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            On 30 January 1933 Adolf Hitler was appointed Chancellor of Germany. Wishing to further consolidate his power, he arranged for new elections to be held in early March, but on 27 February, in the midst of an increasingly violent campaign, someone set fire to the Reichstag parliament building. x
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1
            A Degenerate Cuckoo

         

         As the packed Stadtbahn train emerged from beneath the roof of Friedrichstrasse Station and rumbled onto the iron bridge across the Spree, John Russell saw the fire. First as dancing reflections on the rippling water, then as flames licking skyward above the bend in the river.

         And then it was gone, masked by the bulk of the Moabit tax office. For a moment Russell wondered – or merely hoped – that he was drunk enough to be seeing things, but as the train pulled past the adjoining electricity station he knew that was not the case. The building that housed the German parliament really was ablaze.

         Other passengers had seen it now. There were gasps, low whistles, even one doubtful cheer. Russell’s new companion, whose enthusiastic kiss on the Clärchens Ballhaus dance floor had seemed so promising half an hour earlier, and whose body was currently pressed against his own, could only come up with a nervous giggle. In the silence that followed, his cup of desire, fairly brimming five minutes before, drained sadly away.

         Their train took the long bridge over the Humboldt Hafen and into the Stadtbahn platforms that hung over the throat of Lehrter Station. The fire was now hidden by the latter’s roof, but everyone in the carriage seemed to be talking, if only to themselves. There was excitement in some voices, consternation in others. And fear, Russell, thought. Fear above all. 2

         ‘Ours is the next stop,’ the girl told him.

         Her name, he remembered, was Henni.

         ‘And my parents are away,’ she reminded him with a smile.

         After descending the stairs at Bellevue, they walked arm in arm down the affluent-looking Flensburger Strasse, stopping halfway down, at her instigation, for a kiss and a squeeze. She was quite lovely, Russell thought. Old enough to be free, young enough not to know or care what the fire behind them would mean before the night was out. All hell was going to break out, as the arsonists had no doubt intended.

         It occurred to Russell, with only the slightest flicker of shame, that Henni’s bed, apart from its most obvious attraction, would be one of the safer places he could spend this particular night. He didn’t think the SA stormtroopers would be prioritising foreign ex-communists on their list of prospective victims, but there was always the chance of putting himself in the wrong place at the wrong time. He currently lived in Wedding, a much poorer part of the city, and his apartment was only a stone’s throw away from streets famed as communist strongholds. In Wedding the local brownshirts would be out in force, out for blood.

         But the giggle had told him too much about her. About himself for being with her.

         And he was a journalist. Working, for almost three weeks now, on the crime desk of a daily newspaper. And if he wasn’t much mistaken, the orange sky behind him craved his professional attention.

         “I’m really sorry,” he said, when they reached the steps leading up to her house, “but I have to go to work.”

         Her expression suggested he must be mad. Or joking?

         “I’m a reporter,” he explained. “The fire we saw. It’s something my editor will expect me to cover.”

         “Well then, that’s that,” she said, looking more confused than angry. 3

         “You’re a great dancer,” he told her.

         She shook her head and started up the steps.

         He walked back down to Bellevue Station, and then eastward along the side of the River Spree. On reaching the Lutherbrücke he could see the Reichstag in the distance, still spurting flames like a torch held up to the sky. A Nazi one, he assumed. They did love their torches, and who else would this spasm of pyromania serve? The communists would be blamed, the dogs let loose.

         He entered the forested Tiergarten. There were still patches of snow on the ground from Saturday’s fall, and it felt decidedly chilly among the dark trees. He thought of Henni, who might already be warm in bed, and allowed himself a rueful smile.

         There were other people about, and Russell judged it wiser to take the smaller paths than the better-lit roads. Every now and then a flicker of flame would show through the trees, and he would adjust his course accordingly. He sensed rather than saw others moving in a similar direction, all drawn by the fire and silenced by what it might mean.

         He was still in the trees when he made out the cordon of men on the open ground ahead. Brownshirts mostly, with a smattering of regular police, confronting a motley crowd of the curious, some clearly out for a night on the town, others still on their way home from work. Many of the park’s unofficial residents – most of them homeless and unemployed – were also on hand, enjoying the free entertainment. Some were holding their palms up to the burning building three hundred metres away, making the most of the complimentary warmth.

         Russell approached the brightest-looking stormtrooper he could see – ‘spoilt for choice’ was not the phrase – and pulled out his press card.

         The man barely glanced at it. “I can’t let anyone through,” he said, 4with surprising civility. “Follow the perimeter round to Budapester Strasse – that’s where the command post is.”

         Russell thanked him – you never knew when an SA friend might prove handy – and followed the instruction, taking the chance to weigh up his fellow spectators as he walked. Most of them looked like they were attending a fireworks display, faces reflecting the glow, mouths hanging half open, uttering ooohs and aaahs when something noisily cracked in the blazing Reichstag building.

         There didn’t seem many fire engines on hand, but three more came racing up Budapester Strasse as he approached the SA command post. They were followed by three black Mercedes saloons, each of them flying the Nazi flag. Germany’s new Chancellor stepped out of the first, the Nazi propaganda chief out of the second. The third was either just for show, or President Hindenburg had fallen asleep.

         Hitler and Goebbels strode through the checkpoint and on towards the Reichstag, presumably keen to inspect the job their hired hand had done. Hitler looked in a rage, either feigned or real, neither of which was unusual. Goebbels limped along in his wake looking faintly amused, which also seemed par for the course. Göring was now visible in the distance, wagging a fat finger in some unfortunate’s face. “The gang’s all here,” Russell murmured to himself. And he did mean gang.

         Several of the men around the command post were journalists Russell recognised, and none were receiving permission to breach the cordon. He talked to those he knew, and then retraced his steps around the perimeter, listening in on unguarded conversations and asking the occasional question. There were few who didn’t have their suspicions, but none who had any evidence. Back among the journalists, he heard that one communist had already been arrested, and that others were likely to follow. All 300,000 members of the German Communist Party, if Hitler had his wish. 5

         What now? Russell wondered, lighting up a Da Capo cigarette. They were an indulgence, but he couldn’t bring himself to smoke one of the cheaper brands the SA manufactured as a profitable sideline for their rank and file. He would cut down his intake instead, save the money that way.

         It was gone eleven. The early editions should have been printed by now, but if this wasn’t a night for holding the presses he didn’t know what would be. He had nothing much to report – and doubtless the paper’s political team were already on top of the story – but he might as well make his way down to Kochstrasse and see if there was anything he could do.

         The office was a ten-minute walk away. As he cut across Potsdamer Platz Russell noticed that Haus Vaterland and its seven themed restaurants were all still brightly lit and crowded. And why shouldn’t they be? The news would seep out across Germany overnight, before erupting across front pages and airwaves. Most of the diners across the way had no idea their world had taken another big turn for the worse in the hour or two since they’d sat down.

         Leipziger Strasse was quieter, all the stores having closed some time before. Russell turned left down Mauerstrasse, whose only occupants were a couple in evening dress, the woman throwing up in the gutter while the man held her handbag. At the corner of Kochstrasse the Café Friedrichshof was open but poorly attended, most of its usual press clientele out seeking or writing last minute copy. Russell walked on another hundred metres to the building that housed the Morgenspiegel and a dozen other newspapers and magazines. Once inside he cocked an ear for the printer machines in the basement, but as he’d suspected they were still biding their time.

         His boss, editor Theodor Hiedler, was large without being fat, 6with a good head of wavy dark hair for his age and a face that looked forgetful fronting a mind that was anything but. He was currently talking into one of his telephones, looking annoyed but doing his best not to lose his temper. One of the owners, Russell guessed. They would not want their editor taking them out on a limb.

         The large open newsroom was as crowded as Russell had ever seen it, despite the hour. There were still a lot of faces he couldn’t put a name to, but none of the hostile glances he’d encountered during his first few days at the paper, when many had wrongly assumed that his appointment in place of a Jew was part of some Aryanisation process. The Jew in question had simply seen the writing on the Nazi wall, and quit as a prelude to leaving the country.

         “And what have you got for me?” Hiedler shouted in greeting.

         “Next to nothing,” Russell replied, making his way to the editor’s desk. He had already discovered that anything less than complete frankness drove Hiedler to distraction. “One arrest so far. A communist, needless to say, allegedly caught with a lighted match in his hand. A fire-fighter I talked to said at least a dozen fires had been started almost simultaneously. More than one pair of hands could manage, was his opinion.”

         Hiedler smiled at that. “Did you get the Red’s name?”

         “No, they hadn’t given it out when I left.”

         “I expect they soon will.”

         Half an hour later they did. The messenger was a Prussian Interior Ministry lackey, the message on a single sheet of Ministry paper strewn with typing errors. The man already arrested was a young Dutch communist named Marinus van der Lubbe; others involved in this Soviet-inspired plot against the German people would soon be joining him behind bars. The German people would be expecting a vigorous response from their government, and harsh new measures would be announced over the next twenty-four hours. 7

         The lackey had barely left when Johannes Oertel arrived with fresh information. Russell had known the wiry political reporter for several years, and knew why Hiedler had such faith in him.

         According to Oertel, van Lubbe was well known in communist circles as a loner with a screw loose. Which made him someone who might want to set such a fire, but probably not with such efficacy. Van Lubbe was apparently more than half-blind following eye injuries sustained in his youth, and probably incapable of setting so many fires in such a short time. There was no doubt he’d been inside the Reichstag, but had he been alone? Several sources had told Oertel that Göring had been on the scene with almost indecent haste, and that the tunnel connecting his Air Ministry to the Reichstag could have been used by a team of SA arsonists.

         Hiedler kneaded his chin between thumb and forefinger, then shook his head. “We’ll stick to the official version,” he said, to murmurs of dismay. “We’ll point out any inconsistencies, but we won’t offer any alternative narratives. No speculation, just the known facts. I want to be still publishing a week from now.” His gaze went round the assembled reporters. “I know,” he said with a sigh. “Believe me, I know.”

         Not long after, as he laid himself out on one of the camping beds supplied for overnighters on the fourth floor, Russell could still see the look in his editor’s eyes. He could also hear and feel the presses in the basement far below as they pounded out copies of the official version. Sensible caution or the latest in a line of surrenders? Probably both.

         
             

         

         It was still dark and very early when he woke, but he knew he wouldn’t get back to sleep. After pulling his outer clothes back on and visiting the toilet he climbed the stairs to the roof. The city was 8still there, and quieter than he expected. Seeing a cigarette flare in the gloom, he walked across to find Johannes Oertel leaning against a balustrade.

         “You could almost believe you were somewhere else,” Russell observed.

         “The calm before the you-know-what,” Oertel replied.

         The two of them stood there, smoking their cigarettes and staring out across the barely visible city, finding nothing else to say.

         Back on the third floor Hiedler was already at his desk. “You carry on with the missing scientist,” he told Russell, referring to the story he was already working.

         This seemed small beer after the events of the previous evening, and Russell said as much.

         “Not to the scientist’s wife,” was Hiedler’s response.

         Russell nodded, and went back to his desk on the other side of the newsroom. It was still too early for interviews, so he grabbed his coat and hat, and took the short walk across the street to the Jädickes Konditorei, Kochstrasse’s other great magnet for newspapermen. Their coffee wasn’t quite as good as the Café Friedrichshof’s, but the pastries more than made up for it.

         The place was already almost full, the conversation predictably focused. “They’ll take out the communists first,” one man said to a colleague who feared for the Jews. “And no one’ll lift a finger.” He lifted five of his own: “the socialists, the unions, big business, the churches, the army. They all hate the communists worse than the Nazis, and they don’t seem to realise that once the communists are gone there’ll be no one left to take the Nazis on. With more than words, on the streets, where it matters.”

         “Maybe the Generals will step in,” someone suggested.

         “Only if the Nazis threaten them with the SA, and Hitler won’t be that stupid. No, the Army’ll wait and see, and so will business. 9They’ll wait and see which Hitler comes out on top, the nationalist or the socialist. If it’s the socialist …”

         “It won’t be …”

         The discussion went on. This was what the seasoned professional journalists lived for, Russell thought. Exciting times. Only this was the sort of excitement that might well prove fatal to some of them. He wondered if his predecessor on the crime desk had already left Germany. An extraordinary number of the country’s writers and artists were known or rumoured to have done so in the month since Hitler’s accession.

         He drained his second cup of coffee and looked at his watch. It was only just gone seven. His son, Paul, would still be bed, and he felt a sudden need to see him, to make sure he was all right. There was no real reason he shouldn’t be, but still. He could telephone the boy – his ex-wife’s new partner, needless to say, already had one installed at their home – but for reasons he couldn’t explain he actually needed to see him.

         The quickest way was by U-Bahn, so he strolled down to Potsdamer Platz, where a street cleaner was scrubbing what looked like a large splash of blood from the sidewalk. One passing woman looked and quickly turned her face away, a couple stopped, stared and bravely asked the cleaner to satisfy their curiosity. “Well it ain’t paint,” he told them.

         Down on the U-Bahn platform Russell watched two Ruhleben trains go through before his own arrived. Alighting fifteen minutes later at Fehrbelliner Platz, he climbed the stairs to the surface and started down Brandenburgische Strasse. Wilmersdorf was one of Berlin’s more affluent districts, and there was no sign of overnight trouble, no pools of blood staining these tree-lined streets. If it wasn’t for the smoke still smudging the sky behind him, he might have been thinking he’d had a bad dream. 10

         Wilhelmsaue, the street that Ilse and Paul now lived on, was prettier than most. The maid answered the door, and as usual Russell wondered how Ilse squared the communist principles she still proclaimed with having a servant. One day he’d ask her.

         He was not invited in – he was, after all, only ever here to collect and return his five-year-old boy.

         Ilse came to the door, the surprise in her eyes a welcome change from the usual annoyance. “What are you doing here?”

         He asked if she’d heard about the Reichstag.

         “Yes, but …”

         “I know I’m being foolish, but I just felt like seeing Paul.”

         “No,” she said. “I don’t think it’s foolish. You can walk him to school if you like.”

         As if on cue, Paul came rushing down the staircase. “Papa!”

         It was only a five-minute walk to the junior school that his son had been attending for the last six months. Paul had been told about the fire, but seemed unconvinced of its significance – it was only a building, wasn’t it? And no one had been killed, had they?

         Russell agreed, and changed the subject to what they would do the next day. A couple of hours with his son after school on Wednesdays, and an overnight stay each Saturday, were what he and Ilse had compromised on when they separated.

         “Could we go to Siggi’s?” Paul asked. The konditorei on Brandenburgische Strasse was one of their regular treats.

         “We could,” Russell accepted.

         Paul had already moved on. “When can we go to see Hertha?”

         “Soon,” Russell promised. “If your mother agrees.” The boy had been begging to see his first football match for weeks, and the fact that no one in his family thought him old enough had not left much of an impression. 11

         They were at the school gate, and Russell was pleased to see several other boys happily greeting his son. Paul had changed schools when Ilse moved in with Matthias, and Russell was glad the boy had landed on his emotional feet, at least in this regard.

         
             

         

         The missing scientist had lived and worked in Dahlem, which was five stops farther on the same U-Bahn line. On the train Russell’s thoughts drifted back to Ilse, and how they were going to sort out their future. She had told him she wanted to marry Matthias, which was fair enough in itself. But she couldn’t without a divorce, which would probably mean Russell losing his right to live and work in Germany. Ilse didn’t want Paul to lose his father, so she and Matthias were prepared to wait, but not forever. As far as Russell could see, a painless resolution of the issue was unlikely.

         Then again, there was always the chance the Nazis would throw him out anyway.

         It now seemed somewhat ironic that he and Ilse had been thinking of leaving Germany before their marriage collapsed and she met Matthias.

         The train reached Dahlem-Dorf, where the inbound platform was packed with Borse traders and high-ranking government bureaucrats. On the streets outside it felt slightly less chilly, thanks to a pale-looking sun. The Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, where Professor Richard Wackerhagen had worked until his disappearance, was a ten-minute walk away.

         Russell spent most of the morning there, interviewing any colleague, porter, cleaner or canteen worker who would speak to him. He interviewed the distraught Frau Wackerhagen for a second time, but she had nothing new to suggest. Neither did the neighbours. The man had simply vanished, and for no apparent reason. He had no politics to speak off, no obvious enemies at the Institute. His 12work seemed academic to the point of parody, and there wasn’t the slightest whiff of illicit romance.

         In mid-afternoon Russell walked back to the station. The sun was still shining, the suburban streets as placid and smug as those Women’s Institute meetings his American mother had bravely hosted in Guildford before the war. He wondered how things had gone today in working class districts like Neukölln, Friedrichshain and Wedding. He would soon find out.

         First, though, he had to write and submit his copy. Five hundred words when three would do: “It’s a mystery!”

         Back at the office on Kochstrasse, the latest news was that President Hindenburg had signed a decree at his Chancellor’s request. The details arrived soon after Russell, and were enough to sober the most inebriated journalist. Reading through the liberties stripped away, Russell looked in vain for any chink of light. From this day on the German people would do without freedom of speech or association, would lose their hitherto unfettered press and any rights to privacy by post or phone.

         “It’s the end of any judicial oversight,” as a clearly shaken Hiedler put it. “Now they can do whatever they want.”

         “They still have to win Sunday’s election,” Russell suggested hopefully.

         Hiedler gave him a withering look. “With most of the communists in jail how can they not?”

         Russell shrugged his acceptance and went to write his five hundred words. They came surprisingly easy, mostly, he supposed, because they didn’t matter. After handing the copy in, he could think of no reason not to go home. He decided to walk the three miles – after nine years in Germany he still hadn’t switched to kilometres – and get some much-needed exercise. He opted for the straightest route rather than the longer and quieter way he usually 13preferred. The more people there were around him the safer he’d feel.

         The brownshirts were certainly out in force. Lorries full of stormtroopers on Unter den Linden, a squad on foot outside the entrance to Friedrichstrasse Station. More lorries went by as he waited to cross Invaliden Strasse, and he risked eye contact for a glimpse of the triumphant faces. This was their moment – as Hiedler had said, now they were free to do what they wanted. They could beat up, arrest, even kill, anyone whose face they didn’t like; they could steal whatever took their fancy, be that an item of jewellery or someone’s wife or daughter.

         With the Ringbahn bridge just up ahead, he turned up Reinickindorfer Strasse, and then worked his way through the side streets that crossed and ran either side of the Panke. This large stream with its sylvan banks was one of Wedding’s few scenic treasures, and on more than one occasion in the last few months Russell had found himself enjoying the view from a bridge parapet. He might have lost his wife, his son and his political faith, he might have been all but unemployed in a country in thrall to barbarism, but moonlight still rippled in water and sunlit trees were always a joy to behold.

         Not this evening, though. Looking down from the bridge on Schönwalder Strasse he saw two bodies – two corpses – lying in the shallow water. Any blood had long been washed away, but bullet holes were visible in one man’s neck and the other’s shirt.

         Russell was shocked, although he didn’t know why. Not by the violent deaths – he’d seen enough of them in the trenches. Not by the casual disposal, or even the realisation that there were no authorities left who could be relied on to take the corpses away. For who in their right mind would walk into the police fortress on Müllerstrasse and report the dumping of these two murdered men? They couldn’t be brought back to life, so why take the risk of bringing oneself to 14the police’s attention? Russell certainly had no intention of doing so, and after a last guilty glance strode briskly away from the stream and its human debris.

         Gerichtstrasse, when he reached it, looked almost shockingly normal. Admittedly, the Nazi flags were more numerous than ever, but that was to be expected. The one hanging over the entrance to his own building had been replaced by a larger version only a few days before, Frau Löffner apparently deeming it prudent to be one step ahead of her fellow Portierfrauen.

         Aware of how well-informed the woman usually was about the local situation, Russell was happy to find her lurking in the hallway. And she did have news to share. Hitler’s lads – her usual sobriquet for the brown-shirted Stormtroopers – had been overactive the previous night in the nearby streets to the north. “So much noise – I don’t know how we got any sleep.”

         She stifled a yawn, as if in proof. “And this morning they were here! There must have been ten of them charging up the stairs! Herr Habicht wouldn’t answer his door so they broke it down, and the owners will be furious. I mean, I liked Herr Habicht, I did, but why give them the excuse? Anyway, they took them away …”

         “Them?”

         “Oh. They arrested Herr Klausener as well, but he went like a lamb. He looked more shocked than upset. Which didn’t make any more sense than Herr Habicht refusing to answer his door. I mean, how did the two of them expect the Nazis to react after something like that?”

         “You mean the Fire?”

         “Of course the Fire.”

         “You think the communists did it?” Russell asked. Frau Löffner was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

         “The government says so.” 15

         “Governments have been known to lie.”

         She looked doubtful. “Not on something as big as this. Not when the lie will probably come out.”

         “Maybe.” Russell wondered if the Portierfrau had unwittingly put a finger on what was new about the Nazis – that they actually didn’t care if the lie came out. Shame to them was a foreign concept. Probably invented by Jews.

         “There’s a letter for you,” Frau Löffner was saying. She ducked back inside her door and returned with it. “It came yesterday. I should have taken it up, but my knees …”

         It was an official letter, which didn’t bode well. Seeing her look of expectation, he put it in his pocket. “I don’t suppose the boiler’s been repaired,” he asked.

         “They said they would come yesterday,” she told him. “But of course they didn’t. I begged them but they don’t care. Now they’re saying Friday, and they sound like they mean it. We’ll see. But now that we have these new people in charge maybe others will find they need to shape up.”

         Russell let that go, marvelling anew at the high expectations so many working-class people seemed to have of Hitler and his cronies.

         He wished her a good evening and climbed the stairs. Herr Habicht’s broken door had been nailed shut, presumably to protect his Marxist library, but Herr Klausener’s was gaping open, revealing an unmade bed and a bed stand crowded with photos of his children. Russell hadn’t known either man well – communists and ex-communists were rarely friends – but both had seemed decent enough. Over the next few days they would all find out how well or badly the arrested communists were being treated.

         His own door was still in one piece. After letting himself into the two-room apartment, he closed the door behind him and tore the envelope open. A man named Mechnig “required” Russell’s 16presence at his office on the Bendlerstrasse at 11:15 a.m. on March 1. Which was tomorrow. According to the letterhead Herr Mechnig worked for the Resident Foreign Nationals section of the Prussian Interior Ministry, and it was Russell’s right to residence that he wanted to “discuss.”

         
             

         

         It had to be better than a visit from “Hitler’s lads,” was Russell’s first thought on waking with the interview in prospect. Not that the one precluded the other.

         The room was frigid, his breath alarmingly visible, and climbing out from under the mountain of blankets took some resolution. After pulling on the rest of yesterday’s clothes – he was still wearing most of them – he went to the window. The inner surface was iced over, the sky outside depressingly clear. The people on the opposite sidewalk all seemed to be wearing most of their wardrobes, which suggested a temperature well below freezing.

         He turned his attention to the morning ahead, and the interview at its heart. He needed to look presentable, which was easier said than done. But first a bath.

         For most of his years in Berlin he had enjoyed the bourgeois luxury of a tub at home, but since the split from Ilse and his enforced relocation to an area he could actually afford, he’d had to make do with the Public Baths. In truth, it wasn’t much of a hardship – the baths were deep, the water hot, and the building itself only fifty yards away.

         Sometimes, though, you had to wait, and today seemed particularly busy, as if cleanliness had suddenly come back into fashion. Or maybe half of Wedding had official interviews to attend. While Russell waited he read through a soggy copy of the Berliner Morgen-Zeitung that someone had left on a bench. The new Reichstag Fire Decree was spelt out in detail, and was every bit as draconian as he and his Morgenspiegel colleagues had feared. 17

         The bath was hot and heavenly, and he only reluctantly clambered out when the banging on his cubicle door grew desperate. Back across the street, he stopped to call the office and let Hiedler’s secretary know that an official appointment would make him late. The building might have a dodgy boiler, paint peeling from every damp wall and unreliable electrics, but it did, unlike most apartment blocks in Wedding, boast a communal telephone. That and the rent were the two major reasons he’d chosen it.

         Up in his room, he rummaged through his meagre wardrobe for something smart enough, but the best he could find was his usual work outfit. The suit was just about passable, the shoes a little bit less so, but looked better with some spit rubbed in. The frayed shirt collar and holed socks wouldn’t have passed inspection by his mother, but he assumed Herr Mechnig would be satisfied with taking a general impression.

         His coat at least was relatively new, and he might not need to remove it.

         What else did he require? All the official documents he had, which wasn’t many. His passport, his press card, his copies of the marriage certificate and Paul’s birth certificate, all went in the old leather briefcase Ilse’s brother Thomas had given him several birthdays ago. What more? Some pieces of his work, carefully selected.

         Papers gathered and outfit donned, he studied himself in the mirror. He needed a haircut, he realised, but otherwise it could be worse.

         He stopped to check both rooms before he left. The copy of Mein Kampf was artfully placed on the bed stand, the bookmark – a photo of its author – inserted close to the back, suggesting a literary pleasure almost accomplished. In reality, he and Ilse had read the book together several years earlier on the ‘know your enemy’ principle, underlining the most ludicrous passages. On the day Hitler became 18Chancellor Russell had thought it wise to spend half an hour rubbing out all their additions.

         He had got rid of all his political – mostly Marxist – tracts, but had hung on to several novels that now gave him reason to worry. The authors concerned were still in the shops, but probably not for much longer. He wrapped the suspect books in a piece of brown paper, tied the parcel together with string, and then, in a fit of paranoia, took the whole thing apart to check that his name was on none of the flyleaves. Satisfied that it wasn’t, he tied the package together again.

         One last look around. There seemed nothing left to incriminate him, an ideal state of affairs in Hitler’s brave new world. On his way downstairs he jokingly wondered, not for the first time, if the notion of joining Hitler’s Party was as ludicrous as it sounded. As a foreigner they’d probably turn him down anyway, and the application would look good on his record.

         After dumping the books in one of the large rubbish bins outside the Baths, he decided on a tram into the city centre. The U-Bahn would be warmer but smellier, and he seemed to be developing an aversion to travelling underground if it wasn’t completely necessary. Which was more superstition than sense, but he suspected a sizable chunk of the German population was finding weirder and weirder ways of coping with life in a never-ending crisis.

         For once the No.16 tram had a few seats to spare, and he was happily settling into one when a heavily pregnant woman loomed suggestively in front of him. By the time he’d given up his place all the others were taken, which didn’t seem much of an omen where the rest of the day was concerned.

         The tram rattled south past the smoke-hazed Stettin Station yards, hissing and sizzling on the ice-coated overhead wires. After crossing the Spree on the Ebertsbrücke – no floating bodies there 19– it occurred to Russell that visiting the British Embassy beforehand might strengthen his hand for the meeting with Herr Mechnig. There could be new official advice for people in his position. Perhaps even free legal help.

         Alighting at the stop before the tunnel, he walked west along Unter den Linden to the junction with Wilhelmstrasse. A new “brown store” had opened on the southern side, and two SA men had their noses almost touching the window as they scanned the treasure trove of leather accessories that lay within.

         The large embassy building was just beyond the Adlon Hotel, its single Union Jack looking somewhat outnumbered by the swastikas festooning Germany’s Whitehall. The receptionist, a young German girl who spoke perfect English, listened to his pitch, gave him a sympathetic look, and picked up her internal phone to summon assistance. A few minutes later a young man bounded down the stairs to offer a vigorous handshake. His name was Dick Quigley, and he was probably younger than Russell. He was definitely betterdressed. With his Oxford bags, dazzling shirt and perfectly symmetrical bow-tie he looked like he’d just been called away from a stately home lawn party.

         He took Russell up to his office at the back of the building, a small room that boasted a glimpse of the nearby Tiergarten. The two frames on his desk contained photographs of a youngish woman and an older couple. Girlfriend and parents probably. The former looked a bit like Henni. Russell had written the latter a brief apology, only to realise he hadn’t taken note of her house number.

         Quigley sat down behind his desk and clapped both hands against the sides of his head. “Brainbox not really in gear yet,” he said cheerily. “Bit of a celebration last night.”

         The last few days hadn’t offered much cause for celebration in Russell’s world, and his curiosity must have shown in his face. 20

         “Oh, you haven’t heard,” Quigley exclaimed. “We won the Fifth Test. In Australia. Cricket,” he added, as if he’d suddenly realised that he was talking to someone from outer space.

         Russell hadn’t thought about cricket since his school days. “Ah,” he said, in lieu of any other response.

         “We won the Ashes. You know what they are?”

         “Of course,” Russell said, not at all sure.

         “Well anyway, it’s been a pretty controversial series. The Aussies objected to our tactics – short bowling and the like. All perfectly within the laws of course. And it kept Bradman quiet. Sorry,” he said, raising both hands, “I’m getting a bit carried away.”

         Russell smiled. “Just a bit.”

         Quigley beamed back. “But living here – I mean, it’s hard to imagine the Nazis playing cricket, isn’t it? And I think that should tell us something about who and what they are.”

         Russell had a brief, disturbing mental image of a gloved and padded Hitler squatting behind a set of stumps. “You may be right,” he said, pointedly checking his watch.

         Quigley took the hint. “So what can I do for you?”

         Russell explained his family situation. “I guess what I want to know is if anything’s changed since Hitler took over.”

         “Not as far as I know,” Quigley answered. “But it’s early days.”

         “So my right to stay on account of my German wife still holds?”

         “Until they say otherwise.”

         “And if we get divorced? Will having a German son allow me to stay?”

         “I doubt it, but I don’t honestly know. You’d have to ask them.”

         Russell nodded. “I may have to, but I think that might open a can of worms.”

         “It might. There are no guarantees, I’m afraid. When push comes to shove, any government can throw out anyone it wants to. They 21mostly don’t because their own citizens abroad often end up carrying the can.” Quigley’s shrug would have made a Frenchman proud. “The only thing we can do is let you know when the rules change. Give me your address and I’ll put you on our alert list.”

         Which was better than nothing, Russell thought, as he made his way outside. He had hoped he’d have time for a coffee at Café Kranzler, but his watch insisted he didn’t.

         The Foreign Ministry was only just down the street, but it took him a while to find Herr Mechnig’s department. The man himself was busy, of course, and Russell was kept waiting half an hour in the company of several extravagantly moustachioed Bulgars. Resigned to being seen after they were, he was pleasantly surprised to be shown in ahead of them. They didn’t look upset, so were probably waiting for someone else.

         Herr Mechnig, a balding man in his thirties with a very pale face and eyes, gestured his guest into the upright seat across the desk. It was unusually hot in the room and Russell, deciding he’d rather look scruffy than covered in sweat, took off his coat and hung it on the back of the chair.

         Herr Mechnig took a fresh form from a pile on his right, and took out his pen. After offering Russell a brief cold glance he began: “Name?”

         “John Russell.”

         The pen started moving. “No middle names?”

         “No. My parents were lazy,” Russell added, hoping to break the ice.

         Mechnig sniffed and drew a dash in the requisite space.

         His birth date, address, occupation and marital status were all written in. “And I have a son,” Russell volunteered. “A German son. Paul. He’ll soon be six.”

         Mechnig put down his pen. “Did you fight in the war?” he asked. 22

         “I did.”

         “For England, I presume.”

         “That’s who called me up.”

         Mechnig sniffed again. “You didn’t think it was your patriotic duty to volunteer?”

         “I did not.”

         “Because of your communist beliefs?”

         “I wasn’t a communist then.”

         “So when did you become one?”

         Russell took a moment before replying. “After the war, and all the suffering it caused on both sides, I found inspiration, like many others, in the Russian Revolution and its idea of a better society.”

         “And how long did you entertain the illusion that Bolshevism might lead to such a desirable outcome.”

         “About six years, I suppose.”

         “You left the Party, the KPD, in 1927.”

         “Officially, yes. But I had not been an active member for several years. My son was born in 1927, and my wife and I were determined to have a normal family life.”

         “And do you have one?”

         The bastard knew, Russell realised. “We did,” he said, “but we’re having some problems at the moment.”

         “You are living apart.”

         “Temporarily. I’m sure this is only a bad patch. Lots of marriages have them.”

         “She’s living with another man, I believe.”

         “He’s a family friend,” Russell said, trying to sound indignant.

         Mechnig looked faintly amused. “You do understand that your permission to reside in Germany rests on your remaining married?”

         “Surely having a German son must count for something?”

         “Regrettably not. The rules are the rules, and while we are 23sometimes prepared to be flexible, that does not usually happen when the person concerned has a political history like yours. In my experience, once a communist, always a communist.”

         “I respectfully disagree,” Russell said. “Mussolini was a member of the Italian Communist Party for several years, but no one holds that against him now.”

         That at least interrupted Mechnig’s flow, and Russell decided to go on the attack. “I’m a crime reporter,” he said, “and most crimes – murder, theft, fraud, you name it – are not political. So my politics, if I still had any, would not be relevant to my current position. Until quite recently, as I’m sure you know, I was a freelance journalist, and I’d like to show you the last pieces I wrote, for both the German and British papers.” He reached into the leather briefcase. “It was a series of articles about the current famine in Ukraine, which Stalin and the Russian Party deliberately allowed to take place. I don’t think anyone could read them and think I’m still a communist.”

         Mechnig took the copies and started leafing through them. It was pure luck on Russell’s part that these were the last things he’d written, because he really had been outraged by the Soviet government’s actions, and it showed. After their publication, those old comrades he was still in contact with had all stopped speaking to him, mostly, he suspected, because they knew he was right.

         Mechnig handed the articles back. “An impressive critique.” He allowed himself the luxury of one tight little smile. “Very well, Herr Russell,” he said. “I see no compelling reason to revoke your present status. For the moment. But you must repair your marriage, and we will of course be monitoring your journalistic work. We National Socialists are welcoming people, but we will not be taken advantage of, nor let the attainment of our national destiny be put at risk by a few degenerate cuckoos in our German nest. They will be sent back to where they came from.” 24

         It sounded like a closing speech, and it was. A flick of the eyes towards the door, and Russell knew he’d been dismissed. He took the risk of offering his hand, and was rewarded with a fleeting clammy grip. “Thank you,” he said, with all the false sincerity he could muster.

         It could have been a lot worse, he thought, as he walked down Wilhelmstrasse’s canyon of government buildings. He seemed to be safe for the moment, though he wasn’t looking forward to telling Ilse she must wait for any divorce. For once he had the Nazis on his side, he noted ruefully – the moves towards greater equality in marriage over the last decade was likely to be swiftly reversed by the new government. If he wanted to be obdurate, he probably could, but falling out with his son’s mother and prospective stepfather was not something he wished to countenance.

         Realising he hadn’t yet eaten, he stopped at the Jädickes Konditorei for a hurried coffee and cake before reporting in across the street. He was barely through the door before Hiedler’s beckoning finger attracted his attention. “Your mystery is solved,” the editor announced as Russell reached his desk. “Or at least the body’s been found. In the Grunewald.”

         “In what state?” Russell asked, wishing he felt more surprised.

         “I don’t know. It’s at the Alex.”

         “I’m on my way.”

         The Berlin police HQ was on Alexanderstrasse, a block south of the city’s unofficial centre, Alexanderplatz. Russell took the U-Bahn from Hausvogelplatz and was outside the multi-domed four-storey monolith in less than fifteen minutes. The reception area inside was fuller than he’d ever seen it, mostly, as far he could tell, with people seeking information about arrested relatives and friends. The corridors beyond weren’t much emptier, with police and SA bustling around and shouting out orders, and roped or handcuffed prisoners lining a lot of the walls. 25

         Expecting the morgue to be piled high with corpses, Russell was surprised to find it no busier than usual. The thought crossed his mind that many of the post-Fire victims were, like the ones he’d seen in the Panke, still waiting to be recovered.

         The Professor had already been placed in a drawer. The attendant allowed Russell a brief unrevealing look and closed it up again. “A heart attack,” he said. “No sign of external injuries,” he added, responding to Russell’s sceptical look.

         So what had he doing in the Grunewald, and why had the body not been found until now?

         Up on the second floor, the Kriminalinspektor in charge of the case, whom Russell had already met on several occasions, had answers to both his questions. “One of the people we talked to said the Professor liked a long walk when he had something to think through, and it seems” – the Kriminalinspektor pointedly pushed his office door shut – “that the Professor was most unhappy that some of his Jewish colleagues were being pressured to resign their posts at the Institute. Which could explain what he was doing in the Grunewald.”

         “It could,” Russell granted. “But how come no one found him for five days? I know the Grunewald’s big, but most of the time you can hardly move for walkers and people on bicycles.”

         “Ah, well, we think we can explain that too. He probably had the heart attack on Saturday afternoon – he’d been working at the Institute that morning – and Saturday evening was when we had all the snow. It’s been cold ever since, and some of the snow is still on the ground. We think his body was covered, and only became visible again when the layer on top of him melted.”

         “Sounds feasible,” Russell assented.

         “It’s the only explanation that does. There was no sign of violence and he wasn’t robbed. Case closed, thank God. I’ve got a dozen others to deal with.” 26

         “The place does seem rather busy,” Russell observed. “How are relations with the SA?”

         The Kriminalinspektor gave him a look. “As well as can be expected.”

         Once Russell had got back to the office and written his copy it was time to pick up his son from school. He had made this early departure from work on Wednesdays a condition of accepting the job, and much to his relief Hiedler had proved understanding, or desperate enough to agree the stipulation. Walking down the stairs Russell wondered how many people like himself were going to derive real benefits from the Nazi campaign against the Jews. All those jobs coming free, all those apartments going for a song.

         He reached Paul’s school just in time, a lone male amidst the crowd of women waiting at the gate.

         “Are we going to Siggi’s?” were the first words out of Paul’s mouth.

         “We are.” The cake shop was only a few minutes’ walk away, and had an outside terrace where they could take turns identifying passing automobiles. It also sold some of the best strudel in Berlin.

         With the temperature down below forty, they were the only customers willing to sit outside, and his son’s hot chocolate gave off a satisfying plume of steam. Paul managed to get most of the cream-filled bienenstich into his mouth, and Russell’s poppy seed strudel was delicious as ever.

         They spotted cars for a while – “A Fafnir! A Duesenberg Model J!” – the latter wearing an oh-so-elegant midnight blue livery. In its wake one of the new economy Hanomags rattled past, looking rather out of its league in upmarket Wilmersdorf.

         Paul, though, had other things on his mind. “Matthias says boys don’t usually start going to football matches until they’re at least ten.”

         “Well he’s probably right about most boys,” Russell said 27diplomatically. “But I went when I was eight, and I think you’re going to go a lot earlier than that.”

         “So when?” Paul asked.

         “In the next few weeks, I promise. I don’t know who Hertha are playing at home, but I’ll find out.”

         Paul rode his luck. “And can we go to the cartoon cinema on Saturday? And Luna Park?”

         “One of them at least.” Russell checked his watch. “Time to get you home.”

         Unusually, it was Ilse who answered the door. “How are things in Wedding?” she asked, once Paul had kissed his father goodbye and bounded up the stairs.

         “As you’d expect,” Russell said, knowing where this was going.

         “I have to admit I’m worried about Paul staying with you this Saturday,” she said. “With the election on Sunday …”

         Russell bristled inside, but could see she had a point.

         “It’s only this Saturday,” she persisted. “Things are bound to calm down once they’ve won the election.”

         “I hope so,” he concurred. The last time he’d looked, moving to a district less prone to stormtrooper violence had been beyond his means, but now that he had a regular job he should probably try again. And he could also find other work to supplement his income – only the other day he’d been told by a friend that many of Berlin’s private English tutors had decided that Hitler’s accession was reason enough to make their way home. Another collateral benefit, Russell thought. The Nazis really were a gift that kept on giving. “I’ll take him out on Saturday and bring him back here,” he told Ilse.

         “Good,” she said, forcing a smile. “And you take care of yourself,” she added, softening the dismissal.

         On the tram ride back to Wedding he mulled over the situation. He couldn’t imagine life without his son, but the years of timetabled 28meetings that his and Ilse’s separation entailed seemed somehow chilling. The arrangement had all the spontaneity of a couple meeting for sex at a certain time each day, whether or not they were in the mood.

         As for sex … Chance would be a fine thing, he thought, picturing Henni’s face on the dance floor. If he could recognise the house, he supposed he could leave her a note. But he knew he wouldn’t.

      

   


   
      
         
29
            The Moustache Lounge

         

         Russell set off early for work, and decided to walk despite the heavily overcast sky. After consuming a Bauernfrühstück of ham, onions and diced potatoes at a cheap eating place he liked just behind the Lazarus Hospital, he continued on down Friedrichstrasse to the Kranzler Café for coffee and a lengthy perusal of the newspaper rack. It had been decided that the soon-to-be elected Reichstag would have its first session in the Garrison Church at Potsdam. The Nazis would announce their four-year plan, and Frederick the Great would doubtless be applauding in his crypt below-stairs, but it was not anticipated that many communist or socialist deputies would attend. This was hardly surprising, given the numbers already locked up. It was certainly a sure-fire way to win an election, Russell thought, arresting your opponents ahead of the vote.

         Some communists had escaped the SA and police, one at least reaching Sweden, where the local papers had brazenly chosen to interview him. Göring was apoplectic – the Swedes, he said, were determined to pick a quarrel with Germany’s new government. What other reason could they have for talking to a communist?

         The Nazi Beobachter was more concerned about “pacifist excesses,” offering a long list of those it considered guilty. Those whose names Russell recognised – the physicist Albert Einstein, the novelists Erich Remarque and Thomas Mann, the Tageblatt drama critic Alfred Kerr – had already left the country, as, it seemed, had a staggering 30percentage of Germany’s scientists, poets, film-makers, dramatists and visual artists. What sort of government delighted in sending a country’s best minds into exile, Russell wondered. This sort, he supposed, watching the arrival of several black-shirted Schutzstaffel officers, and the waiter’s desperate eagerness to find them a table.

         Despair was always the easy option, one of Russell’s comrades in the trenches had been fond of saying. But Russell had never believed it. In his experience, despair was more than a little debilitating.

         It was drizzling outside when he emerged, but not enough to make waiting for a tram worthwhile. Reaching the newsroom ten minutes later, he found one of Hiedler’s famously terse notes sitting on his desk: “Dead line boy at Moustache Lounge.”

         A line boy was a male prostitute in his late teens. There were, a fellow journalist had once explained to him, about a dozen varieties of male prostitute in Berlin, from muscular working class Bubes through early teen Doll Boys to the self-explanatory Kitty Receivers, who were also known as Bottom Men. It was a whole other world to Russell.

         The Moustache Lounge was at 2 Gormannstrasse, one of many homosexual clubs or Dielen in the streets around Oranienburger Tor and Rosenthaler Platz. Or at least, there had been a lot of them – over the last few years the authorities had introduced curfews and other restrictive measures, and some were expecting the Nazis to go even further. Others thought the stormtroopers and their famously homosexual leader Ernst Röhm would ensure the clubs stayed open.

         Russell took the U-Bahn to Weinmeisterstrasse. The Moustache was a short walk round the corner, and currently guarded by a small cordon of bored-looking uniformed Kripo. He brandished his press 31card more in hope than expectation, and the nearest man simply gestured him through the half-open entrance. The lobby wasn’t much wider than a passage, but the room beyond was deep and broad enough for at least fifty tables. A bar took up most of the wall on the left, flights of stairs to the cellar and upper floors the one on the right. At the far end of the room a miniscule stage was swathed in plastic flowers.

         At the bar a couple of plainclothes detectives were conducting interviews with staff. Russell waved his card again, hoping for a similarly helpful response, and was pleasantly surprised to get one. “Upstairs,” he was told.

         “Who’s in charge?” Russell asked.

         “Glassl,” the man said. “Kriminalinspektor Glassl,” he added.

         Russell made his way up to the next floor, knowing why everyone was being so helpful. Walter Glassl was well-known for his love of the public eye, and giving the press a warm welcome would be a crucial part of his underlings’ remit.

         As Russell reached the first landing light flashed in one of the rooms down the corridor. He walked down to the open doorway, and rather wished he hadn’t. The room boasted a large bed, a couple of upright chairs and walls bearing numerous drawers and photographs of males doing sundry things with their cocks. Things that the boy on the bed would never do again. His had been sliced off – none too cleanly and before he died, if the twisted face and copious blood were any guide.

         There were four other males in the room: the police photographer, Kriminalinspektor Glassl and two crime reporters Russell knew from the missing professor briefings. Benno Eglhofer was from the Tageblatt, Franz Puttkammer from the Volks-Zeitung.

         “Which paper?” Glassl asked him.

         “The Morgenspiegel.” 32

         “Rothstein’s replacement? Well, see you spell my name right. That’s Glassl with two s’s.”

         A uniformed Kripo appeared in the doorway. “The Morgue wagon’s here,” he told Glassl.

         “About time. Well, tell the idle bastards to come and get him.”

         The two men who came with the stretcher looked like they’d been working all night, which was probably close to the truth – Russell presumed that over the last few days they and their wagon had been much in demand.

         “Roll it up in the sheet,” Glassl barked, as the two men reached for the naked body. “We don’t want anyone having nightmares.”

         It occurred to Russell that something was missing. “Have they found the cock?” he asked Eglhofer as all of them followed the laden stretcher downstairs.

         “If they have, they’re keeping it under wraps.”

         “Maybe Glassl’s got it in his pocket,” Puttkammer suggested, his eyes on the street-bound stretcher.

         The Kriminalinspektor came back from consulting his men. “Right, gentlemen,” he began. “The boy’s name was Fredo Ratzel, and we think he was seventeen. We think he was killed last night, and not found until this morning because someone left a don’t disturb sign on the door.”

         “Any sign of a motive?” Puttkammer asked.

         Glassl shrugged. “It’s more likely that one of their games got out of hand. Drugs probably.”

         Some game, Russell thought.

         “Do you have any suspects?” Eglhofer asked.

         “You can say I do, yes,” Glassl said smugly. “We have a witness who saw Ratzel arrive with another boy named Timo Baur. They live together apparently, down in Rote Insel. And Baur’s disappeared, which looks suspicious. So …” 33

         “So this witness knew both boys?”

         Glassl looked uncomfortable. “He said he’d met them once before, a year or so ago.”

         “And you think he’s a reliable witness?” Russell asked. “I mean,” he said, looking round the room – “given the context.”

         “The man is an SA Sturmhauptführer,” Glassl said, before hastily adding that such information was naturally off the record.

         “Of course.” Russell didn’t want to antagonise such a pressfriendly detective.

         “Have you found the victim’s member?” Eglhofer asked.

         Glassl looked pained at the thought. “No, not yet.”

         “Do you know where the victim lived?” Puttkammer asked.

         “Not yet, but we soon will. Find his room and we might find Timo Baur, or at least get a lead on his whereabouts.” Glassl held up both hands. “All right, gentlemen. I should have more for you this evening. If not, then tomorrow morning. Thank you.”

         They watched him head for the exit. “What’s this place specialise in?” Russell asked, knowing that most of Berlin’s Dielen liked to distinguish themselves by promoting their own sexual menu.

         Puttkammer grimaced. “The clue’s in the name. Men over forty who’re in love with their own facial hair. They spend the evening stroking their moustaches and drinking; they watch a man on stage pretending he’s Marlene Dietrich, and when the Bubes and the line boys turn up around midnight they all get to fuck a tight young arse.” He shook his head. “What an advert for the Republic, eh?” He looked at his watch. “I must be off. See you boys at the next atrocity.”

         Russell and Eglhofer followed slowly in his wake, only to find that the drizzle had turned to rain. As they watched from the awning, Russell thought about what they’d been told. “What do you think of Glassl’s theory?” he asked the other man.

         “Theory’s too generous,” was the response. “He may be right 34about the friend – a lot of these children are almost feral. But most of the action in dumps like this takes place in the toilets or the alleys out back.” He smiled. “You should see the toilets in there – they’re fancier than the Adlon’s, but they’re not exactly discreet. For that, you need a room, and I counted the ones upstairs. There are only four, and they’ll cost a damn sight more than those two boys could ever afford. If both of them were there, they won’t have been alone.” He pulled a thin cigarette case out of his inside pocket and offered Russell a Sulima. “Maybe we’ll find out more from Glassl this evening, but I won’t be holding my breath.” He snapped the lighter shut. “Anyway, I have a stabbing in Schöneberg to look at. I’ll see you this evening.”

         A stabbing, Russell thought, as the other man strode away. With arrests running into thousands, and deaths into the hundreds, a stabbing seemed almost trivial. But not to the victim, as Hiedler would doubtless say. Maintaining a sense of proportion was likely to prove something of a challenge in Hitler’s world.

         He thought about ringing the office to see if anything new had come in, but realised he wasn’t as ready as Eglhofer to let Fredo Ratzel go. Dying in such a brutal manner surely warranted more than a quick dismissal.

         A dingy café next to the U-Bahn station provided somewhere to sit and try to make sense of his notes. What did he know? A young male prostitute had been sadistically murdered, for reasons unknown, at an establishment that catered to moustachioed homosexuals. Russell supposed the gruesome details were newsworthy, in the worst sense of that word, but he doubted whether Hiedler would let him be brutally explicit. Some sort of euphemism – ‘cut off in his prime’ – came to mind. Whoever and whatever he had been, the young man deserved better than that.

         But what else was there? A missing boyfriend probably on the 35run, Glassl scouring Berlin. With the Stormtroopers busily manhunting 300,000 communists, a single teenage fugitive seemed like an infinitesimal footnote. Eglhofer’s point about the room costing money was well-made, but conflating that with an SA witness seemed like asking for trouble. A decision for Hiedler, that one.

         He could always try to find out more about the victim. But not now – mid-morning didn’t seem the sort of time to seek out Ratzel’s fellow line boys. He would come back this evening.

         
             

         

         Six o’clock was not late enough. The rain had long since stopped when Russell returned, but the evening was dank and dark, the lights on Gormannstrasse fighting what felt like a losing battle. There were only about twenty men in the Moustache Lounge, most of whom gave his clean-shaven face a thoroughly disapproving look. The tiny stage was lit but empty.

         Russell perched himself on a barstool and ordered a Palsenhofer from the barman who’d been there that morning.

         “You’re Press,” the man said with a marked lack of approval.

         “Uh-huh. Is it usually this quiet?” Russell asked, surveying the sea of mostly empty tables. “Or has last night’s misfortune put your customers off?”

         The barman shook his head. “It’ll get busy in a couple of hours.” He smiled to himself. “Why, are you looking for action?”
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