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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.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 4


[image: ]




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.
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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.
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