the upper pair occupied by a gently snoring German youth. Russell sat on the berth beneath him, pulled back the edge of the curtain, and stared out at the frozen fields of Pomerania.
 

         He lay back and shut his eyes. Fraulein Gisela Kluger looked back at him.
 

         He would write Shchepkin’s articles. See where the journey took him. Into the blue. Or into the black.


      


      

    


  

    

      

         

         
 

         

            Ha! Ho! He!


         
 

         Russell’s train steamed across the bridge over Friedrichstrasse and into the station of the same name just before eight in the morning. An eastbound Stadtbahn train was disgorging its morning load on the other side of the island platform, and he stood behind the stairwell waiting for the crowd to clear. On the other side of the tracks an angry local was shaking a burnt almond machine in the vain hope that his coin would be returned.

         
 

         A railway official intervened and the two men stood there shouting at each other.
 

         Welcome to Berlin, Russell thought.
 

         He took the steps down to the underground concourse, bought a newspaper at the waiting room kiosk, and found himself a seat in the station buffet. The sight of his neighbour, a stout man in an Orpo uniform, cramming his mouth with large slices of blood sausage did nothing for Russell’s appetite, and he settled for a buttered roll and four-fruit jam with his large milky coffee.
 

         His newspaper shielded him from the blood sausage eater, but not from Nazi reality. He dutifully read Goebbels’ latest speech on the vibrancy of modern German culture, but there was nothing new in it. More anti-Jewish laws had come into force on January 1: driving automobiles, working in retail and making craft goods had all been added to the verboten list. What was left, Russell wondered. Emigration, he supposed. So why make it so hard for the poor bastards to leave?

         
 

         He skimmed through the rest. More villages judenfrei, more kilometres of autobahn, more indignation about Polish behaviour in the Corridor. A new U-boat epic at the cinema, children collecting old tin cans for Winter Relief, a new recipe for the monthly one-pot-stew. A Reich that will last a thousand years. Six down, nine hundred and ninety-four to go.

         
 

         He thought about taking the U-bahn but decided he needed some exercise. Emerging onto Friedrichstrasse he found the remains of the last snowfall dribbling into the gutters. A ribbon of pale sunlight lit the upper walls on the eastern side of the street, but the street itself was still sunk in shadows. Little knots of people were gathered at the doors of about-to-open shops, many of them talking in that loud, insistent manner which non-Berliners found so annoying.
 

         It was a three-kilometre walk to his rooms near Hallesches Tor. He crossed Unter den Linden by the Café Bauer, and strode south through the financial district, towards the bridge which carried the elevated U-bahn over Mohrenstrasse. Berlin was not a beautiful city, but the rows of grey stone had a solidity, a dependability, about them.
 

         On one corner of Leipzigerstrasse a frankfurter stall was gushing steam into the air, on another the astrologer whom Effi sometimes consulted was busy erecting his canvas booth. The man claimed he’d prepared a chart for Hitler in pre-Führer days, but refused to divulge what was in it. Nothing good, Russell suspected.
 

         Another kilometre and he was turning off Friedrichstrasse, cutting through the side streets to Neuenburgerstrasse and his apartment block. Walking south from Leipzigstrasse was like walking down a ladder of social class, and the area in which he lived was still hoping for a visit from the twentieth century. Most of the apartment blocks were five storeys high, and each pair boasted a high brick archway leading into a dark well of a courtyard. A bedraggled birch tree stood in his, still clinging to its mantle of snow.
 

          

         The concierge’s door was open, light spilling into the dark lobby. Russell knocked, and Frau Heidegger emerged almost instantly, her frown turning to a smile when she saw who it was. ‘Herr Russell! You said you would be back yesterday. We were beginning to worry.’
 

         ‘I tried to telephone,’ he lied, ‘but…’
 

         ‘Ah, the Poles,’ Frau Heidegger said resignedly, as if nothing better could be expected from her neighbours to the east. She wiped her hands on her apron and ushered him in. ‘Come, you must have a coffee.’
 

         Accepting was easier than refusing. He took the proffered seat in her living room and gazed about him as she re-heated – for the last of heaven knows how many times – her eternal pot of coffee. Her Advent wreath was still hanging from the light fixture along with its four gutted candles. On the walnut chest of drawers two packs of cards stood beside her precious People’s Radio. It was Tuesday, Russell realised, the day Frau Heidegger and three of her opposite numbers in the nearby blocks played skat.
 

         She came back with the coffee and a small pile of post: a postcard from Paul, a probable Christmas card from his mother in the US, a letter from his American agent and a business letter with a Berlin postmark.
 

         ‘You had two telephone messages,’ the concierge said, looking down through her pince-nez at a small piece of paper. ‘Your fiancée’ – Frau Heidegger always referred to Effi in that way, despite the fact that no prospective marriage had ever been mentioned – ‘says she will be back extremely late on Thursday night and will meet you at the Café Uhlandeck at noon on Friday. Does that sound right?’
 

         ‘Yes.’
 

         ‘And a Herr Conway – yes? – he would like you to call him as soon as possible.’
 

          

         ‘I’ll call him after I’ve had my coffee,’ Russell said, taking a first exploratory sip. It was burnt, but so strong and sweet that you hardly noticed.
 

         Frau Heidegger was telling him how she’d recently caught one of the tenants – the Sudeten German on the first floor who Russell hardly knew – opening a window. This was strictly forbidden when the heating was on, and the tenant had only been forgiven on the grounds that he came ‘from the mountains’ and could hardly be expected to know any better. He didn’t know how lucky he was, Russell thought; his own rooms on the fourth floor sometimes resembled neighbouring ovens. During one warm week in December he had regularly set his alarm for 3 a. m., when the concierge was fairly certain to be asleep and he could throw open his windows for a life-saving blast of cool air.
 

         He took another sip of coffee, idly wondering whether the War Ministry would be interested in developing it as a weapon. ‘Thank you, Frau Heidegger,’ he said, carefully replacing the half-full cup in its saucer and getting to his feet. ‘I’ve had two cups already this morning,’ he added by way of an excuse.
 

         ‘It’s good to have you back,’ she said, following him to the door. She didn’t close it though, presumably because she might miss something.
 

         He walked over to the telephone at the foot of the stairs. It had been a source of great pride to Frau Heidegger when it was installed a couple of years earlier – her block was the first on Neuenburgerstrasse to be connected. But it had soon turned into something of a mixed blessing. A popular propensity for ringing at all times of the day and night had necessitated the introduction of a curfew, and the phone was now off the hook from ten at night till eight in the morning. It could still be used for outgoing calls during that time, but heaven help anyone who forgot to take it off again. He unhooked the earpiece and dialled the British Embassy’s number. Doug Conway worked in the commercial department, or so he claimed. Russell had met him at the Blau-Weiss Club, where English-speaking expatriates played tennis, talked about how beastly their German hosts were, and lamented the lack of reliable domestic help. Russell hated the place, but time spent there was often good for business. As a journalist he had made a lot of useful contacts; as a part-time English tutor he had been pointed in the direction of several clients. He hoped Doug Conway had found him another.

         
 

         ‘I’m rushed off my feet today,’ Conway told him. ‘But I can squeeze in an early lunch. Wertheim at 12.30?’
 

         ‘Fine,’ Russell agreed, and replaced the receiver. He started up the four flights of stairs which led to his rooms. At the top he paused for breath before unlocking the door, and wondered for the umpteenth time about moving to a block with a lift. His rooms were stuffy and hot, so he left the front door ajar and risked opening a window by a few millimetres.
 

         Stretched out on the threadbare sofa, he went through his mail. Paul’s postcard began ‘Dear Dad’, but seemed mostly concerned with the Christmas presents he’d received from his stepfather. The boy did say he was looking forward to the football on Saturday, though, and Russell took another look out of the window to convince himself that the weather was warming up and that the game would be played.
 

         The American envelope did contain a Christmas card from his mother. Above the picture of a snowbound Times Square she had written one cryptic line: ‘This might be a good year to visit me.’ She was probably referring to the situation in Europe, although for all Russell knew she might have contracted an incurable disease. She certainly wouldn’t tell him if she had.
 

          

         He opened the business letters. The one from America contained a cheque for fifty-three dollars and twenty-seven cents, payment for an article on ‘Strength Through Joy’ cruises which a dozen US papers had taken. That was the good news. The Berlin letter was a final, rather abusively written demand for payment on a typewriter repair bill, which would account for more than half the dollar inflow.
 

         Looking round the room at the all-too-familiar furniture and yellowing white walls, at the poster from Effi’s first film, the tired collage of photographs and the dusty overloaded bookshelves, he felt a wave of depression wash over him.


         

              


         
 

         The city’s largest Wertheim occupied a site twice the size of the late-lamented Reichstag, and a frontage running to 330 metres. Inside, it boasted 83 lifts, 100,000 light bulbs and 1,000 telephone extensions. Russell knew all this because he had written an article on the store a year or so earlier. More to the point, the restaurant offered good food and service at a very reasonable rate, and it was only a five minute walk from the British Embassy on Wilhelmstrasse.
 

         Doug Conway had already secured a table, and was halfway through a gin and tonic. A tall man of around thirty-five with sleek blond hair and bright blue eyes, he looked custom-made for Nazi Berlin, but was in fact a fairly decent representative of the human race. State-educated and lowly-born by Embassy standards – his father had been a parks superintendent in Leeds – he had arrived in Berlin just as the Nazis seized power. His pretty young wife Phyllis was probably brighter than he was, and had once jokingly told Russell that she intended to torch the Blau-Weiss Club before she left Berlin.
 

         Conway’s taste in food had not travelled far from his roots. He looked pained when Russell ordered the pig’s knuckle and sauerkraut, and plumped for the pot roast and mash for himself.

         
 

         ‘I’ve got some teaching work for you if you want it,’ he told Russell while they waited. ‘It’s a Jewish family called Wiesner. The father is – was – a doctor. His wife is ill most of the time, though I don’t know what with – worry, most likely. Their son was taken off to Sachsenhausen after Kristallnacht and they haven’t seen him since, though they have heard that he’s still alive. And there are two daughters, Ruth and Marthe, who are both in their teens – thirteen and fifteen, or something like that. It’s them you’d be teaching.’

         
 

         Russell must have looked doubtful.
 

         ‘You’d be doing me a real favour if you took them on,’ Conway persisted. ‘Dr Wiesner probably saved Phyllis’s life – this was back in 1934 – there were complications with our daughter’s birth and we couldn’t have had a better doctor. He wasn’t just efficient, he went out of his way to be helpful. And now he can’t practise, of course. I don’t know what he intends to do – I don’t know what any of them can do – but he’s obviously hoping to get his daughters to England or the States, and he probably thinks they’ll have a better chance if they speak English. I have no idea what his money situation is, I’m afraid. If he can’t earn, and with all the new taxes to pay… well… But if he can’t pay your normal rate, then I’ll top up whatever he can afford. Just don’t tell him I’m doing it.’
 

         ‘He might like the idea that somebody cares,’ Russell said.
 

         ‘I don’t know about…’
 

         ‘I’ll go and see him.’
 

         Conway smiled. ‘I hoped you’d say that.’ He pulled a folded piece of paper out of his inside pocket and passed it across the table. ‘Here’s his address.’
 

         It was in Friedrichshain, hardly a normal stomping ground for high class Jewish doctors.
 

          

         ‘He used to live in Lützow,’ Conway explained. ‘Now, of course, they’re all hunkering down together in the poorest areas. Like medieval ghettos.’
 

         The food arrived and they ate in silence for a couple of minutes, before exchanging news of their children and the German schools they were attending. Conway and his wife had also seen Effi’s musical, and clearly wished they hadn’t, though Conway was much too diplomatic to actually say so.
 

         Over coffee Russell asked how the Embassy saw the next few months.
 

         ‘Off the record?’
 

         ‘Off the record.’
 

         ‘We’re on a knife-edge. If our moustachioed chum is happy with what he’s got, then fine. The appeasers will say, “I told you so – he may be a nasty little shit, but he can be managed.” But if he goes after more – Danzig or the Corridor or the rest of Czechoslovakia – then Churchill and his pals will be the ones saying, “I told you so.” And there’ll be a war.’
 

         ‘Doug, how do you persuade the British people that the Czechs weren’t worth fighting for, but the Poles are? The Czechs have a functioning democracy of sorts. The Poles would be just like this lot if they had any talent for organisation.’
 

         Conway grimaced. ‘That’ll be up to the politicians. But I’ll tell you what London’s really worried about. If Hitler does behave for a few years, and if he keeps building tanks, U-boats and bombers at the current rate, then by ’41 or ’42 he’ll be unstoppable. That’s the real nightmare. As far as we’re concerned – from a purely military point of view – the sooner the better.’
 

         

              


         


         There was no telephone at the Wiesners’ so Russell couldn’t check on the convenience of his visit. But, as Conway had noted, the doctor didn’t have much to go out for. No U-bahn had been built out into the working-class wastes of Friedrichshain, so Russell took a 13 tram from the Brandenburg Gate to Spittelmarkt and a 60 from there to Alexanderplatz and up Neue Konigstrasse. The city deteriorated with each passing kilometre, and by the time he reached his destination most of it seemed to be for sale. The sidewalk was lined with makeshift tables, all piled high with belongings that would-be Jewish emigrants were trying to shift. The complete works of Dickens in German were on sale for a few Reichsmarks, a fine-looking violin for only a little more.

         
 

         The Wiesners’ block made his own seem middle class. The street was cobbled, the walls plastered with advertisements for auctions and lists of items for sale. On the pavement a group of painfully-thin young girls were hopping their way through a game of Heaven and Earth on a chalk-marked grid. In the courtyard of the Wiesners’ building the far wall still bore the faintest outline of a large hammer and sickle and the much-faded slogan ERST ESSEN, DANN MIET – first food, then rent.
 

         The Wiesners shared two over-crowded rooms on the second floor. Contrary to Conway’s expectation, the doctor was out. He was only attending to a neighbour, however, and the older of the two daughters was sent to fetch him, leaving Russell to exchange small talk with his wife and their younger daughter Ruth. Frau Wiesner, a small woman with tied-back blonde hair and tired grey eyes, looked anything but Jewish, while Ruth bore a striking resemblance to Effi, both physically and, Russell judged, temperamentally. Effi had often been mistaken for a Jew, and various employers had insisted she always carry the fragebogen which testified to her aryan descent. She, of course, liked nothing better than shoving the mistake back in people’s faces.

         
 

         Dr Wiesner appeared after a few minutes looking decidedly harassed. His wife and two daughters abruptly withdrew to the next room and closed the door behind them.

         
 

         He was about fifty, Russell guessed, and ageing fast. He ran a hand through his thinning hair, and got straight down to business – as Conway had said, he hoped to send his daughters away to relations in England. He was working on getting them visas and exit permits, and in the meantime he wanted them to learn English.
 

         ‘I speak a little,’ he said in that language, ‘and I will try and help them, but they need a proper teacher.’
 

         ‘I’ve taught around twenty German children,’ Russell said.
 

         Wiesner grunted. ‘German children,’ he repeated. ‘I’m afraid my children are no longer considered German.’
 

         Russell said nothing.
 

         ‘You are wondering why we stayed,’ Wiesner said. ‘I ask myself the same thing every day and I have many answers, but none of them is worth anything. My wife is not Jewish,’ he added, ‘so my children are only half-Jewish, or mischlings as the Nazis call them, and perhaps I thought… Well, I was a fool.’ He reached behind himself and plucked a piece of paper from a shelf-full of music. It was, of all things, a page of Der Stürmer. ‘Listen to this,’ the doctor said, adjusting his glasses on his nose and holding the page almost at arm’s length. ‘“Even if a Jew slept with an Aryan woman once, the membranes of her vagina would be so impregnated with alien semen that the woman would never again be able to bear pure-blooded Aryans”.’ He lowered the paper and looked at Russell. ‘Who could believe such pre-scientific nonsense? It doesn’t even make sense on their own illiterate terms – surely the master race would have the all-powerful blood, not the people they despise.’ He saw something in Russell’s face. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t know why I am telling you all this. It’s just so hard to accept.’

         
 

         ‘I understand,’ Russell said.
 

          

         ‘So why do you, an Englishman, stay in Germany?’ Wiesner asked him.
 

         Russell gave a short account of his situation.
 

         ‘That is difficult,’ the doctor agreed. ‘But good news for my daughters if you agree to teach them.’
 

         ‘How many lessons do you have in mind?’
 

         ‘As many as you can manage. And as often.’
 

         ‘Three times a week? Monday, Wednesday, Friday? It’ll have to vary a bit, though. I can’t do Friday this week, but I could do Thursday.’
 

         ‘Whatever you say. Now for the difficult part. I have some money, but not very much. And – here I must trust you – I have some valuable stamps. I can show you the valuation in the current catalogue and add another ten per cent. It was a generous offer, but Russell couldn’t accept it. ‘The catalogue value will suit me fine.’
 

         

              


         


         It was almost dark when he emerged from the Wiesners’ block, and the tram rides home through the evening rush hour seemed endless. By the time he reached Hallesches Tor he was ready for supper, and his favourite beerhouse beneath the elevated U-bahn provided the necessary meatballs and potato pancakes. Over a second beer he decided not to sell any of Wiesner’s stamps unless he really needed to. He would give them to Paul, whose collection could do with some rarities.
 

         Always assuming his son would accept them. Paul was forever worrying about his father’s financial state – an anxiety which Russell occasionally, and without much conviction, tried to blame on his ex-wife Ilse.
 

         He looked at his watch. He needed to get home to ring Paul before his bedtime. A U-bahn rattled into the station above as he emerged from the beerhouse, and a stream of people were soon pouring down the iron staircase, exhaling puffs of yellow gas in the cold evening air. It was one of those Berlin days when the weather seemed uncertain what to do, one minute veering towards a western warmth, the next favouring an eastern chill.

         
 

         As he turned into his street Russell noticed what looked like an empty car parked across from his apartment block. This was unusual – very few people in the area could afford one. He thought about crossing the street to take a look inside, and decided he was being paranoid. He hadn’t done anything to upset the authorities. Not yet, anyway.
 

         A blast of hot air greeted him as he opened the outside doors of the apartment block. Frau Heidegger’s skat evening was in full swing, the volume of laughter suggesting a large consignment of empty bottles for the morning collection. Russell dialled the number of the house in Grünewald, then put the earpiece to one ear and a finger in the other. As he half-expected, Ilse picked up. They asked each other the usual questions, gave each other the usual answers, all with that faint awkwardness which they never seemed able to shake. The family had just got back from Hanover, and when Paul came on he was full of the wonders of the autobahn and his stepfather’s new Horch. As far as Saturday was concerned, his usual school lessons had been replaced by Jungvolk meetings, and these ran on until one o’clock. ‘Muti says you can pick me up then.’

         
 

         ‘Right.’ Effi would be pleased, Russell thought. He wouldn’t have to leave while she was still fast asleep.
 

         ‘And we’re still going to the Viktoria match?’
 

         ‘Of course. I expect Uncle Thomas and Joachim will come as well.’
 

         They chatted for another couple of minutes, before Ilse’s voice in the background decreed that time was up. Feeling the usual mixture of elation and frustration, Russell started up the stairs.
 

          

         He was waylaid on the third floor landing by the other resident journalist, a young American named Tyler McKinley. ‘I thought I heard your weary tread,’ the American said in English. ‘Come in for a minute. I want to ask you something.’
 

         It seemed simpler to say yes than no. McKinley’s room wasn’t particularly hot – like the other residents he took advantage of skat night to freshen the air – but it was full of pipe-smoke from the atrocious Balkan mixture he had adopted during a weekend trip to Trieste.
 

         ‘How was Danzig?’ his host asked, though Russell could see he was bursting with stuff of his own. There was something lovable about McKinley, but also something profoundly irritating. Russell hoped that this wasn’t just because McKinley, with his quasi-religious belief in crusading journalism, reminded him of himself in long gone days. That was the trouble with the young – their stupidities brought back one’s own.
 

         ‘Interesting,’ he answered, though it had been anything but in the way that McKinley meant. He considered telling him about the stamp wars, but could imagine the look of incomprehension and vague derision which that would elicit.
 

         The younger man was already back in Berlin. ‘I’m chasing a really interesting story,’ he said. ‘I don’t want to say anything yet,’ he added quickly, ‘but… do you know anything about the KdF, the Kanzlei des Führers.’

         
 

         ‘It’s the great man’s private chancellery.’
 

         ‘Is it a government office?’
 

         ‘No, it’s a Party office, but an independent one. There’s no connection to Bormann’s bunch in Munich.’
 

         McKinley was visibly excited. ‘So who is it connected to?’
 

         Russell shrugged. ‘Nobody. It reports directly to Hitler as far as I know.’
 

          

         ‘So if he wanted to do something on the quiet, it would be the ideal instrument.’
 

         ‘Uh-huh.’
 

         McKinley beamed, as if he’d just awarded himself a gold star.
 

         ‘You want to tell me what you’re talking about?’ Russell asked, interested in spite of himself.
 

         ‘Not yet,’ the American said, but he couldn’t resist one more question. ‘Does the name Knauer mean anything to you?’
 

         ‘A full back with Tennis Borussia a few years back?’
 

         ‘What? Oh, a soccer player. No, I don’t think so.’ He reached for a lighter to re-start his pipe. ‘But thanks for your help.’
 

         ‘You’re welcome,’ Russell said, opening the door to leave. His room at the top of the building was sweltering, but mercifully smoke-free. Guessing that the skat game still had a couple of hours to run, he threw one window wide open and gazed out across the rooftops. In the far distance the red light atop the Funkturm winked above the roofscape.
 

         He sat down at the typewriter, inserted a sheet of paper, and reminded himself that the letter he was about to write was – as far as the Soviets were concerned – just a long-winded way of saying yes. His real audience was the Gestapo.
 

         Play the innocent, he thought. The Gestapo would think he was trying to fool the Soviets, and assume he was just being cynical.
 

         He began by asserting the happy coincidence that National Socialism and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics had one crucial word in common – socialism. That should give them both a laugh, he thought. They might seem like enemies, he continued, but clearly they had something important in common – socialism’s determination to serve all the people. What could serve the people better than peace? And what served peace better than mutual understanding? If the Soviet people were offered, in a series of articles, a clearer idea of how much National Socialism had achieved for ordinary German people, then the chances of peace were bound to be enhanced. As an Englishman with a long experience of Germany, he was ideally placed to explain it to foreigners. And he had a strong personal reason for desiring peace – if war came, he added pathetically, he and his German-born son might be separated for years and years. ‘Here I am,’ he murmured to himself, ‘a propaganda tool for the taking.’ The Gestapo would lap it up.

         
 

         He copied the address from Shchepkin’s note onto an envelope, unearthed a stamp from the table drawer, and perched the completed missive on his typewriter. Hearing the sounds of departing concierges floating up from the courtyard he made a dive for the window and pulled it shut.
 

         Bed, he thought. The bathroom on the floor below which he shared with McKinley and two other men – a stationery rep from Hamburg and a waiter from the Harz Mountains – was empty for once, though the lingering odour of McKinley’s pipe smoke suggested a lengthy occupation earlier that evening. There was still a crack of light under the American’s door, and Russell could hear the soft clicking of his typewriter – the newer machines were much quieter than his own antique.
 

         In bed, he re-read Paul’s postcard and resumed reading the detective novel he had forgotten to take to Danzig. Unable to remember who anyone was, he turned out the light and listened to the muffled hum of the traffic on nearby Lindenstrasse. The Führer was probably allowed to sleep with his windows open.


         

              


         
 

         The next day was Wednesday, and he made the long trek out to Friedrichshain for his first session with the Wiesner girls. The elder daughter Marthe was a bit shy at first, but Ruth’s enthusiasm proved infectious enough to bring her out. The two of them knew very little English, but they were a joy to teach, eager to learn and markedly more intelligent than the spoilt daughters of suburban Grünewald and Wilmersdorf whom Russell had taught in the past.

         
 

         On Thursday, though, both girls looked as though they’d seen a ghost, and Russell wondered whether they’d had bad news about their brother in Sachsenhausen. When he asked if they were all right, he thought Marthe was going to cry, but she took a visible grip on herself and explained that her brother had come home the previous evening.
 

         ‘But that’s wonderful…’ Russell began.
 

         ‘He doesn’t seem like Albert,’ Ruth broke in, looking over her shoulder at the door through to the other rooms. ‘He has no hair, and he doesn’t say anything,’ she whispered.
 

         ‘He will,’ Marthe told her sister, putting an arm round her. ‘He’s just seen some terrible things, but he hasn’t been hurt, not really. Now come on, we have to learn English. For everyone’s sake.’
 

         And they did, faster than any pupils Russell could remember. Neither mother nor brother emerged from the other rooms, and Doctor Wiesner was out on both days. On the Thursday he left Russell three stamps in an envelope on top of the latest Stanley Gibbons catalogue from England. Russell didn’t bother to check the listings.
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