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THE EVENING’S LAST bus to Potsdamer Platz ran through St. Nicholas’ Quarter, an old district of tall houses and shops with steeply-pitched orange tile roofs near the River Spree in central Berlin. I turned up the collar of my wool overcoat, pressed the fedora lower on my forehead and trudged along the narrow, blacked-out street in the snow.

Close by the bus stop at the Nikolaikirche, I banged a knee on an iron lamppost and, swearing softly, stumbled off the curb into the path of an oncoming van, the slits in the vehicle’s felt-covered headlights barely illuminating the dark square. As I spun away, the black van swerved on the slick cobblestones and came to a sliding stop, brake lights glowing red.

“Get in,” a familiar-looking blonde said from the open driver’s side window. “I’ll give you a lift.”

Rubbing my aching kneecap, I looked up through swirling wet snowflakes. “I never accept rides from strangers. Especially beautiful women.”

Undeterred, the driver produced a leather ID wallet. “Gestapo. Now you will join me?”

“Well, it is getting colder,” I conceded and climbed in. At least the van had a working heater, a rarity in wartime Germany.

“You’re not so easy to find, Thomas Rost.”

The badge in the wallet—an eagle with outstretched wings, talons gripping a swastika within a wreath—identified her as a member of the Geheime Staatspolizei, the state’s secret police. She didn’t look the type, but the dash of glamour in an otherwise drab and humorless agency piqued my curiosity. 

“Where are we going?” 

She burst out laughing. “That’s what everyone wants to know.”

“A black Maria,” I said, “used for prisoner transport in Russia by the NKGB. How did you get hold of it?”

“Spoils of war, seized in Smolensk.” As the van accelerated slowly through the slush, she patted the curls of her long hair. “Tell me the truth, Thomas. Do I resemble Marlene?”

“The Blue Angel?” I looked over my left shoulder. Room in the cargo compartment for fifteen or twenty if they were crammed in, plus a spot for two guards behind a metal screen set in front of the rear doors.

“What do you think?” she insisted.

“Now that you mention it—’’

“I was Miss Dietrich’s stand-in at UFA Film Studios. My future was bright...until 1930. When she left for Hollywood, my career in the movies ended.” She lit a Gauloise with a gold lighter. “But I am not bitter. Marlene went for the money. Who can blame her?”

I poked a finger through a hole in my coat. “Not me.”

“Some people have maliciously spread gossip about her, saying she has become an American citizen.” The cigarette tumbled from her red lips onto the slushy wet floor. “I say to hell with them. They envy her success. She will always be one of us!”

“Excuse me, I’ve a meeting early this evening at the Altes Museum.” I coughed, betraying my nervousness. “You’re driving away from Museum Island.”

“I know the curator well. Professor Bode will wait for you.” She smiled, displaying a perfect set of white teeth.  “Tonight you have a more important appointment.”

“Oh, really?”

“Someone at No. 102, Prinz-Albrechtstrasse, is expecting you.”

The address of the Sicherheitsdienst, security service of the Nazi Party, I realized. “You told me you were with the Gestapo. Their headquarters are at No. 8.”

“When the interests of the state requires cooperation, we are one happy family.”

“Let me out here,” I implored. “I can walk back to the museum.”

The van’s speed increased on the nearly-deserted Friedrichstrasse, the intersection at Unter den Linden coming up fast. “What kind of a lady would let you walk in this foul weather?”

“I did not request an interview with an SD official. My editor would have told me if one was scheduled.”

My unbidden driver lit another cigarette. “I just deliver the package. And, by the way, you won’t be the one asking the questions. Does that help?”

I worked out my chances of surviving a jump from the rapidly moving vehicle, then spotted the needle on the glowing speedometer—fifty kilometers per hour—and gave up on my calculations.

Because of a severe shortage of fuel, few private citizens drove cars anymore. Even taxis operated under tight restrictions. Much of the fuel available was synthetic and of poor quality, derived from coal. In addition, workers were required to toil half-a-day on Saturday, part of a grueling 54-hour workweek. Since the average Berliner spent four to six hours a day commuting, little time or energy was left for going out on a Friday night.

“How can you be certain you’ve got the right person?” I asked hopefully. “I’m not the only Thomas Rost in Berlin.”

“I can check your papers.”

I sighed. “That won’t be necessary.”

She tossed her half-smoked cigarette out the window and turned right onto Leipzigerstrasse, directly into the path of a double-decker bus. Grinning fiercely, she swung the steering wheel counterclockwise, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision, and continued onward, speeding down the wrong side of the street. At Stresemannstrasse she made a sharp left and entered a district of monumental government buildings—visible mainly in silhouette—backlit by searchlights that probed the sky west of the capital. Moments later the Black Maria rolled up to the Anhalter Bahnhof, one of Europe’s busiest train stations. She switched off the motor.

“Why are we stopping?”

Lifting a black-and-white photograph off the metal dash, she flicked on her lighter and read the words written on back of the picture. “Mid-thirties, medium build—about 5’10”, 170 pounds—with brown eyes and light brown hair. No beard or mustache.” She set the picture on the seat between them. “Given the scarcity of shaving soap, being clean-shaven nowadays takes extra effort. The main thing is, you match the physical description of Thomas Rost.”

“You know everything about me?”

“Not everything.” She smiled. “I know you’re not circumcised.”

“I’m not Jewish.”

“Lucky for you,” she licked her lips, “or you’d be behind barbed wire...or dead.”
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THE CAB OF THE VAN quickly grew cold and I plunged my hands into my coat pockets. “What is your name?” 

“What do you care?” she shot back.

“The professional curiosity of a journalist. No need to become angry.”

She shook her head. “That isn’t the reason. You’re trying to make it personal. Knowing my name won’t change anything between us. I have a job to do.”

“I still want to know.”

“Fine, my name is Uta. Uta Perle.” She pointed ahead to the train station. “Look at them, hundreds of citizens scurrying about, hoping to buy a ticket out of the city.”

“Berlin is my home,” I said quietly. “I’m not trying to go anywhere.”

“Let’s talk about you, Herr Rost” she said, and picked up the photo again. “You were born in Berlin, 1907, to Peter and Amanda Rost. Your father was an editor at Fischer-Verlag. Your mother, an American, was the daughter of a visiting professor at Berlin University. Later, you attended that same institution and studied history and literature. After graduation you took a job as a reporter in Munich with the Berliner Tageblatt, a Jewish-controlled newspaper. That paper was shut down in 1938, by order of the State. While in Bavaria, you covered what the Yanks call the ‘crime beat.’” She paused to light another French cigarette. “Presently, you critique books for another daily, the Deutsche Allegemeine Zeitung.”

“Where my work is now censored,” I said, matter-of-factly.

“That qualifies you as a writer in the Third Reich.” She tapped ash off the tip of her Gauloise onto the rubber floor. “Thomas, I want you to know that I have nothing against intellectuals. In fact, it might surprise you to know that I read your article on Thomas Mann’s Magic Mountain. I think you deserved a share of Herr Mann’s Nobel Prize. I mean, the way you substituted the Fuehrer’s Berchtesgaden retreat for the novel’s mountaintop sanatorium was sheer creative genius. How did you slip that one past the censors?”

“It wasn’t easy,” I had to admit.

A strong gust of wind rocked the van and the ex-actress and body double turned the ignition key and flicked on the windshield wipers, enough to clear away most of the snow. “Some say that the Propaganda Minister is your patron.”

“We’ve never been close.”

“Evidently, close enough.”

“Dr. Goebbels is a writer, too,” I said tactfully.

“If I had your connections, I could write a trashy romance novel and get it published. It’s all a matter of who you know.” She stabbed the glowing end of her cigarette in my direction. “Whatever the reason, General Heydrich also found your piece amusing. I needn’t mention that he’s not known for a sense of humor.”

I sat up straight. “Tell me, who exactly am I seeing this evening?”

“Damnit, you’ve got guts. I like that in a man!”

I eyed her wedding band. “Where is your husband, Frau Perle?”

“Don’t get any ideas. I’ve heard what a profligate bunch you newspapermen are.”

“I don’t even have a girlfriend.”

“Then you are on the prowl.” She sucked hard on the unfiltered cigarette and flipped it onto the road. “My Helmut is doing his patriotic duty on the Eastern Front, near Minsk.”

“He’s in the Army?”

“He serves honorably with the Einsatzgruppen,” she said proudly.

SS extermination squads, I thought, eliminating the Reich’s undesirables—Slavs, Jews, Communists and Gypsies—in Poland and Russia, following behind the regular Army, doing the dirty work for the Fuehrer. In my mind, I pictured the campaign of terror against civilians: SS troops raping women, throwing children into open pits and, with a shot to the back of the head, sending their mothers on top, suffocating the little ones under the weight of the dead parents. 

I’d heard rumors that some of the Wehrmacht’s field generals had expressed disgust at the senseless slaughter of noncombatants, but most Germans were unaware of the mass liquidations since all newspapers, magazines and radio broadcasts were under the control of the Ministry of Propaganda. My knowledge of the atrocities came from interviews with wounded soldiers sent back to Berlin on hospital trains. No outlet existed in Germany to publish the story, so my typewritten pages lay hidden under a loose floorboard in my apartment.

“We don’t want to be early and we’d better not be late,” Uta Perle stressed. “Punctuality, that’s the key.”

“I still don’t know who I am meeting with. Why the mystery?”

She spun the wheel and drove onto Wilhelmstrasse. “You will be speaking to the newly-appointed Protector of Bohemia and Moravia.”

“SS-Obergruppenfuehrer Reinhard Heydrich,” I whispered, as the color drained from my face, “the last person on earth I want to talk to.”

“For many, that is literally true.”

“It must be a mistake.”

“General Heydrich never makes mistakes.”

Once again, I considered jumping down and making a run for it. But where would I go in a country that had become a police state? I asked myself.

“I can see that now that you need a cigarette.” She dropped a light blue pack on my lap. “Keep it, I’ve got more.”

“Gifts from the French?”

“How did you guess?”

“Perfume. The scent of expensive perfume.”

“How kind of you to notice.” She sniffed her wrists. “My Sin by Lanvin. Impossible to buy here.”

“Helmut was in Paris?”

“The occupation...always looking for presents to send home. Such a nice man.”

“If Berlin ever falls, what would its conquerors want?” 

She touched her hair, then let her fingers graze her breasts. “Women. They’d want German women.”

“Doesn’t that scare you?”

“Silly question! The Fuehrer has declared that the Third Reich will last a thousand years.”
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THE LONG, UNDULATING wail of air raid sirens pierced the Black Maria’s metallic cocoon. I peered into the darkness along Wilhelmstrasse. The torn wiper blades smeared dirty snow over the glass while the blacked-out headlights allowed only a thin stream of light to fall on the road. 

“Pull over until the all-clear is sounded,” I suggested.

“It’s probably just another drill,” Uta said, and chewed a fingernail. “We’ve been hit less than twenty times this year.”

Maybe she’s right, I thought. Friends in the Luftwaffe had recently informed me that the British were reassessing their night bombing campaigns. Daylight runs were out of the question since their slow, aging planes were vulnerable to interception by swift Messerschmitt 109 fighters. And once over Berlin, the tired British flight crews had seasonal weather—thick clouds and ground-hugging fog—to contend with, impairing the bombardier’s ability to get a fix on specific targets. 

In winter, the long hours of darkness provided cover for the Royal Air Force’s twin-engine Whitley and Wellington bombers during the 1200-mile roundtrip, but then, day or night, an ordnance problem remained. That is, each bomber was limited to a 4,500 pound load, which, in addition to aircraft that had to turn back due to mechanical trouble and planes that were shot down, left a total tonnage of high explosives too light to wreak significant havoc on the German capital.

The destruction of the State Opera House, site of Hitler’s favorite performances of Richard Wagner’s operas, was one of the RAF’s few notable, albeit non-military, target successes of 1941. Most of the high value industrial facilities in the area were left untouched or suffered only minor damage. BMW and Daimler-Benz still produced aircraft engines in Berlin, while Focke-Wulf and Dornier turned out parts for fighter planes and light bombers.

In the suburbs of the city of four million, factories made parts for the Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe. In Spandau, west of the capital, tanks were built. To the north, in Oranienburg, long-range bombers were assembled in a Heinkel plant and, nearby, the Borsig steel works forged locomotives and railcars, as well as big guns for the field artillery. Additionally, there were workshops and converted garages scattered around the city where skilled craftsmen machined and put together rifles, grenades and mortars for the Army’s infantry divisions.

Suddenly the sky lit up as powerful searchlights sent narrow beams of light thousands of feet up into the leaden clouds, shafts of electrically-produced illumination that crisscrossed overhead in an eerie display. I tried to spot enemy aircraft inside the moving cones of light, but the same snowstorm that obscured landmarks on the ground kept the bombers hidden. Then, in a deafening cacophony of gunfire, flak batteries opened up, and every sane Berliner hurried through the dark streets to one of the many underground shelters.

The Fliegerabwehrkannonen consisted of artillery with firing tubes ranging from 37mm to 128mm in diameter. The heaviest anti-aircraft guns could hurl a 57-pound projectile up to 40,000 feet where a violent burst of high explosive sent jagged shards of metal in all directions, enough to slice into and decimate the aluminum-skinned bombers invading Berlin’s airspace. Soon the large caliber guns were joined by rapid-firing 20mm cannons that were situated on the roofs of flak towers and corporate buildings.

“We’re almost there,” Uta shouted through the din.

“Before the war, Reichsmarschall Goering promised that no bombs would ever fall on our fair city. Do you feel safe now?”

“A bloated wreck of a man, that’s our Hermann. Hang on!” The Black Maria lurched forward and, at the corner of Prinz-Albrechtstrasse, Uta tugged hard on the steering wheel and the van skidded to a stop by a white-painted curb.

From the direction of Unter den Linden, a 20mm gun, mounted on the roof of IG Farben’s headquarters, fired round after round skyward, blasts that were matched by ear-shattering volleys from the flak tower in the Tiergarten, next to the zoo. The Zoo Tower was as tall as a 13-story building, the various levels containing barracks for gun crews, supply rooms, a fully-equipped hospital, a warehouse for many of Berlin’s art treasures and, deep underground, magazines from which ammunition was sent up by elevators to the gunners on the flat roof, as well as space for temporarily housing up to 15,000 citizens. The tower’s top level featured four pairs of 128mm guns, which Adolf Hitler admiringly called “double-barreled.” Every ninety seconds the gunners launched shells, timed to explode at a set altitude, creating a devastating kill zone.

“Run for the building on your left,” Uta directed.

“What about you?” I asked, and opened the door.

She flashed that famous smile of her idol. “Get out! Don’t stop for anything!”

Leaning into the icy cold wind, I passed in front of the vehicle and was met by an old man holding a red lantern—a warden of the Air Protection League—who pointed at a palace. I set off across the frozen lawn and was confronted by a scowling SS guard with a Schmeisser machine pistol.

“Papers!” the guard demanded.

In spite of the violence in the heavens, I had to laugh. It was the mind-numbing predictability of the security routine which struck me as a scene straight out of the Theater of the Absurd. What kind of citizen would present himself at SD headquarters on a stormy Friday night in the midst of a bombing campaign? As I reached for my wallet, I caught sight of the parked Black Maria, half-expecting to see a vision of the Blue Angel herself.

That’s when the van exploded.
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A MUFFLED ROAR REACHED my ears as the force of the blast in the heavy air blew out the Black Maria’s windshield and side windows. Then the concussive waves slammed into me, knocking me off my feet. A second explosion erupted as the fuel tank detonated, tearing off the rear doors and flipping the panel van onto its side. I saw Uta Perle, motionless in the crumpled cab, her blonde hair wrapped in gray, noxious smoke. 

Adding to the chaos, the horn button was stuck, emitting a plaintive wail. Ten yards from the van the air warden’s lantern still burned, even as the old man lay twisted in death. The SS guard, no longer interested in ID papers, lay in the snow, bleeding from a head wound. I started to get up.

“Don’t move,” an officer of the Schutzstaffel—SS—growled, a 9mm Luger in his left hand.

From my knees, I watched helplessly as yellow and red flames shot out of the vehicle. A moment later fire engulfed the chassis, feeding on the tires and sending up columns of thick, black smoke. Feeling dazed, I took in the officer’s dark, winter wool greatcoat and tall, black leather boots. A member of Reichsfuehrer-SS Heinrich Himmler’s feared protection squad, the lieutenant quickly assessed the situation and issued instructions to his troops to spread out and search the grounds.

“If you spot a suspect and he tries to run, shoot him,” the officer told his men.

I rose, brushing snow from my coat and pants. “I was brought here by Uta Perle of the Gestapo, Herr Obersturmfuehrer. “I’m afraid she didn’t get out...”

“You are correct, she is dead,” the officer confirmed. “You must be Thomas Rost.”

“That’s right.”

“Follow me inside the building. There might be saboteurs in the area.”

In the lobby, I stamped melting snow from my shoes onto the polished marble floor. With circulation returning to my feet and hands, I removed my overcoat and fedora and stood in the foyer in dark gray slacks, light blue shirt and maroon wool sweater. 

The officer went to a small wooden desk, lifted the receiver of a telephone and spoke quietly into it. “Wait here,” he ordered, placed the receiver back in its cradle and went outside.

Minutes later a tall blond man strode into the hall, looking resplendent in black uniform and jackboots. Arguably the most feared man in Germany, Reinhard Tristan Eugen Heydrich was chief of the Reich Security Administration (RSHA), a bureaucratic entity that included the Kriminalpolizei (Kripo), the Gestapo, and the SD.

He had a long face, arched nose, high forehead and full lips. The eyes were blue and cold and radiated arrogance, as well as a calculating kind of intelligence. His bearing reflected his naval and athletic background. A former officer in the Kriegsmarine, Heydrich was an expert Alpine skier, fencer and horseman. Only the broad hips looked out of place on such an accomplished athlete. Then there was that odd note, out of sync with his appearance and reputation, that sounded whenever he spoke.

“Thank you for coming on short notice.” Heydrich’s high-pitched voice echoed off the walls. “My office is in the basement. We will talk there.”

Can an evening get any stranger? I wondered.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 5


[image: ]




THE GENERAL LED THE way downstairs and turned onto a long corridor, well-lit with ceiling bulbs, while I paused at the second door on the right. Through a small window set at eye level in the door, I glimpsed a uniformed woman standing over a swarthy and naked young female prisoner. The detainee was kneeling on the cement floor, clothing piled in front of her thighs. Strands of long black hair covered most of her breasts, except for her nipples. Her tormentor was poking the nipples with a short section of rubber hose and laughed as the girl recoiled. 

Slowly, the girl raised her head and, with green eyes, stared defiantly at her interrogator. Involuntarily, I coughed and immediately the door swung open. The interrogator pointed the hose at me. Her white blouse and gray skirt were spotless, blonde hair cut short, like a man’s. She was breathing hard. Her breath smelled of blood sausage, sauerkraut and beer.

“Watching is not permitted,” the lady said. “Besides, she is Roma. She might lay a Gypsy curse on you like she just did to me.”

From around a corner General Heydrich called out, “Herr Rost, I don’t have all night.”

The interrogator eyed me with new respect. “You can have the girl when I’ve finished with her,” she promised and shut the door.

The unfortunate young woman in the cell reminded me of Otto Dix’s oil paintings, art that portrayed hopelessness and decadence in the Weimar Republic. But the most striking impression in the cellar was the absence of cries of pain or the sound of beatings; instead, the predominant noise came from a large office opposite the general’s, where uniformed SD staffers typed confessions, filed documents and worked the telephones and telex machines...employing the tools of a modern bureaucracy. I crossed the hall into a long, narrow office without windows.

“Take a seat, Rost,” Heydrich said from behind an uncluttered walnut desk. He was working his way through a pile of papers. “If you like, help yourself to coffee. It’s real coffee, not ersatz.”

Before hanging up my coat and hat on the rack by the door,  I noted that, besides the desk, the room was sparsely furnished, with four wooden chairs, two metal filing cabinets, a low side table with a lamp and, on the walls, framed black-and-white photographs of Adolf Hitler and Heinrich Himmler. Settling onto a chair, I forced himself to concentrate on what I knew of Heydrich.

Son of the founder of the Halle Conservatory for Music, Theater and Teaching, Reinhard was a violinist of concert caliber, making him that rarest of Nazis, a man of culture. His introduction to National Socialism came in 1931, soon after he was cashiered from the German Navy for dishonorable conduct toward the daughter of a prominent industrialist. The girl had, inconveniently, become pregnant and he had refused to marry her. In a remarkable coincidence, the honor court had been presided over by Admiral Wilhelm Canaris, currently head of military intelligence—the Abwehr. 

By the mid-1930’s Heydrich’s SD was clashing with the Abwehr. Both ran spy schools and had agents positioned in foreign countries, including Great Britain and the United States. Eventually, the spymasters reached an agreement of sorts, laying out boundaries for each service’s activities. While it was no secret that the Abwehr employed many with military backgrounds who were not members of the Nazi Party, the SD recruited smart young men who also happened to be fanatically devoted to the Fuehrer.

Dressed in civilian attire, SD agents served as attachés in German embassies on five continents, usually a thin cover for their real function—that is, engaging in industrial and military espionage. In some cases they incited violent revolts, kidnapped foreign nationals in the occupied lands of Western Europe and, on occasion, committed murder, all while enjoying diplomatic immunity. 

Their actions mirrored the ruthlessness of their leader, the disgraced ex-naval officer whose bureaucratic talents had become indispensable to the head of the SS, Heinrich Himmler. As it turned out, the ambitions of Himmler’s number two man were held in check by the Reichsfuehrer’s possession of evidence that Heydrich had a Jewish ancestor, genealogical proof that Admiral Canaris had also obtained. How I had come into the possession of that knowledge was a dark secret which I intended to keep a secret.

For a long moment, Thomas stared at the collar of Heydrich’s uniform. The oak leaf clusters denoted a rank in the SS equivalent to that of a full general in the Army. In September, Heydrich had been appointed Reich Protector of Bohemia and Moravia, a position that kept him occupied in Prague for extended periods. Besides his duties of subjugating the citizens of Czechoslovakia, he was rumored to be deeply involved in finding a solution to what the Fuehrer considered “the Jewish Question.”

The issue of racial purity had a central place in National Socialist doctrine, not unlike the centrality of the class struggle in Marxism-Leninism. One of Heydrich’s top deputies, Lt. Col. Adolf Eichmann, was said to be focusing SD resources on the final disposition of millions of European Jews, though details were difficult for members of the Press to come by.

A couple of months ago, I heard from some of Berlin’s most conscientious citizens that they  had counted over two dozen trains passing eastward through the capital, allegedly filled with at least a thousand Jewish passengers each, exact destination unknown...though speculation centered on resettlement camps located in rural Poland.

The general put down his paperwork, got up from his desk and closed the door. “Rost, do you have any idea why you’re here?” He spoke rapidly, like a human machine-gun.

The burning van—Marlene’s look-alike stuck in the inferno—and the cell with the Gypsy woman flashed in front of my eyes and I blinked several times. “I think, Herr General, you are going to tell me.”

Heydrich allowed a half-smile to appear on his lips. He took a manila folder off the desk blotter and held it out. “When you have gone through it, we will talk.”

I took the file and opened it. Typed on onionskin, yellowed with age, it was a ten-year-old Munich police report. My thoughts returned to the Bavarian city where, in September 1931 as a young correspondent for the Berliner Tageblatt in the state capital of Bavaria, my persistent inquiries into the death of a rising political figure’s niece had run into a maze of contradictory theories, all seemingly orchestrated by police and municipal officials. In the end, I could not find enough solid evidence or reliable witnesses to convince my editor to allow me time to dig deeper. It bothered me still.

Silently, I began to read.
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THE SMELL OF SHOE POLISH, the sight of over-the-calf shiny black leather jackboots brought me back from Munich to the cellar office of one referred to, privately, as the “Blond Beast.”  I closed the folder and set it on the table. Taking out the pack of Gauloises, I tapped out a cigarette. “Mind if I smoke?” 

“You don’t see any ashtrays, do you?” Heydrich said, and opened a desk drawer. He drew out a glass ashtray and set it on the blotter. “Can you now see why I chose you, Rost?”

I got up, took the clean ashtray to the table and lit the cigarette. “Actually, I haven’t the slightest idea.”

“Because, at this point, most men would be pissing themselves with fear.” Heydrich rested his chin on the tips of his elongated fingers. “But not you.”

I said nothing. How to explain the catch in my throat, the knot in the pit of my stomach, the sudden paralysis of thought? I could not take my eyes off those hands—hands which played Mozart and Beethoven and Bach, hands that signed death warrants. With great effort, I tore my gaze away from the security chief of the Third Reich and, with the thumb of my cigarette hand, tapped the file. “It was a long time ago.”

“That’s why you have the report, to refresh your memory. We can now proceed.” The general reached back and switched on a radio. The music of Richard Strauss filled the room. “Ah, a Lieder, one of his exquisite orchestral songs, composed originally for his wife, a gifted soprano. Did you know that only Wagner exceeds Strauss in the Fuehrer’s estimation? It is their unique talent...interpreting the Teutonic soul with all its depth of emotion.”

And yet, this man shows no emotion whatsoever, I observed. “Herr General, I don’t understand why I have been summoned here. I am a book critic now.”

Twisting a dial on the radio, the music grew louder. “It is quite simple. I want to know if, in your opinion as a journalist, Geli Raubal killed herself in Munich ten years ago.” He pronounced the first name with a hard, guttural G—as in Gertrude.

I sucked hard on the cigarette. Careful, I warned myself, you’re on dangerous ground. “Well,” I said finally, “the authorities ruled her death a suicide.”

“Don’t tell me what I already know,” Heydrich said.

I stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray. “Okay then, here is what I recall. The Fuehrer was cleared of any culpability in the matter of what happened that morning, the 18th of September, 1931. Witnesses testified they had heard his niece, Angela Raubal, calling out to him as he drove away from the Munich apartment they shared. She sounded distraught. Later someone reported hearing a shot. The police were summoned and the shooting was investigated...up to a point.”

I took a deep breath. “Eventually, the Bavarian Ministry of Justice intervened and overruled the findings of an inquest by the city’s public prosecutor. That action marked the end of it. The case was officially closed.”

Heydrich leaned forward over the desk. “For several years, Hitler’s niece accompanied him everywhere—political meetings and rallies, walks in city parks, to the opera, to restaurants, even a trip to the Passion Play in Oberammergau a year before her death. Incidentally, that was a trip shared by your sponsor, Dr. Goebbels. Then, in January 1931, Joseph Goebbels was in Munich and joined Geli Raubal and the Fuehrer for lunch, a meal also shared by the Deputy Fuehrer, Rudolph Hess.

“My point is that, clearly, the Fuehrer was very much attached to his half-sister Angela’s daughter. His closest associates knew of his fondness for Geli. He even insisted that she take the largest bedroom in his apartment at Prinzregentenstrasse, surely symbolic of his high regard for  her. He doted on her every need.”

“What are you suggesting, Herr General?”

“You must have heard various rumors,” Heydrich took a pencil and scribbled on the green blotter, “during the course of your journalistic investigation.”

It was like tiptoeing through a minefield. “My job was to report the news according to the facts in a case, not to editorialize.”

“Damnit Rost, you know precisely what I am getting at.” Frowning, Heydrich snapped the pencil in two. “Some have intimated that Adolf Hitler and Geli Raubal were lovers. Is that plain enough for you?”

“Very plain indeed,” I agreed, and rubbed the back of my neck. “Though the official record contained nothing regarding such a relationship, there were many sworn statements from Party associates that, on learning of her death, the Fuehrer was bowed down with grief and called her the great love of his life.”

“Geli wanted to leave Munich for Vienna to resume voice lessons,” Heydrich said, “hoping for a career in the opera. Her uncle would not accede to her wishes. So, perhaps, she did commit suicide. But there are still disturbing stories circulating within certain Party circles. And, just so there is no misunderstanding, you will never be permitted to write anything about what we have discussed—at least not for publication. Is that clear?”

I nodded.

“It has been said that members of the SS murdered Hitler’s niece, that the Reichsfuehrer was somehow involved in an attempt to deal with a potentially scandalous situation at a very delicate time for the Party. Others have even intimated that the girl was pregnant by the Fuehrer or that Adolf Hitler killed his niece in a jealous rage.”

“If anyone had a right to be jealous,” I suggested, “it was Geli Raubal. Her closest friends—and she wasn’t allowed many—told me that she was aware of her uncle’s growing affection for Eva Braun.”

Heydrich left his chair and perched on the edge of his desk. “Geli kept a diary. Did you know that?”

“Not unusual for a young woman.”

“A written record by one intimately acquainted with some of our Fuehrer’s most personal preferences?” Again, the hands under the chin in an attitude of prayer. “I will not allow Party members or, for that matter, any German citizen to speak openly about what has been referred to by some as ‘Hitler’s perversions.’ Whatever went on between Geli Raubal and her uncle was a private matter and, by God, will remain so.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said, and lit another Gauloise.

“According to police documents that were retrieved from Munich’s city archives, detectives searched the Fuehrer’s apartment shortly after Geli’s death but found no diary.”

“If it’s her diary, Herr General, you have hundreds of SD agents, Gestapo detectives and plainclothes police officers at your disposal. That’s in addition to the thousands of informants who supply information to your organization daily. Why not direct them to—’’

“Find it for me, Rost. Find Geli’s diary.”

I stubbed out the cigarette. “Why me?”

“You have your sources, I have mine.” Heydrich crossed his arms, hugged his black tunic. “As a reporter, you have ways of getting people to talk. When the police show up and ask questions, the responses are often unreliable. Citizens become guarded or, conversely, they are too eager to cooperate and sometimes provide information of questionable value.”

“Where would I start looking?”

“That’s precisely the challenge. If I knew the answer, I’d go and get it myself.”

“You don’t want your own people to know,” I blurted, and immediately regretted it.

But Heydrich ignored the outburst. “Occasionally it is necessary to go outside one’s own organization.” Heydrich spread his arms out on the desk. “Incidentally, the commandant of Sachsenhausen recently forwarded your father’s case to me for review. A remarkable coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”

Stunned at the news, I jumped to my feet. “He’s alive? My father is alive?”

“As of yesterday, Peter Rost was very much alive. On the other hand, it is a concentration camp. Inmates are worked hard on short rations, morning to night. Of course, in winter the conditions are particularly brutal.”

“I last heard from him on December the 7th when he called from his office,” I said softly. “He did not come home that night and the police could find no trace of him. He is still listed as missing.”

Heydrich lifted a thick file off his desk, flipped rapidly through the loose pages and set it on the blotter. “So tell me, what is your decision now?”

“If I locate this diary, will you arrange for my father’s release?”

“ I knew that I could count on you, Herr Rost!”

“You will let him go?” 

“The camp is an SS facility. Does that answer your question?” Heydrich slid off the desk, turned off the radio and went to the door. “Tonight you will be my guest for dinner at the Adlon. The hotel’s dining room employs the finest chef in Berlin.”

Slowly I moved to the coat rack, thinking of the revelation of my father’s fate. Left unsaid, the disappearance of Peter Rost had, very likely, been engineered for just this occasion. I put on my hat and slung the overcoat over my shoulder. My mind was racing as I checked my pocket watch. “Ah, I may still have time to conduct a scheduled interview, if I hurry.”

“You work for me now. I expect regular progress reports.”

“But the newspaper—’’

“Is your cover while you complete this assignment.”

“How often do I report to you?”

“Daily. My driver will provide contact details while he takes you to see Dr. Bode.”

I took a deep breath. “When can I see my father?”

“That depends on the pace of your investigation. The main thing is, bring me that diary. Think of it, Rost. You will be celebrated in our history as the finest book finder of all.”

“I suspect there’ve never been many of us.”

“Don’t try to minimize the rewards of success in this mission. Fame and fortune will be yours.”

“Infamy and fame are close cousins, Herr General.”

“No excuses! I want results. I want that damn book of Geli’s and I want it soon.” Heydrich gestured at the corridor. “You can find your way out?”
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THE MAYBACH LUXURY automobile with its tall grille, bug-eyed headlamps, long sloping fenders and running boards, made a U-turn on Unter den Linden. After giving me time to get out of the car, Heydrich’s driver accelerated away from Museum Island in the River Spree, the bass rumble of the V-12 engine barely muffled by the blanket of falling snow. The sound of the exhaust was momentarily interrupted as the driver skillfully worked through the seven-speed gearbox. 

The Maybach factory had ceased production of passenger cars a year ago; instead turning out engines for battle tanks at a facility near Tempelhof Airport that were installed in the tracked vehicles at the Auto-Union and Alkett assembly plants. Originally, Maybach’s powerful engines had been made for the Graf Zeppelin company’s airships, but the explosion of the Hindenburg in Lakehurst, New Jersey in 1938 had ended that ill-fated collaboration.

As I reached the middle of the bridge over the Spree, curators, their assistants and museum guides passed me by on their way home, no sign of Professor Bode amongst them. I looked through white flakes at the cultural institutions on Museuminsel. There was the Altes Museum and Pergamonmuseum, holding priceless collections of ancient Greek and Egyptian artifacts which had been unearthed by German archaeologists in the last century. There was also Berlin’s Protestant cathedral, the Berliner Dom, which housed the crypts of the Prussian royal family, the Hohenzollerns.

In truth, I felt a sense of relief at the professor’s failure to show. Word of my father’s status had been overwhelming and I welcomed the chance to gather my thoughts and come up with a plan. Questioning a scholar for a feature article in the Sunday edition was now the least of my worries. I leaned on the cold iron railing. It occurred to me that the promised interview might have been just a convenient set-up, that the famed archaeologist served as an informant for the security services.

The north wind whipped up snow over the slow-moving river and it was hard to see as far as the next bridge, just below the Bode Museum. Still, the running lights of a small boat—the blatant disregard for blackout regulations—was impossible to ignore. As the runabout zigzagged upstream by the Berliner Dom, a spotlight on the stern lit up the dark water. Was the boatman drunk? I wondered.

Then the top of the motorboat appeared, white canvas hiding the occupants, and I spotted a body trailing behind the pleasure craft, a hemp rope tied around the ankles. The floater’s orange life jacket bobbed up and down and, as the body followed the boat under the bridge, I saw the clerical collar, the clergyman’s mouth open in voiceless protest.

I was about to turn for the other side of the bridge when another line appeared in the runabout’s wake, this one attached to a body lashed to a white life preserver. The victim’s black tunic was soaking wet, his blond hair plastered to a pink skull. The lips were pale, set in an expression of pain or grim determination—it was hard to tell. The insignia on the man’s collar identified him as an officer in the SS.

As I crossed to the far railing and looked down at the stone wall opposite the Marstall, formerly the Kaiser’s stable, the motorboat’s bow was jammed between the embankment and a mooring post, while the bodies’ momentum carried them past the boat until the lines went taut.

“What’s a well-paid newspaperman doing here during a winter storm?” a man on my left asked. The strong aroma of Russian cigarettes, a brand that had, perversely, become popular in Berlin since the launch of Operation Barbarossa, wafted by my freezing nose.

“Well, if it isn’t Inspector Beck, our capital’s future chief of police.”

“Not at the rate my career is going,” the deep voice replied.

“As you can see, I am observing the unfolding of a fascinating story.” I blew warm air onto my hands and stamped my frozen feet. 

“Another tale which you won’t be allowed to report.”

“Exactly. The Kriminalpolizei will start an investigation, weeks will pass, and the case will remain unsolved.”

“Not unsolved. Left open.” The policeman lit a second Belomor and passed it over. “In the Kripo, there is a difference.”

I shivered as the freezing Baltic air penetrated my overcoat. “Rutger, whatever happened to old-fashioned Teutonic justice?”

“I’ve told you before, my dear Thomas, there is no longer a crime problem in Berlin. The Fuehrer believes it is so and, as a result, so does your editorial board. Why can’t you?”

“My paper prints what the Reich Press Office wants citizens to read.” I took a puff of the harsh tobacco. “Please, tell me that you will arrest whoever did this. Tell me that the people of our once-cultured city will be told the truth.”

Beck shrugged, his broad shoulders straining the seams of his leather coat. “Nobody wants to know. Everyone is afraid of the cellars at Prinz-Albrechtstrasse. Can you blame them?”

“No,” I admitted and flicked the cigarette into the river.

The piercing wail of klaxons grew louder. Uniformed policemen, the Ordnungpolizei—Orpos—climbed from vans and fanned out to secure the crime scene. A police boat motored past river barges moored for the night in the Spree Canal. On deck, divers huddled in rough woolen blankets, ready to jump into the cold water and retrieve the bodies.

“You got here fast,” I said.

“A tip came in.”

“Of course, a loyal citizen doing his civic duty.”

Beck changed the subject. “Any word on your father?”

“I’m working on a lead,” I said cryptically.

“That’s good. Let me know if I can help.” Beck rolled his thick neck in circles. “Look, I know the regime will treat one of Thomas Mann’s editors as just another missing person, but Peter Rost is a brave man. Don’t ever give up hope.”

Damn this secrecy, I told myself. Here I am, unable to confide in a friend who also happens to be my best source on the police force. “I appreciate all that you have done, Rutger. I want you to know that.”

Beck lit another Belomor off the glowing tip of the first. “In ’39, Aryan Germans were advised to divorce their Jewish spouses. Your father chose not to.”

“He’d waited years after my mother’s death before taking a second wife. In 1935 we still hoped that the responsibility of governing might temper the Party’s radicalism. Besides, my father could never divorce Rebekah. To him it would be immoral, an act of cowardice.”

“Why didn’t he simply follow her to New York?”

“The Foreign Ministry confiscated his passport.”

“Bastards,” Beck said bitterly.

Suddenly I asked, “What do you think of General Heydrich?”

“Now there’s a question,” Beck said, and glanced around. “We refer to him as ‘Himmler’s evil genius.’ I hope you’re not planning a feature article on him? I seriously doubt that he would grant an interview to a reporter from Dr. Goebbel’s favorite newspaper.” He took a long drag on his cigarette, held it in and exhaled slowly. “Fact is, the top Nazis hate each other. They’re always competing for the Fuehrer’s favor.”

“You’re right about Heydrich,” I lied. “I mean, what are the chances of speaking with him on the record?”

Beck laughed.

“On a brighter note, how is Sigrid?”

“Pregnant again. The Fuehrer will be pleased.”

The police boat had moved into position next to the runabout and a river patrolman leapt onto the stuck craft and ducked under the canvas. Seconds later the motorboat fell silent and he reappeared and shone the red lens of his flashlight up at the bridge. “Inspector,” he called out, “you’re not going to believe this. There’s no one at the controls. The throttle is stuck open, a cord tied to the wheel, limiting play. Otherwise she’d have just spun around in circles.”

Beck’s muscular hands gripped the railing. “Just when you think you’ve seen everything, an unmanned boat drags two bodies along Berlin’s central waterway. Damn, there goes my Christmas holiday again.”

“Whoever did this wanted an audience.”.

“Which only makes it worse.”

I allowed a smile. “A challenge can be good for you—a break from the numbing routine.”

“Speak for yourself. I happen to like the routine of police work.”

“I don’t miss being a crime reporter. Too many dead bodies.”

Beck dusted the snow off his coat. “Before you return to your life of cultural research, you might be interested to hear of Hitler’s latest decree.” He lowered his voice. “It might’ve played a role in your father’s disappearance. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you this earlier.”

“What’ve you heard?”

“Issued two weeks ago, the new order empowers the SD and Gestapo to seize anyone for any reason, if they believe that person is a danger to the Fatherland. No formal accusation is needed and there will be no formal trial. They can make that unfortunate soul disappear as if he had never existed.” Beck dropped his cigarette, ground it with the heel of his shoe. “When they take someone away, that person’s family will receive neither confirmation nor denial of what has happened. The order also states that those not executed immediately are to vanish without a trace into the night and fog.”

I swallowed hard. “What is the name of the decree?”

“Nacht und Nebel Erlass.”

“Night and Fog,” I repeated in English. I should tell him everything, I thought, but with Heydrich evidently behind my father’s abduction...it would only put my friend at risk. I pushed away from the rail. “I have to go, Rutger. Good luck with this case.”

The inspector pointed down at the river. “With the SS involved? I don’t mind if it’s handed over to someone else.”

I walked off the bridge into St. Nicholas’ Quarter, where the evening had begun. “I will see that you are free again, Father,” I said quietly. “That is my promise.”
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ONCE MORE, I DIDN’T get far into the quarter before I was offered a ride. This time it was the Maybach, idling at a corner, puffs of white smoke rising from the tailpipe. Almost slipping on the icy pavement, I tapped on the passenger-side window, opened the door and dropped onto the front seat.

“You waited long?” I asked the black uniformed driver.

“The car is warm. I don’t mind.”

“What’s your name?”

“Johst. Oskar Johst,” the young man answered, and drove away from the curb.

A glance at the driver revealed a badge of rank, SS-Scharfuehrer. In addition, an Iron Cross First Class, hung at his neck, confirming his status as a combat veteran. “Sergeant, a wet dishrag has no place at the Adlon. Visiting European royalty have booked suites there, so have movie stars like Greta Garbo and Charlie Chaplin. The point is, I need to change into clean, dry clothes.”

“Tell that to the general. He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“I only need ten minutes.”

“My job is to deliver you to the hotel.”

“I’m of no use if I fall sick with pneumonia. It’ll be your fault and you’ll likely spend the rest of the war on the Eastern Front.”

“Already been there. Wounded in August, I spent two months in hospital. I am now assigned to the general’s staff.”

I placed the pack of Gauloises on the seat between them. “Ten minutes, okay?”

Johst sniffed the pack. “I have my orders.”

“My apartment’s just off Potsdamer Platz.”

He scooped up the pack, slipped it into a pocket. “Ten minutes, Herr Rost, not a second longer.” He turned onto the Unter den Linden and headed west toward the Tiergarten. “In the military, we expect a man to honor his word. Liars are shot.”

“You won’t regret it,” I said, and pointed at a five-story structure of cut stone with steps leading up to the front door. “Park across the street. The bar next to that apartment building serves the best beer in Berlin.”

“I’m still on duty.”

I placed money on the dash and climbed from the Maybach. “The market on the corner carries the top brand of smokes, know what I mean?”

The tobacconist kept an enviable stash of black market products under the counter and in a back room. A couple packs of French cigarettes would be no problem, though it would take all the cash I’d just donated to the young sergeant. But, I thought, I can’t stroll into the dining room at the Adlon in wet shoes and socks.

As I walked quickly up the Alte Potsdamerstrasse, I spotted a black Mercedes fast approaching the cobblestoned square. Too fast for the snowy conditions, I realized, and stepped back from the curb just as the driver braked for the turn off Stresemannstrasse and lost traction on the wet tram lines. The sedan fishtailed onto the sidewalk, slammed into a fire alarm box and flipped onto its side. Apart from a pair of narrow beams of light that passed through the Mercedes’ felt-enshrouded headlamps, the only other source of light in Potsdamer Platz came from the showers of blue sparks off the wheels of a passing tram.

Instinctively, I started toward the crash, then held back  when a flaxen-haired woman slid out of the car’s rear window and broke into an awkward run in the direction of Bellevue Allee and the Tiergarten. Seconds later a another woman pulled herself free of the wrecked automobile, stumbled to the corner of Alte Potsdamerstrasse and collapsed into my arms. I recognized her as the Gypsy from the cellar at SD headquarters.

She recovered quickly and pushed herself away. “Leave me alone!” she cried.

The sharp report of a pistol turned my attention back to the public square. Leaning against the Mercedes’ now-vertical rear bumper, a man in a trench coat fired round after round at the woman fleeing toward the park. A bullet caught her in the back and she went down on the cobblestones. The shooter walked calmly up to her, put the muzzle of the pistol to her head and pulled the trigger again.

Time to retreat, I decided, and moved into the cover of the five and six-story buildings along his street. Blackout curtains covered the windows of nearby cabarets and restaurants; long pieces of leather hung in the doorways to keep in the light. I heard sounds of revelry—live music and laughter—from within the establishments and looked around for Johst. The Maybach was empty. Evidently the sergeant’s combat-damaged hearing had muffled the sound of gunfire from inside the market. I mounted the steps to my apartment.

“Why are you following me?” the Gypsy girl asked, huddled by the door.

“I live here.”

“You were at Prinz-Albrechtstrasse,” she said accusingly.

“Yes.”

“Did you like what you saw?”

“It wasn’t like that. I’m a writer, not a policeman.”

“You weren’t a prisoner.”

“No.” I looked back at the square. “The other lady is dead. Is the man who shot her SD?”

“Gestapo.”

“He was taking you to the prison at Columbia House?”

“He didn’t say.” She stood up, pushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “Anyway, what do you care? Your people dismiss me as Zigeuner, but I am proud to be Gypsy.”

From the square a harsh voice called, “Give yourself up, fortuneteller. You can’t escape Berlin.”
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I opened the door and tugged her inside. In the hallway next to the staircase, wrapped in blankets, a family of five sat on the floor. The parents of the three girls relaxed as I locked the door.

“Good evening, Herr Meier,” I said, and took foil-packaged candies from a coat pocket and gave it to the children.

One side of Levi Meier’s face was caved in, the result of a vicious beating on Kristallnacht, the pogrom instigated by Joseph Goebbels in 1938. Storm troopers had smashed the windows of his shoe repair shop and, afterward, he was taken to Sachsenhausen where a guard had clubbed his head with a shovel, crushing his left cheekbone and damaging an eye. The assault had ceased only when he’d slipped into unconsciousness. Three weeks later he was released, but he was not allowed to practice his trade as a cobbler anymore.

In the meantime, his apartment had been confiscated—a fate shared by thousands of Berlin’s Jews. Hitler’s architect, Albert Speer, had organized the theft of Jewish residences, a move intended to provide housing for Aryan Germans who were migrating to the capital to work in the war industries. While the Propaganda Minister, Goebbels, argued for the removal of all Jews from Berlin, Speer realized, after the start of hostilities in ’39, that the Reich needed skilled industrial laborers. 

The architect maintained that it was now essential to keep those with advanced training and special abilities, many of them Jews, in the capital—especially since the military was taking tens of thousands of able-bodied men out of the civilian work force. For practical reasons, Speer’s argument prevailed, and it wasn’t long before fully half of Germany’s Jewish population resided in Berlin or its suburbs. Many found jobs at the Telefunken factory, making radio components, or at one of the AEG plants, building generators for the Wehrmacht.

Levi Meier felt fortunate to find this shelter for his family—the building’s owner was sympathetic to his plight—instead of being reduced to living in an overcrowded tenement in Moabit or Wedding. However, it did not make up for petty rules that were designed to render life difficult for Jews in order to humiliate them. For example, smoking a cigarette or making a telephone call in public was a punishable offense for Jews.

In addition, Jews were forbidden to own bicycles or even to use public transportation, except for going to work which, in Levi’s case, was at the giant Siemen’s cable works in West Berlin. Finally, there was the yellow cloth star he had to wear on his coat.

His wife, Sarah, had been a pretty woman, with dark wavy hair and hazel eyes, her features clear and without blemish. Now she was worn down by all the restrictions. While most Berliners received adequate rations based on their seven monthly cards—green card for eggs, blue for meat, orange for bread, and so on—the Jews were issued different cards, entitling the purchaser to lesser amounts. Also, Frau Meier was only permitted to shop near the close of business when the shelves were nearly bare.

Besides those hardships, the final and most personal insult was that Sarah was unable to listen to her beloved symphonies on either the radio or a gramophone. It was a cruel and calculated regulation aimed directly at the many educated and cultured Jews in Germany.

Levi stared at me. “You have a friend?”

“She’s in some kind of trouble.”

Nodding solemnly, Levi said, “Then she is welcome with us.”

A small, rodent-faced man stuck his narrow head out of the door to the basement—the Hausleiter, an official informer for the Nazi Party. “Who is that girl, Herr Rost? She looks Jewish. You know the rules. No Jews allowed to stay with German tenants.”

“Open up!” a stern voice demanded, and pounded on the door. “Gestapo! Open up, I tell you!”

The informer’s beady eyes settled on the young lady at my side. “You brought an enemy of the state here?”

The doorknob rattled. “Come on, unlock the door!”

As the human rat dodged around the girl and swung open the door, she tugged me behind it, pressing me against the wall. 

“Be silent,” she whispered.

“A fugitive is hiding in your neighborhood,” the Gestapo detective announced. “She’s a Gypsy. Have you seen her?”

“Yes,” the informer replied. “I have detained her for you.”

I heard the distinctive click of a bullet being chambered. Then, as cold air and snow blew in through the open doorway, the building was jolted by the force of high explosives. Shards of steel and cobblestone fragments ripped through the freezing air. I saw, through the gap between the doorjamb and the door, half the detective’s skull torn off, a hole the size of a fist punched in the informer’s chest and the Jewish family cut down.

A fraction of a second later an ear-splitting sound hit the entrance hall and the girl and I were thrown to the floor. Pockmarked with shrapnel, the door now hung loosely from its upper hinge, bits of bone, brain matter, soft tissue and blood splattered over the walls and rug. The Meier girls lay in a heap between their parents, the uneaten candy scattered around them.

I crawled over and felt for a pulse in their thin arms. “Dead,” I said. “All of them, killed by a British bomb.”

The Gypsy’s cheeks were bleeding, lacerated by broken glass and wood splinters. “I have to go.”

Her voice sounded like she was speaking underwater. “You knew it was coming, didn’t you?”

“A premonition, nothing more.”

“Where will you go?”

She shrugged. “I can’t wait here for the police.”

“I know a place...safe for the night.”

Her eyes flashed. “I can take care of myself.”

“Another night like this one, you’ll be dead, too.”

“My people will help me,” she insisted.

“Like in the cellar of the SD? I’ll be back in a minute.” I climbed the stairs to the first landing, reappearing in a gray wool suit, dark blue overcoat and hat, wearing a pair of sturdy black leather shoes. I carried a brown leather briefcase in one hand, a heavy wool sweater and a couple of blankets in the other. At the bottom step I set down the briefcase and handed the wool sweater to the girl. “Try it on,” I said, and draped the blankets over the Jewish family.

Outside, we stumbled over debris on the apartment’s stone steps. Even in the dark of night the bomb crater was obvious—a gaping hole in the street from which smoke and steam rose. The Maybach had taken the brunt of a 200-pound device. Tiny tongues of flame licked at the remnants of leather upholstery. Jagged pieces of glass littered the street and sidewalk. The bomb’s first victim sat on the springs of the front seat inside the twisted metal cage, his torso still bleeding. His upper limbs had separated, as if quartered by a crosscut saw.

I spotted the intact Iron Cross, resting on the dead man’s tunic. “End of the war for you, sergeant.”

“What are you talking about?”

“That refuge I spoke of will have to wait.” I checked my watch. “I’m late for a dinner engagement.”

“You’re thinking of eating dinner at a time like this?”

“I’m the reluctant guest of a man nobody says no to.”

“Then we part here,” she said.

“No, come with me. You’ll be safer—’’

“I do not trust gadze.” She brushed a lock of hair from her eyes. “Non-Gypsies hate us.”

“We’ll travel together tonight only,” I said. “Fair enough?”

She looked at the carnage around us, pulled on the sleeves of the sweater, and walked back to Potsdamer Platz. We boarded a white double-decker bus and ascended to the upper level. The interior was lit by a blue light and the curls in her hair glowed, seemingly lighted from within. I sat beside her next to the aisle and set the scuffed and locked briefcase on my lap.

“I don’t even know your name,” I said as the bus pulled away.

“My name is Ingrid.”

“That’s it? Just Ingrid?”

“Ingrid Reinhardt.”

“Are you really a Gypsy?”

“You haven’t introduced yourself yet,” she said, and studied her hands. “You see, I can’t read minds without my crystal ball.”
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GETTING DOWN FROM THE bus on Pariser Platz, I faced the Doric colonnade of the Brandenburger Tor. The famous gate with its goddess of victory and horse-drawn chariot was now an indistinct image because of the snowy conditions. From the southwestern corner of the Tiergarten, crews manning 128mm guns were firing salvos from positions on the roof of the Zoo Tower, the fortified edifice designed by Speer to resemble a medieval castle—in line with Hitler’s fascination with Teutonic mythology. 

Next to the tower, a radar control unit manned by Luftwaffe personnel directed the air defense of the capital, acquiring information from radar dishes and relaying the material to the flak towers and searchlight batteries in the city.

High overhead, anti-aircraft shells burst spectacularly within the circles of illumination given off by parachute flares and, as tracers from the 20mm pompoms raced into the glowing sky, an eerie vision of hell on earth was created. Then too, there were the remains of high explosive rounds that fell back to earth, detritus which pinged like hailstones off the hoods of parked cars. 
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