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          MUNICH, APRIL 6, 1920

        

      

    

    
      Dead brother, you’re why I go on with my diary after these eleven years. Last night, you appeared in my dream, gray and clammy. You whispered that my faithful dog Bubi wandered broken-hearted in the waters between life and death, out of sight from the Walvater – the father of all. I saw him in the dark sea described in the Edda, the ancient sacred writings of the North, just his head protruding above the troubled waters. The sun turned black; sparkling stars fell from the sky. I tried to save him but failed. He disappeared under the waves. All the world's love was locked in his eyes when he disappeared into the depths. Brother, I can’t bear this pain anymore. I will avenge Bubi; the whole world will know.
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        Never mind the thunder

        and the lightning in the sky,

        we Berliners snort and spray.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Cocaine, our fog of wonder,

        we’ll snort until we die,

        let the madhouse be our way.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        Dear God, who on earth

        Gives a damn anymore?

        Europe’s crazy, anyway.

      

      

      

      
        
        
        As for paradise, what mirth!

        We’d sneak in through that door,

        so let’s snort and let’s spray.

      

      

      

      Herr Doktor Heinz Baumgart can’t get rid of the annoying cabaret song in his head. The crowd at Grunewald, the Berlin racecourse, seems to sway up and down, making him dizzy. The racecourse gamblers, unsavory fools with shiny tie-pins and grey top hats, try tirelessly to raise the bets.

      It’s April 1921 and - thinking of April craziness - the sun is like an oven.

      Herr Doktor Baumgart bathes in sweat and it’s barely spring, dammit. The Great War swallowed countless corpses and now the ground exudes fumes that make the climate unpredictable. Yesterday, rain poured like a water cannon; now, there’s a sun like a searchlight.

      Baumgart’s hair, richly smothered in brilliantine, smells of cinnamon. His collar is strangling him. What possessed him to put on a suit from last year? Since then, he has grown in girth, learning, and patriotism. But also in agitation. He is a psychiatrist. This morning, he analyzed an interesting patient’s long and exciting diary entry.

      Afterward, he snorted and sprayed and went searching for fresh air.

      A peacock feather on a tiny hat attracts his attention – a silhouette with the graceful posture of a tightrope walker. The hips of a budding Egyptian slave girl with slanting eyes and black irises seem to burn a hole in Baumgart’s hat. Despite the heat, her velvet gloves cover her elbows. A daring silk dress, yellow, frivolously wavy, twisting suggestively, cut just below the knee.

      All that without a drop of sweat.

      Herr Doktor Baumgart immediately forgets his nationalistic concerns and profound aversion to the Jewish gambling stalls in Grunewald, which deceive their punters indiscriminately.

      He decides to address the nymph to make her part of his rich spiritual life.
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      Ayin tachat Ayin. An eye for an eye.

      Inspector Chaim Orlosow has read a lot about justice in his life, in both religious and secular books. So, what did it teach him?

      That the principle of an eye for an eye eventually leaves everyone blind.

      He waits for the young Armenian, Soghomon Tehlirian, to appear in the interrogation room. A verse from the Talmud, Yoma 22, bubbles up in his memory.

      The one who grants mercy to the perpetrators of cruelty will eventually show cruelty to the givers of mercy.

      Orlosow sighs. So many contradictions in life. Especially in religion. No wonder piety incites violence.

      Inspector Orlosow focuses his mind on the final interrogation of Soghomon Tehlirian. During the last session, he ordered the court officer to record how the Armenian murderer had been arrested.

      It hadn’t required strenuous police work. “Witnesses have confirmed that Soghomon Tehlirian shot the Turk Talaat Pasha in broad daylight in the street on March 15. I was one of these witnesses. When I arrested him, Mr. Tehlirian did not resist. On the contrary, he confessed to the murder immediately.”

      The record was pointless, a stock scene in the vaudeville of the law. The inspector had added a final comment: “After several interrogations, the accused comes across to me as a sensitive, traumatized man. I have not detected in him the moral and intellectual blunting characteristic of the typical murderer.”

      This was Orlosow’s second attempt to stand up for Soghomon Tehlirian. The first one had led to a furor. Just after the arrest, he had said in an interview with the Berlin New Press: “Grief for his family members who died in the Turkish genocide of the Armenians is possibly the sole motive for Soghomon Tehlirian’s reckless act.”

      Possibly. Reckless.

      Nobody remembered those two words. They were not the reason why the interview made a splash in Berlin. Orlosow had used the taboo word genocide. Everyone who read the interview remembered it. Everyone talked about it with mounting passion.

      The statement earned Orlosow a reprimand from his superior, who barked at him that Turkey was a ‘loyal ally’ of Germany and should not be challenged by spreading ‘fairy tales’.

      Only Orlosow’s excellent relationship with Bernhard Weiss, the Assistant Chief of the Berlin police, saved him from punishment – either that or Weiss’s fear that the media would smell a scandal if Orlosow got demoted straight after his public defense of Tehlirian.

      The young Armenian sits opposite Orlosow at the table in the interrogation room. Orlosow studies the deep-set eyes, the sullen turn of the lips and the thick eyebrows that make the eye sockets appear deeper. He turns to the clerk, who records the interrogation in standard shorthand.

      “Delete my last remark from the previous session about the suspect,” Orlosow says. “It is better to stick to the facts and not to record any assumptions in the file.” Barely noticeably, Orlosow is shuddering at his own cowardice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Elise Kraiser recognizes the symptoms of the genteel addict who forces himself on her and her companion. He is neatly dressed but there are beads of sweat on his brow. As he approaches, trying to move elegantly, Elise notices with surprise that he is actually as tall as her. From a distance, the chap seemed smaller due to some optical illusion. He also seemed fat but a second glance tells her he is not. Well-nourished: that’s what people call it nowadays. His hair, however, is a disaster. The square face and the coarse skull with the broad forehead beg for a military crewcut, not a tacky little curl stuck down with spit.

      His eyes betray him as a pleasure seeker. That observation gives Elise Kraiser hope. She wants to believe in chance encounters. Maybe this will be a winning lottery ticket.

      The newcomer introduces himself as Herr Doktor Baumgart. He shakes hands with Franz Hessel, the ugly fellow talking to Elise, and casually removes his hat.

      Ah well, the classic tactic, Elise thinks.

      The stranger pretends he is hardly interested in her and starts a confusing conversation with Hessel – writer, neurotic, researcher, and admirer of Proust’s À la Recherche du Temps Perdu. Hessel tries to beg funds from everyone to translate the masterpiece, which he is eager to start as soon as the final volume comes out in France.

      Elise looks right through Heinz Baumgart, who is performing his charade so enthusiastically that it keeps Hessel spouting about his literary dream.

      Elise feels his sideways glances at her body.

      “Herr Hessel,” Baumgart interrupts before the writer can start a new monologue about Proust. “You must not forget that Marcel Proust is partly of Jewish descent. We don’t appreciate that in Germany. I advise you to look for another literary project.” He smiles when he sees Elise listening.

      They are distracted by the thunder of horses’ hooves and a crowd running up the stairs to the gambling rooms. Hessel apologizes and sets off in pursuit, with his tailcoat flapping.

      Baumgart and Kraiser only have to look each other in the eye to know they belong to the same species: lackeys of Lady Snow.

      So it doesn’t take long before Baumgart whispers in Frau Elise Kraiser's delightful ear that he can discreetly help her in her distress.

      Kraiser feels like punching herself in the face. Confessing to a stranger, whom she doesn’t trust, after less than twenty minutes of conversation, that she could use a ‘pick-me-up’? Has she gone mad? Is her addiction so out of control?

      Baumgart feels what’s going on inside her. He gently kneads – how exciting – her back muscles as he whispers that he has a generous stack of cocaine and heroin from army supplies after the surrender.

      “Important and fascinating people buy it from me,” says Baumgart. “You get it for free; I’d be ashamed to ask such a delightful woman for money.”

      He feels a nasty cramp in his lower abdomen. Damn, the magic of the wench is miraculous. His use of heroin has given him unmanageable constipation. Still, after only about twenty minutes in the vicinity of this swan, there is movement in the black, rigid mass of feces in his bowels.

      Baumgart has just enough time to press his card in Elise’s hand, kiss her on the cheek, and give her arm a reassuring squeeze before he rushes to the public restroom.

      When he returns with red blotches on his cheeks, Frau Kraiser has disappeared.

      But that same day, she is at his doorstep. She has only just entered when she sticks her tongue in his mouth.
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      It’s a classic interrogation trick to make a suspect wait while pretending to be busy. But as Orlosow looks through his notes for the interrogation, his thoughts wander. Despite his police badge, he has avoided direct eye contact with fellow German citizens over the past year. Jews, even Jewish police officers, nowadays have to watch their steps. The constant feeling of insecurity is exhausting. Orlosow knows that justice and equity have lost sight of each other in post-war Germany. The Great War ended three years ago but its consequences continue to cause corruption, unrest, and violence.

      The inspector has been shocked by his snappy candor in The New Berlin Post. His assessment of Tehlirian’s revenge has had consequences for public opinion because journalists in the media had credited Orlosow with a heroic role. It was he, after all, who apprehended the armed Tehlirian. The inspector has tried to stop the story from getting blown up in the press but to no avail. Dozens of Berlin newspapers and magazines have declared with dramatic headlines that Orlosow arrested the ‘mad Armenian gunman’ at risk to his own life. His photo on all the front pages has prompted people to doff their hats when they meet him on the street. Because of all this fuss, Orlosow’s rash statement about Tehlirian’s motive, inspired by his disappointment at the decay of the rule of law, has gained more weight than he could ever have predicted.

      It’s not the first time the newspapers have paid attention to Orlosow. The inspector thought himself forgotten after that first time but now finds that both newspapers and the public have longer memories than he thought.

      About six months ago, Orlosow and a colleague almost caught the serial killer whom Berliners called ‘The Skinner.’ Just as with Tehlirian, it was a coincidence that Orlosow was at the scene when The Skinner abandoned a lifeless victim. The murderer was able to get away because Orlosow and his colleague had been confused about what they saw. Yet the newspapers published that Orlosow, the higher-ranking of the duo, ‘had looked The Skinner in the eye.’ In reality, the inspector had only seen the murderer’s helmet pulled low over his forehead and his back just after that.

      Orlosow feels a burst of paranoia. Does coincidence exist? He nods to the patiently waiting Soghomon Tehlirian. Nowhere does he notice any pride in the ideological killer. In this Society, it is not difficult to feel sympathy for a killer, Orlosow thinks.
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      After barely two weeks between his sheets, Elise Kraiser asks psychiatrist Baumgart if she can attend the next meeting of his Thule Society. Baumgart has bragged to her about his chairmanship of the Berlin branch.

      The psychiatrist reacted reluctantly. Elise tries to convince him that she wants to meet the influential members of this select, anti-Semitic gentlemen’s club that exists to promote Aryan purity.

      She also, she says, finds Jews incredibly nasty, as you well know, my little goat.

      Rumor has it that powerful politicians are well disposed towards the club with its intricate occultism and grotesque rituals. That excites her, oh chou; I am so excited, I want to sniff the air of your Aryan purity. She knows some people, Kraiser continues, who whisper that, behind the scenes, the Society influences the political power blocks in the Weimar Republic.

      Baumgart argues against it. “You’ll stand out too much! It’s a men’s club! And you’re married!”

      Kraiser has told Baumgart that her investment banker husband will be in the United States for another three months – a pretty cunning lie, in her opinion.

      “Why don’t you tell me what important speaker you’ve procured for the next meeting? You tell other people about it but your chou knows nothing.”

      Baumgart gives an exaggerated sigh in the semi-darkness of the bedroom, obviously enjoying his role as the macho male who generously accepts the whining of the female. He loves the French accent with which she pronounces the buzzword ‘chou.’

      “It’s a surprise,” he chuckles. “Top secret.”

      She starts kneading his bull-like neck. Strange that such a primitive-looking figure is a psychiatrist. And relatively easy to fool. By her reckoning, that’s because of the drugs Baumgart uses every day. Such a cocktail of heroin and alcohol would kill a bull but Baumgart navigates happily through life.

      “If you want the Society to make a name for itself, you need more than invited speakers. All those rich guys with their well-fed bellies, Cuban cigars, perfectly cut robes – they want to give money to your Society. But you won’t get them in the mood with speeches; you do it with women. After the speeches, organize a beauty pageant: young girls with blond hair and blue eyes, a contest for the most beautiful Aryan specimen. And make sure those wenches know what to do when the parade is over.”

      Elise Kraiser imagines she hears Baumgart’s brain grinding in the stillness that follows. He rubs his nose and admits that the idea seems tempting. He compliments Elise on her sharp mind and insight into the male psyche.

      But then he starts whining again. If there is a pageant, he’ll need a host for the event, and he doesn’t consider himself suitable for the job.

      Elise bends down and kisses him. “How slow you are tonight. You have to shoot up less often; it makes you lazy. Who better than me to comment on an event like this? I may look exotic but my Aryan father raised me well. Every German should follow his example.”

      “The members and guests will find it strange. You’re half, uh, Chinese.”

      She scratches his skull. “That’s just right, Heinz. In Berlin, one has to stand out. And what do I do?” She pushes her right nipple against his mouth. “Stand out.”

      “Isn’t it too soon though? The meeting’s in a week.”

      Elise Kraiser lets her hand slide over Baumgart’s belly and sighs deeply.

      “In Berlin, you must be quick and original, Baumgart.”

      Baumgart chews on his lower lip. He nods.

      “But…” he starts.

      She pushes the nipple into his mouth. What follows is not entirely original.

      But effective.
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      In this third round of questioning, Soghomon Tehlirian wants to share his deepest motives for the murder of Talaat Pasha. So far, he has spoken about the Armenian genocide, not about the death of his relatives. Now, he indicates that he wants to go into detail.

      “My parents were merchants. We lived in Erzincan with my two brothers and three sisters. We lived in constant fear, like all Armenians in the area. Rumors that the Turks wanted to exterminate us had been going around for years. I was eighteen and didn’t understand the reasons for the Turkish hatred, although I heard it was rooted in religious and political quarrels. In May 1915, the Bahaeddin Shakir ordered us to leave Erzincan. Three days later, the marching orders came. We were only allowed to take what we could carry. Outside the city, the Turkish militia split us into groups. We’d gone only a few kilometers when the militia started looting our possessions. There were skirmishes. Somebody fired shots at the head of the caravan. A carnage followed.”

      “You anticipated a massacre, yet you went with the Turkish militia?” Orlosow remarks. “How do you explain that?”

      The defendant looks at the inspector. “Constant threat is like a humid summer day: it sucks all thoughts out of your head. We followed the Turkish murderers like lemmings. Maybe we didn’t believe the rumors.” The young man turns his head to the clerk. His big Adam’s apple visibly goes up and down when he turns to Orlosow again. “Have you ever lost a loved one, sir?”

      Orlosow coughs. “Why do you ask?”

      “When you hear that someone you love has been murdered, you can’t take it in. Time stands still. People around you seem like empty husks. That’s what it felt like, sir. A gendarme jumped on our ox cart and pulled my youngest sister off the back. My mother screamed. May I go blind, sir – I can’t say more. I’d rather die than relive the events of that day.”

      Orlosow gently urges the suspect: “But soon you must tell the court about these events. Your life depends on it.”

      The young man bends forward, presses his elbows to his ribs, and pulls his belly in as if expecting a knife blow. “I got hit on the head with a rifle butt and fell into the back of the cart. Half-anesthetized, I saw how they smashed my brother’s skull with an ax. Then my mother fell. I think a bullet hit her because smoke was coming from her chest. At first, I thought it was her soul, but no, it was smoke. My eyes filled with blood. I couldn’t see properly.”

      “And your father?”

      “He was at the head of the caravan at the time. There were shots there as well. Bayonets flashed in the sunlight. I heard screams, women mostly. The Turks ripped off their clothes; you can guess the rest. They were impaled like goats on a spit. I must have fallen to the ground, then. I have no memories until I woke up in a mountain of corpses. My mother and my brother were on top of me. I tried to get up: I had a head wound and my left leg was injured. The killers had vanished.”

      “Who were these mass murderers?”

      “Turkish militia members, Turkish cavalry soldiers, Turkish gendarmes, and Turkish residents of Erzincan.”

      There’s silence.

      “They all worked together,” repeats Tehlirian. “Once they smelled blood, they turned into a bunch of monsters. I think, sir, that the word bloodlust should be taken literally. It’s a fever that scorches all humanity.”
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      Inspector Orlosow feels depressed when he leaves the courthouse, days after the last interrogation of Tehlirian. He has re-read all the records. The recording clerk might have changed something. Orlosow doesn’t trust the way the man looks at him.

      The last interrogation still weighs heavily on him. He glances over his shoulder at the facade of the courthouse. The “People’s Court” in the Berlin-Plötzensee prison, surrounded by its high walls, betrays its Prussian origins. The massive, self-righteous, neoclassical architectural style gets on Orlosow’s nerves. His thoughts drift to the executioner Carl Gröpler, who regularly squeezes himself into a uniform too tight for his bull-like shoulders. The state executioner for the People’s Court carries out the death penalty with his hand axe.

      Orlosow wonders how long Soghomon Tehlirian has left before Gröpler’s axe strikes. In hindsight, the inspector thinks he shouldn’t have arrested the young Armenian. But when he witnessed the murder in broad daylight, he did not know the young man’s motives and it was as if Tehlirian were waiting for him in the middle of the street with his smoking gun.

      Lost in conflicting thoughts, the inspector takes the tram to the Kurfürstendamm. The Romanisches Café beckons. He ought to go back to the police station but he needs a bucket of comfort and a drop of courage first. He can find both in the frivolous confusion of the café.

      The inspector goes inside, his hands behind his back, his gaze averted like an addict trying to hide his distress. He sits down, barely acknowledging the regulars.

      Tehlirian’s testimony has awoken scenes from his childhood that he would rather forget. He feels a sour darkness stirring within him. The memories of the Pogrom of the Jews in Odesa twenty years ago rise unbeckoned. When Orlosow orders a schnapps, his dead uncle’s voice starts to beat on Orlosow’s heart. The chorus of the song that his uncle had sung in Odesa next to Orlosow’s lifeless sister and her baby echoes in his skull.

      
        
        
        There lies a handsome woman,

        Crumpled in the dirt and mess.

        Near her lies a tiny baby

        Sucking on her cold, dead breast.

      

      

      

      The song was right. There lay the handsome Malkiya, Orlosow’s older sister, in the dirt of the street with a bluish baby beside her, desperately sucking on her cold, dead breast.
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      The Thule Society members find it amusing to hold their meetings in the elitist establishment The Golden Hind in the Kantstrasse, near the private synagogue Beth Itzchok, home to the Synagogue Association, Toras Chesed.

      The proximity of the synagogue gets their laughter going. They compete to tell the filthiest joke about the Jews, merrily toasting the results.

      Jörg Lanz, a former monk (who likes to be called Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels because the name smells of nobility) finally finishes his speech at five past four after going for an hour and a half.

      “Take forth this message, gentlemen. We, Aryans, we Theozoa, the children of the gods, must cleanse the world of subhumans, the Anthropozoa, the animals that resemble humans. The best example of this is the Jew. As long as the Jew exists on Earth, he corrupts the divine powers of the Aryans; he infects the Götter-Elektron, the higher powers of the pure Germans, with his ill-gotten money and his abhorrent rituals. Therefore, we must join forces and do everything possible to regain our rightful divine powers, which the Ancients called Vril. They are the true and rightful heritage of the Aryans.”

      Lanz throws up his hands. “We prepare the way for the Aryan God-man. We, the guardians of our heroic history that goes back as far as Atlantis and Hyperborea, we are the Chosen Ones! It’s our holy duty to exterminate The Jew and then we’ll see to it that our race will never again have to endure such unnatural contamination.”

      After rising to this climax, Lanz concludes happily: “Finally, tonight, I invite you to the beauty contest organized by the Berlin Thule Society under the leadership of Herr Doktor Baumgart. Let us proclaim the most perfect, blond-haired, blue-eyed Aryan girl as the future mother of God-men!”

      The applause is deafening.
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      Chaim Orlosow gulps his fourth schnapps in the Romanisches Café and feels himself gradually calming down. A man in the barroom shouts his name and strides over, jovially extending his right hand.

      “It’s been a long time, inspector! I’ve read that you’re on the case of that hot-headed Armenian. You’re famous these days! The newspapers are full of it! But all that fuss makes a man thirsty. Get us a drink, or we’ll go to hell in a handcart!”

      Chaim Orlosow doesn’t have a good memory for faces. However, the voice and accent save him. The energetic young man is the Flemish poet he used to hang out with in the bar. What was his name again?

      “Paul Van Ostaijen!” Orlosow says, relieved. “How’s it going?”

      The poet is dressed in a worn-out black suit with a bearskin hat, although spring is in the air.

      “That goes without saying,” says Van Ostaijen. The poet is an eccentric dandy. Once, with quite a bit of liquor to help them, Orlosow and Van Ostaijen tried translating some of his poems into German. Orlosow only remembers Paukenkampf and Ploemp, words Van Ostaijen repeated until they seemed like a spell.

      How long has it been since he used to meet Van Ostaijen in the Berlin night scene? Seven months? Maybe longer. In Berlin, that’s an eternity. The city is like a mare on heat who offers her ass to every stallion: the Spartacists, the Social Democrats, the Liberty Corps, the left-wing revolutionaries, the Bolsheviks, the extreme nationalists, and so on.

      “From left and right, but always from below, never from above,” was his favorite comment about German politics – he was a cynical little rooster, especially after snorting cocaine. Handsome girlfriend, too, the inspector remembers.

      He studies the poet’s face. Van Ostaijen’s warm gaze reminds him of moments when they stood together at the bar, arms round each other’s shoulders.

      Van Ostaijen taps the inspector’s arm. “Time for another drink? Tell me, how did your meetings go? Yes, what was the name of that young Armenian murderer? Is he some hairy savage? What an interesting job you’ve got!”

      “His name is Soghomon Tehlirian. The executioner will have his head off. Turkey’s counting on an execution.”

      “Then the Turks will be given the finger.” Van Ostaijen sounds very sure of himself. He has a peculiar way of looking at people as if trying to determine their worth. “Just read the newspapers. Public opinion is the supreme judge in this country these days. And public opinion says that Germany should be ashamed of itself for allowing the Turks to massacre the Armenians. The court will acquit Tehlirian, wait and see.”

      “I have yet to see it. Germany has much more to be ashamed of and doesn’t care about that any more than it does about the Armenian…” The inspector smiles bitterly. “I’m not allowed to pronounce the G-word.”

      “I read your statement about the genocide in the newspaper. I thought: my good comrade Orlosow will be getting into trouble.”

      Orlosow shrugs his shoulders.

      “Ça va,” says the poet. “Come, I’ll treat you with my last pennies. By the way, have you heard from our beautiful companion Elise Kraiser?”
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      Emma Clément screams inside her head. Should she enter the Romanisches Café or not? The young woman paces up and down the street in her thin gown. It’s a fresh spring day today but she wants to show off her legs. She has a good reason for that. When she stands in front of Paul and spits in his face, his eyes will automatically go down and see what beautiful limbs he has cheated.

      But she still has actually to do it, that spit.

      Emma Clément remembers the good times with her Paul when they had fled to Berlin at the end of 1918. In Berlin, everything was more intense and faster than in Antwerp. Nights of discussions about politics and art in this very café: men with long hair, women with flamboyant fashion sense. Add perfumed cigarette smoke, coffee with liqueur, flagons of beer, and extravagant types like the poetess Else Lasker-Schüler. The woman called herself Prince Jussuf of Thebes and claimed to have been that prince in a previous life. Paul called her ‘that little Jewish loony,’ but Emma had noticed how he looked at her. Paul's urge to be macho was so strong. Initially, she had been proud of that: her Paul was an artist and a horny bull on top of it. But over time, she saw the frightened child behind his dominant character, which made her pity greater and her admiration smaller.

      Simultaneously, their eternal lack of money (caused in Emma’s eyes by Paul’s laziness) remained unresolved. Blame flew back and forth. Finally, one evening Paul said that she had lured him to Berlin because she feared being branded as a Fritzen whore in Antwerp after the war. Have you forgotten those wild nights in Antwerp with mustachioed German officers, Fritzen whore? She laughed in Paul’s face and retaliated: he had been as scared as a weasel that the Belgian authorities would throw him in jail as a Fleming who wanted independence for Flanders. So he had fled the homeland with his tail between his legs. Now, what does that say about your balaclava, little poet-prince?

      After that, it was never the same between them. Emma started working as a mannequin for Hammer’s fashion house. She was allowed to parade around in gorgeous dresses and heard how beautiful she was dozens of times a day. But in the evening, she went back to that stink hole where Paul paced back and forth all day, always complaining that he couldn’t find peace to write, that he was homesick for Flanders. On other days, he was prattling about how he would become a cigarette hawker or shoe salesman. Wait and see: he would earn tons of money with his natural charm! Soon, she didn’t listen to those tirades anymore. He continued living at her expense, forcing her to take a side job. She did photo work, modeling bathing suits, and at night she sold packages of cocaine in cafés. When she came home tired, she had to suffer Paul’s reproachful glances because she had left him alone for too long.

      Although Emma Clément is convinced that her long-standing relationship with Van Ostaijen is ending, she cannot bear the idea of him in the arms of another woman. His recent fling with Elise Kraiser, ‘the half-blood chink’, is fresh in her memory, although Paul denies the affair. Oh my! Everybody fell for that half-breed slit-eye with her split skirt and her apple-colored skin, even that doe-eyed Jewish policeman. Just a fuzzy little inspector – what was his name again?
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      “What? You haven’t heard from Elise Kraiser?” Van Ostaijen frowns. “I thought she liked you. She moved out a few months ago; that could be the reason. Didn’t you know that?”

      Orlosow pulls a neutral face and shakes his head.

      “I’ve distanced myself. I wooed Elise more than enough. She’s an autumn leaf, always whirling away.”

      “But Inspector, how poetic!” It sounds a bit mocking.

      Orlosow quietly observes Van Ostaijen. His hair is pressed backward with brilliantine as usual. His face still has something boyish but the skin is flakey. He looks like an aging juvenile lead from an operetta.

      Orlosow is happy to close the book on Elise Kraiser. “Do you and Emma still live on Wilhelmstrasse?”

      “No, we moved.”

      Orlosow raises an eyebrow. “Everybody’s moving like it’s nothing.”

      Van Ostaijen smiles grudgingly. “Without wanting to be insulting, inspector, Germany has exceptionally nasty landlords. Ours kicked us out with all our bits and pieces.”

      Orlosow shakes his head compassionately.

      Van Ostaijen is on a roll: “No wonder I’m about to quit Germany and return to the homeland.”

      “And Emma?”

      Orlosow remembers Emma Clément as a woman who impressed him. Her eyes looked right through him and seemed to guess what he tried to keep hidden from himself and others.
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      Emma Clément is still peeking into the Romanisches Café, hoping and at the same time fearing to see Paul in the arms of another woman.

      She wants to confess to him that she is in love with another man, Peter Pringsheim, but she doesn’t dare. She already knows what Paul will say. What? You’ve gone and fallen for that rich stinker? On top of it, Pringsheim is the brother-in-law of the famous writer Thomas Mann, which will send Paul crazy. She is reluctant to meet Mann – a grumpy old pudding by all accounts. The author will peep inside her with piercing eyes and see what she’s worth.

      Never mind, she thinks. If you want to get anywhere in life, you have to be able to take the flak.

      How is she supposed to make Paul understand that Pringsheim is her best chance for the life she always dreamed of? Paul has an ugly temper but she still burns a candle for him. She also takes his swollen ego for granted. Paul has the cheek to call himself her tamer. And as if that were not enough, he thinks she should be like the statue of Pygmalion, which can only come to life when the artist animates it. This idiot, with his fancy words, has been living off her for years, and nowadays, his efforts in bed are pretty feeble. Cocaine has ruined his capacity to fuck.

      Ah, but his words are still lyrical!

      Emma Emma Emma. EmEmEmma Emma Emma.

      She hums her name.

      To the rhythm of one of his poems.
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      Orlosow thinks Van Ostaijen can’t have heard him in the noisy café and asks again: “And how is Emma?”

      Van Ostaijen shrugs his shoulders and looks away. Orlosow asks no further.

      “I understand you wanting to leave,” he says diplomatically. “I’ve lived in Berlin for twenty-eight years and no longer recognize Germany. Remember that pilot who had a room next to yours a while back? I wanted to arrest him for some shady dealings but he was ahead of me and ran off to Sweden.”

      “You mean Göring, that fat man with a head like a toad?”

      “Exactly. Herr Göring is big in Munich now, among the National Socialists in the Nazi Party. Something like that makes you think.” Orlosow turns to a waiter and orders two coffees.

      “I no longer read newspapers,” says Van Ostaijen, apparently forgetting that he has read about Tehlirian. “The tackiness of those rags hurts my eyes.”

      Orlosow suspects the poet has no more money to buy newspapers. Before he can answer, Van Ostaijen bends over. “How’s The Skinner case?”

      “No progress,” Orlosow answers plainly. “The Skinner is still a shadow that strikes randomly. He hunts down Jews – man, woman, child, doesn’t matter. That’s all we know. There are lots of Jews in Berlin. And a lot of people who can’t stand them.”

      “You’ve seen him.”

      Orlosow shrugs his shoulders. “Only a flash of his face in the lantern light. I’ve seen so many mad killers since the war ended.”

      “It may be routine for you, but I’m curious! Can you give me The Skinner’s modus operandi? I’m trying to write a grotesque. The genre is popular nowadays and I’m looking for inspiration.” Van Ostaijen bends a little closer to Orlosow. The inspector smells crème de menthe on his breath – a woman’s drink.

      “Does The Skinner really leave a turd on the corpse?”

      “You know I can’t say anything while the investigation is going on,” says the inspector.

      Where are art’s values when the work of a demented killer must serve as inspiration for a dilettante poet like him? Orlosow wonders.

      Van Ostaijen smiles. “I thought you’d say that. Let me confess.”

      Orlosow raises his eyebrows.

      “My story is an adaptation of an anecdote Elise Kraiser once told me,” says Van Ostaijen. “She was a nurse in the war. She witnessed the battles around Ypres.”

      “She never told me that,” Orlosow says. He doesn’t mention that Elise Kraiser came to his office months ago to tell him that she had witnessed a murder in Ypres similar to The Skinner murders that had started in the autumn of 1920. That’s how he got to know her. The inspector is discreet and lets Van Ostaijen rattle on without giving anything away.

      “A female colleague of hers was murdered out there in the trenches. Cut to ribbons and mutilated. And The Skinner’s, uh, smelly signature left lying in state on her belly. She was Jewish.”

      Van Ostaijen hesitates and then blurts: “When my first draft is finished, do you want to proofread it? You could give me clues as to what such corpses look like.” He looks in his coffee cup. “That’s not part of my expertise.”

      The inspector drinks his espresso. It makes his mouth dry. “I thought murderers had no place in your poetic canon.”

      Van Ostaijen is ready for Orlosow’s reaction. “A poetic canon is like a butterfly that pupates at regular intervals. The grotesque genre is a challenge! It encapsulates the brutal facts in the sweetness of language! It’s an intoxicating ode to the moral sovereignty of crime!” The Fleming puffs out his cheeks like he’s exhausted. “And all of that with a load of exclamation marks,” he concludes sheepishly.

      “The sovereignty of crime is becoming clearer by the day, that’s for sure,” Orlosow says ironically.

      The café door is thrown open so violently that the windows rattle in their frames.
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      Bread, contentment, and human dignity

      Eleven-year-old Isaiah Lipmann has read the Eastern European Jewish League slogan on pamphlets in the Scheunenviertel district. The next day, they were torn to pieces. It was all tittle-tattle as if the Germans would change because of slogans.

      Isaiah Lipmann wonders what it feels like to be omnipotent like the Lord G-d. His father, Levie, who’d sent him out to find his older sister, Mara, would scold him again for daydreaming.

      Isaiah is a long-legged, skinny kid with unruly curls. The boy’s bony limbs and pale complexion evoke brief pity in some people and disgust in others – just a piece of Jewish shit who would stick a knife in your back if he got the chance. Isaiah, the son of Levie Lipmann, a Polish tailor who came to Berlin to look for work when he was young, is constantly hungry and aware, sensing like a cat the danger of the growing anti-Jewish feelings in the better neighborhoods of Berlin.

      Precisely those neighborhoods make up the world Isaiah dreams of: away from the rotting Scheunenviertel into the hubbub of trendy streets, where he can immerse himself in sounds, scenes, colors, and smells that make him dream of a wonderful life. He abhors the constant wailing of his father Levie, who has raised his hands to heaven all his life to beg G-d’s blessing rather than sewing clothes. His father constantly goes on at him and his sister Mara, saying he is toiling to give them a better life than he had. Isaiah both loves and resents him.

      Isaiah is curious. He knows there is a polite society beyond his reach, crammed with knowledge and science. Although he has no money, he likes to hang around in bookstores until the staff chase him away.

      An hour ago, he had the Nazi newspaper in his hands. The author of an article, The World Enemy, was convinced that you could see from the Jewish skull that Jews are ‘by nature criminals.’

      Such theories frighten but also fascinate him. Is it possible that he belongs to a race chosen by God but condemned by men? Isaiah bites his lip and wanders through the neighborhood like an animal that senses a distant forest fire.

      Searching for Mara, searching for Mara…

      He marvels at the storefronts of expensive shops and dreams he’s going inside, dressed in a fancy suit, a cigar tucked in his mouth, and a monocle in one eye. He is received like a prince by the shop assistants.

      “Mr. Lipmann, what an honor to welcome you to our store.”

      They bow like jackknives.
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      Orlosow sees a man in a brown Nazi uniform stride into the café and take a seat a few tables down. The man removes his ski cap, bares a shaved skull, and glances at Chaim Orlosow. He reminds the inspector of an angry dog.

      “There you have an example of the sovereignty of crime,” mutters Van Ostaijen. He discreetly points at the swastika around the thug’s right bicep. “The Swastika. In Germany, an anti-Semitic sign worn by all school students. It’s also known in Japan. Katsushika Hokusai signed over thirty thousand paintings, woodcuts, and prints with the symbol.” Van Ostaijen gives a hollow laugh and licks his lips.

      Orlosow recently saw the swastika for the first time on the cover of Ostara, an anti-Semitic paper put out by ex-monk Lanz Von Liebenfels. In it, Jews are depicted as the lowest kind of vermin. Leafing through the publication, he has learned that Von Liebensfels is convinced that Theozoa, God-Beings, created the pure Aryan race. These interstellar entities believed that the time had come to purge creation of lower races spawned through depraved cross-breeding. Orlosow cannot understand who can take such nonsense seriously. All the same, Ostara is becoming more popular by the day in certain circles.

      The brownshirt, massive and restless, is glancing around the premises. A sense of unease overwhelms Orlosow.

      The door swings open again and stage director Max Reinhardt enters. He is a jovial regular who has often greeted Orlosow. He takes off his hat and runs his fingers through his curls. His sleepy, olive-colored eyes roam the café.

      The brownshirt reacts to Reinhardt’s arrival as if stung by a wasp. He jumps up, clattering his chair to the floor, and confronts the theatre director. With a loud voice, to make sure that everyone in the establishment hears him, he barks into Reinhardt’s face that he can shove his adaptation of the Everyman play up his stinking Jewish ass. Every Aryan pukes at such degenerate art. He thrusts his fist into Reinhardt’s belly. The theatre director falls to his knees. The Nazi leaves the café, cursing at all the Jewish cockroaches.

      Orlosow rises and gestures to stop the bully but not a word escapes his lips.

      “The new ‘legal’ order is more powerful than the police,” says Van Ostaijen. His words sound simultaneously mocking and nervous. But the Fleming isn’t nearly as scared as his companion. Chaim Orlosow saw how the Nazi glanced at him before storming out, provocatively as if challenging him to intervene.
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      Isaiah quickly turns his head when a woman on the sidewalk yells “Boy!” He is immediately ready for flight. She probably thinks he’s hanging around to steal.

      But no, she beckons him. She is a handsome woman with dark curls, a finely shaped chin, soft cheeks, full lips, and a supple, eye-catching figure. Pretty. Isaiah Lipmann feels a murmur of sexual awakening. He lowers his eyes and walks toward her. He sees that she is a typical gentile, a shiksa with sparkling eyes unafraid of the devil. She speaks German with a foreign accent. Although she looks anxious, her voice has a flattering, languid timbre. Isaiah’s lower lip sinks a little and he blushes.

      The woman asks if he wants to go into the café. She holds out a coin. He only has to see if a particular man is sitting inside with a woman. She describes the man: black hair with a neat side-parting, sharp cheekbones, piercing eyes under heavy eyebrows, and a shadow of stubble on his chin. Isaiah understands the situation at once. His thirteen-year-old sister Mara secretly meets boyfriends, all wastrel scum in their father’s eyes, unworthy of his precious daughter.

      Isaiah smiles: an easy task and enough money to buy a pretzel. The boy can already taste the salty treat. He trots over to the Romanisches Café. As he approaches, the wide glass door swings open and out strides a heavily-built man in military attire. Isaiah senses danger and turns around. But he is too close. He feels the man’s hatred like an electrical shock. A ham-like fist lands on his shoulder, pulling him roughly back. A blow to his right ear stuns him. He wriggles loose but the man smashes him to the pavement.

      Emma Clément reacts without thinking. She runs toward the Nazi and yells for him to keep his hands to himself. It was a wasted effort. The colossus kicks the boy. The boy curls up and covers his head with his hands. Emma is fired up and blind to danger. She punches the man just above his belt. Her two fists drill themselves into trained muscles under a layer of fat. The fighter looks bewildered. Before he realizes that a woman is attacking him, a voice sounds from the open door of the café.

      “Police! Stop!”

      The Nazi’s response is unexpected. He pulls an imposing Luger gun and points it at Orlosow. The inspector instinctively ducks; he doesn’t have his service weapon. The Nazi looks left and right. Some bystanders run away; others approach curiously. Waving his gun, the brownshirt takes a few steps back. Finally, he turns and marches round the corner, his back a silent challenge, a wall of disgust poisoning the street.

      Emma sees Van Ostaijen appear behind the inspector. Embarrassed with herself, she bends to help the boy get up.

      “He called me a plague of rats,” whispers Isaiah, almost inaudible, gently rocking his body as members of his race do when faced with the wrath of G-d. “He shouted that I’m not human.”
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      Inspector Orlosow feels humiliated. He tries to save face by explaining to the two Flemings and the Jewish boy that the Inter-Allied Military Control Commission, set up to implement the Treaty of Versailles on German soil, has decreed that police officers can only be armed when in uniform. However, the same commission allows the Resident Guard, a civilian paramilitary organization, to parade through the streets armed to the teeth on the pretext of defending themselves against looters, anarchists, armed bandit groups, and ‘revolutionary agitators.’

      Emma Clément, the cute little madam as Van Ostaijen sometimes calls her in his soft-sounding Flemish, looks at the inspector with pity and quiet mockery. Orlosow does not understand women like Emma. Jewish women lower their eyes to a man, whether stubbornly or timidly, but Emma is like an open book in a foreign language. In the days when the inspector had more contact with the couple, he often wondered whether he fancied her. She has a girlish physique but always seems combative. There is something disagreeable about her, occasionally suggesting a barely restrained hysteria. Orlosow doesn’t know how to handle her. He’s met Jews who have learned to ditch the complicated sexual constraints of Judaism, but he’s not one of those. All the same, he would like to be. He has unpleasant memories of his idiotic infatuation with Elise Kraiser.

      As if guessing his thoughts, Emma sidles up to him. Her lips curl, her eyes shine, and her voice drips honey: “What a coincidence, Mr. Orlosow, to bump into you again. I was wondering if you’ve met Elise Kraiser since she moved to a new apartment two days ago.”

      The inspector clears his throat. He doesn’t even know Kraiser’s new address but he won’t admit that.

      “Oh, you sucker,” his father used to say to his son. “What a shmendrik! Even if fate grabbed your butt, you wouldn’t feel it!”

      At that moment, the murmur of the city swells into the roar of an angry crowd taking over the streets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Berlin, 8 April 1920

      

      

      Today, with a superhuman effort, I forced myself to visit the Scheunenviertel district. It is downright disgusting how the Jew presents himself to humankind. The floppy hat, the black stockings, the beard crowded with lice. Revolting! That straight, self-righteous back as if he were the pillar holding up the world rather than a voracious insect gnawing at our pure foundations. I realize that to fight this creeping threat, I must suppress my more tender-minded and artistic sensibilities.
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