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To the memories of Hans and Sophie Scholl,


brother and sister; executed in 1943 for



anti-Nazi protests; journalist Carl von Ossietzky,


awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1935



while imprisoned in Oranienburg camp;


and Wilhelm Kruzfeld, a Berlin police officer


who refused to let a mob destroy a synagogue


during the Nazi-sponsored anti-Jewish riots



known as the Night of Broken Glass . . .



four people who looked at evil and said, “No.”











“[Berlin] was full of whispers. They told of illegal midnight arrests, of prisoners tortured in the S.A. barracks . . . They were drowned by the loud angry voices of the Government, contradicting through its thousand mouths.”





– Christopher Isherwood, Berlin Stories





I


THE BUTTON MAN


Monday, 13 July, 1936




Chapter


ONE


As soon as he stepped into the dim apartment he knew he was dead.


He wiped sweat off his palm, looking around the place, which was quiet as a morgue, except for the faint sounds of Hell’s Kitchen traffic late at night and the ripple of the greasy shade when the swiveling Monkey Ward fan turned its hot breath toward the window.


The whole scene was off.


Out of kilter . . .


Malone was supposed to be here, smoked on booze, sleeping off a binge. But he wasn’t. No bottles of corn anywhere, not even the smell of bourbon, the punk’s only drink. And it looked like he hadn’t been around for a while. The New York Sun on the table was two days old. It sat next to a cold ashtray and a glass with a blue halo of dried milk halfway up the side.


He clicked the light on.


Well, there was a side door, like he’d noted yesterday from the hallway, looking over the place. But it was nailed shut. And the window that let onto the fire escape? Brother, sealed nice and tight with chicken wire he hadn’t been able to see from the alley. The other window was open but was also forty feet above cobblestones.


No way out . . .


And where was Malone? Paul Schumann wondered.


Malone was on the lam, Malone was drinking beer in Jersey, Malone was a statue on a concrete base underneath a Red Hook pier.


Didn’t matter.


Whatever’d happened to the boozehound, Paul realized, the punk had been nothing more than bait, and the wire that he’d be here tonight was pure bunk.


In the hallway outside, a scuffle of feet. A clink of metal.


Out of kilter . . .


Paul set his pistol on the room’s one table, took out his handkerchief and mopped his face. The searing air from the deadly Midwest heat wave had made its way to New York. But a man can’t walk around without a jacket when he’s carrying a 1911 Colt .45 in his back waistband and so Paul was condemned to wear a suit. It was his single-button, single-breasted gray linen. The white-cotton, collar-attached shirt was drenched.


Another shuffle from outside in the hallway, where they’d be getting ready for him. A whisper, another clink.


Paul thought about looking out the window but was afraid he’d get shot in the face. He wanted an open casket at his wake and he didn’t know any morticians good enough to fix bullet or bird-shot damage.


Who was gunning for him?


It wasn’t Luciano, of course, the man who’d hired him to touch off Malone. It wasn’t Meyer Lansky either. They were dangerous, yeah, but not snakes. Paul’d always done top-notch work for them, never leaving a bit of evidence that could link them to the touch-off. Besides, if either of them wanted Paul gone, they wouldn’t need to set him up with a bum job. He’d simply be gone.


So who’d snagged him? If it was O’Banion or Rothstein from Williamsburg or Valenti from Bay Ridge, well, he’d be dead in a few minutes.


If it was dapper Tom Dewey, the death would take a bit longer—whatever time was involved to convict him and get him into the electric chair up in Sing-Sing.


More voices in the hall. More clicks, metal seating against metal.


But looking at it one way, he reflected wryly, everything was silk so far; he was still alive.


And thirsty as hell.


He walked to the Kelvinator and opened it. Three bottles of milk—two of them curdled—and a box of Kraft cheese and one of Sunsweet tenderized peaches. Several Royal Crown colas. He found an opener and removed the cap from a bottle of the soft drink.


From somewhere he heard a radio. It was playing “Stormy Weather.”


Sitting down at the table again, he noticed himself in the dusty mirror on the wall above a chipped enamel washbasin. His pale blue eyes weren’t as alarmed as they ought to be, he supposed. His face, though, was weary. He was a large man—over six feet and weighing more than two hundred pounds. His hair was from his mother’s side, reddish brown; his fair complexion from his father’s German ancestors. The skin was a bit marred—not from pox but from knuckles in his younger days and Everlast gloves more recently. Concrete and canvas too.


Sipping the soda pop. Spicier than Coca-Cola. He liked it.


Paul considered his situation. If it was O’Banion or Rothstein or Valenti, well, none of them gave a good goddamn about Malone, a crazy riveter from the shipyards turned punk mobster, who’d killed a beat cop’s wife and done so in a pretty unpleasant way. He’d threatened more of the same to any law that gave him trouble. Every boss in the area, from the Bronx to Jersey, was shocked at what he’d done. So even if one of them wanted to touch off Paul, why not wait until after he’d knocked off Malone?


Which meant it was probably Dewey.


The idea of being stuck in the caboose till he was executed depressed him. Yet, truth be told, in his heart Paul wasn’t too torn up about getting nabbed. Like when he was a kid and would jump impulsively into fights against two or three kids bigger than he was, sooner or later he’d eventually pick the wrong punks and end up with a broken bone. He’d known the same thing about his present career: that ultimately a Dewey or an O’Banion would bring him down.


Thinking of one of his father’s favorite expressions: “On the best day, on the worst day, the sun finally sets.” The round man would snap his colorful suspenders and add, “Cheer up. Tomorrow’s a whole new horse race.”


He jumped when the phone rang.


Paul looked at the black Bakelite for a long moment. On the seventh ring, or the eighth, he answered. “Yeah?”


“Paul,” a crisp, young voice said. No neighborhood slur.


“You know who it is.”


“I’m up the hall in another apartment. There’re six of us here. Another half dozen on the street.”


Twelve? Paul felt an odd calm. Nothing he could do about twelve. They’d get him one way or the other. He sipped more of the Royal Crown. He was so damn thirsty. The fan wasn’t doing anything but moving the heat from one side of the room to the other. He asked, “You working for the boys from Brooklyn or the West Side? Just curious.”


“Listen to me, Paul. Here’s what you’re going to do. You only have two guns on you, right? The Colt. And that little twenty-two. The others are back in your apartment?”


Paul laughed. “That’s right.”


“You’re going to unload them and lock the slide of the Colt open. Then walk to the window that’s not sealed and pitch them out. Then you’re going to take your jacket off, drop it on the floor, open the door and stand in the middle of the room with your hands up in the air. Stretch ’em way up high.”


“You’ll shoot me,” he said.


“You’re living on borrowed time anyway, Paul. But if you do what I say you might stay alive a little longer.”


The caller hung up.


He dropped the hand piece into the cradle. He sat motionless for a moment, recalling a very pleasant night a few weeks ago. Marion and he had gone to Coney Island for miniature golf and hot dogs and beer, to beat the heat. Laughing, she’d dragged him to a fortune teller at the amusement park. The fake gypsy had read his cards and told him a lot of things. The woman had missed this particular event, though, which you’d think should’ve showed up somewhere in the reading if she was worth her salt.


Marion . . . He’d never told her what he did for a living. Only that he owned a gym and he did business occasionally with some guys who had questionable pasts. But he’d never told her more. He realized suddenly that he’d been looking forward to some kind of future with her. She was a dime-a-dance girl at a club on the West Side, studying fashion design during the day. She’d be working now; she usually went till 1 or 2 a.m. How would she find out what happened to him?


If it was Dewey he’d probably be able to call her.


If it was the boys from Williamsburg, no call. Nothing.


The phone began ringing again.


Paul ignored it. He slipped the clip from his big gun and unchambered the round that was in the receiver, then he emptied the cartridges out of the revolver. He walked to the window and tossed the pistols out one at a time. He didn’t hear them land.


Finishing the soda pop, he took his jacket off, dropped it on the floor. He started for the door but paused. He went back to the Kelvinator and got another Royal Crown. He drank it down. Then he wiped his face again, opened the front door, stepped back and lifted his arms.


The phone stopped ringing.





“This’s called The Room,” said the gray-haired man in a pressed white uniform, taking a seat on a small couch.


“You were never here,” he added with a cheerful confidence that meant there was no debate. He added, “And you never heard about it.”


It was 11 p.m. They’d brought Paul here directly from Malone’s. It was a private town house on the Upper East Side, though most of the rooms on the ground floor contained desks and telephones and Teletype machines, like in an office. Only in the parlor were there divans and armchairs. On the walls here were pictures of new and old navy ships. A globe sat in the corner. FDR looked down at him from a spot above a marble mantel. The room was wonderfully cold. A private house that had air-conditioning. Imagine.


Still handcuffed, Paul had been deposited in a comfortable leather armchair. The two younger men who’d escorted him out of Malone’s apartment, also in white uniforms, sat beside him and slightly behind. The one who’d spoken to him on the phone was named Andrew Avery, a man with rosy cheeks and deliberate, sharp eyes. Eyes of a boxer, though Paul knew he’d never been in a fistfight in his life. The other was Vincent Manielli, dark, with a voice that told Paul they’d probably grown up in the same section of Brooklyn. Manielli and Avery didn’t look much older than the stickball kids in front of Paul’s building, but they were, of all things, lieutenants in the navy. When Paul had been in France the lieutenants he’d served under had been grown men.


Their pistols were in holsters but the leather flaps were undone and they kept their hands near their weapons.


The older officer, sitting across from him on the couch, was pretty high up—a naval commander, if the gingerbread on his uniform was the same as it’d been twenty years ago.


The door opened and an attractive woman in a white navy uniform entered. The name on her blouse was Ruth Willets. She handed him a file. “Everything’s in there.”


“Thank you, Yeoman.”


As she left, without glancing at Paul, the officer opened the file, extracted two pieces of thin paper, read them carefully. When he finished, he looked up. “I’m James Gordon. Office of Naval Intelligence. They call me Bull.”


“This is your headquarters?” Paul asked. “‘The Room’?”


The commander ignored him and glanced at the other two. “You introduced yourselves yet?”


“Yes, sir.”


“There was no trouble?”


“None, sir.” Avery was doing the talking.


“Take his cuffs off.”


Avery did so while Manielli stood with his hand near his gun, edgily eyeing Paul’s gnarled knuckles. Manielli had fighter’s hands too. Avery’s were pink as a dry-goods clerk’s.


The door swung open again and another man walked inside. He was in his sixties but as lean and tall as that young actor Marion and Paul had seen in a couple of films, Jimmy Stewart. Paul frowned. He knew the face from articles in the Times and the Herald Tribune. “Senator?”


The man responded, but to Gordon: “You said he was smart. I didn’t know he was well-informed.” As if he wasn’t happy about being recognized. The Senator looked Paul up and down, sat and lit a stubby cigar.


A moment later yet another man entered, about the same age as the Senator, wearing a white linen suit that was savagely wrinkled. The body it encased was large and soft. He carried a walking stick. He glanced once at Paul then, without a word to anyone, he retreated to the corner. He too looked familiar but Paul couldn’t place him.


“Now,” Gordon continued. “Here’s the situation, Paul. We know you’ve worked for Luciano, we know you’ve worked for Lansky, a couple of the others. And we know what you do for them.”


“Yeah, what’s that?”


“You’re a button man, Paul,” Manielli said brightly, as if he’d been looking forward to saying it.


Gordon said, “Last March Jimmy Coughlin saw you . . .” He frowned. “What do you people say? You don’t say ‘kill.’”


Paul, thinking: Some of us people say “chill off.” Paul himself used “touch off.” It was the phrase that Sergeant Alvin York used to describe killing enemy soldiers during the War. It made Paul feel less like a punk to use the term that a war hero did. But, of course, Paul Schumann didn’t share any of this at the moment.


Gordon continued. “Jimmy saw you kill Arch Dimici on March thirteenth in a warehouse on the Hudson.”


Paul had staked out the place for four hours before Dimici showed up. He’d been positive the man was alone. Jimmy must’ve been sleeping one off behind some crates when Paul arrived.


“Now, from what they tell me, Jimmy isn’t the most reliable witness. But we’ve got some hard evidence. A few revenue boys picked him up for selling hooch and he made a deal to rat on you. Seems he’d picked up a shell casing at the scene and was keeping it for insurance. No prints’re on it—you’re too smart for that. But Hoover’s people ran a test on your Colt. The scratches from the extractor’re the same.”


Hoover? The FBI was involved? And they’d already tested the gun. He’d pitched it out of Malone’s window less than an hour ago.


Paul rocked his upper and lower teeth against each other. He was furious with himself. He’d searched for a half hour to find that damn casing at the Dimici job and had finally concluded it’d fallen through the cracks in the floor into the Hudson.


“So we made inquiries and heard you were being paid five hundred dollars to . . .” Gordon hesitated.


Touch off.


“ . . . eliminate Malone tonight.”


“Like hell I was,” Paul said, laughing. “You got yourself some bum wire. I just went to visit him. Where is he, by the way?”


Gordon paused. “Mr. Malone will no longer be a threat to the constabulary or the citizens of New York City.”


“Sounds like somebody owes you five C-notes.”


Bull Gordon didn’t laugh. “You’re in Dutch, Paul, and you can’t beat the rap. So here’s what we’re offering. Like they say in those used-Studebaker ads: this’s a one-time-only offer. Take it or leave it. We don’t negotiate.”


The Senator finally spoke. “Tom Dewey wants you as bad as he wants the rest of the scum on his list.”


The special prosecutor was on a divine mission to clean up organized crime in New York. Crime boss Lucky Luciano, the Italian Five Families in the city and the Jewish syndicate of Meyer Lansky were his main targets. Dewey was dogged and smart and he was winning conviction after conviction.


“But he’s agreed to give us first dibs on you.”


“Forget it. I’m not a stool pigeon.”


Gordon said, “We’re not asking you to be one. That’s not what this is about.”


“Then what do you want me to do?”


A pause for a moment. The Senator nodded toward Gordon, who said, “You’re a button man, Paul. What do you think? We want you to kill somebody.”




Chapter


TWO


He held Gordon’s eyes for a moment then he looked at the pictures of the ships on the wall. The Room . . . It had a military feel to it. Like an officers’ club. Paul had liked his time in the army. He’d felt at home there, had friends, had a purpose. That was a good time for him, a simple time—before he came back home and life got complicated. When life gets complicated, bad things can happen.


“You’re being square with me?”


“Oh, you bet.”


With Manielli squinting out a warning to move slowly, Paul reached into his pocket and took out a pack of Chesterfields. He lit one. “Go on.”


Gordon said, “You’ve got that gym over on Ninth Avenue. Not much of a place, is it?” He asked this of Avery.


“You been there?” Paul asked.


Avery said, “Not so swank.”


Manielli laughed. “Real dive, I’d say.”


The commander continued, “But you used to be a printer before you got into this line of work. You liked the printing business, Paul?”


Cautiously Paul said, “Yeah.”


“Were you good at it?”


“Yeah, I was good. What’s that got to do with the price of tea in China?”


“How’d you like to make your whole past go away. Start over. Be a printer again. We can fix it so nobody can prosecute you for anything you’ve done in the past.”


“And,” the Senator added, “we’ll cough up some bucks too. Five thousand. You can get a new life.”


Five thousand? Paul blinked. It took most joes two years to earn that kind of money. He asked, “How can you clean up my record?”


The Senator laughed. “You know that new game, Monopoly? You ever play it?”


“My nephews have it. I never played.”


The Senator continued. “Sometimes when you roll the dice you end up in prison. But there’s this card that says ‘Get Out of Jail Free.’ Well, we’ll give you one for real. That’s all you need to know.”


“You want me to kill somebody? That’s queer. Dewey’d never agree to it.”


The Senator said, “The special prosecutor hasn’t been informed about why we want you.”


After a pause he asked, “Who? Siegel?” Of all the current mobsters Bugsy Siegel was the most dangerous. Psychotic, really. Paul had seen the bloody results of the man’s brutality. His tantrums were legendary.


“Now, Paul,” Gordon said, disdain on his face, “it’d be illegal for you to kill a U.S. citizen. We’d never ask you to do anything like that.”


“Then I don’t get the angle.”


The Senator said, “This is more like a wartime situation. You were a soldier. . . .” A glance at Avery, who recited, “First Infantry Division, First American Army, AEF. St. Mihiel, Meuse-Argonne. You did some serious fighting. Got yourself some medals for marksmanship in the field. Did some hand-to-hand too, right?”


Paul shrugged. The fat man in the wrinkled white suit sat silently in his corner, hands clasped on the gold handle of his walking stick. Paul held his eye for a minute. Then turned back to the commander. “What’re the odds I’ll survive long enough to use my get-out-of-jail card?”


“Reasonable,” the commander said. “Not great but reasonable.”


Paul was a friend of the sports journalist and writer Damon Runyon. They’d drink together some in the dives near Broadway, go to fights and ball games. A couple of years ago Runyon had invited Paul to a party after the New York opening of his movie Little Miss Marker, which Paul thought was a pretty good flick. At the party afterward, where he got a kick out of meeting Shirley Temple, he’d asked Runyon to autograph a book. The writer had inscribed it, To my pal, Paul— Remember, all of life is six to five against.



Avery said, “How ’bout we just say your chances’re a lot better than if you go to Sing-Sing.”


After a moment Paul asked, “Why me? You’ve got dozens of button men in New York’d be willing to do it for that kind of scratch.”


“Ah, but you’re different, Paul. You’re not a two-bit punk. You’re good. Hoover and Dewey say you’ve killed seventeen men.”


Paul scoffed. “Bum wire, I keep saying.”


In fact, the number was thirteen.


“What we’ve heard about you is that you check everything two, three times before the job. You make sure your guns’re in perfect shape, you read up about your victims, you look over their places ahead of time, you find their schedule and you make sure they stick to it, you know when they’ll be alone, when they make phone calls, where they eat.”


The Senator added, “And you’re smart. Like I was saying. We need smart for this.”


“Smart?”


Manielli said, “We been to your place, Paul. You got books. Damn, you got a lot of books. You’re even in the Book of the Month Club.”


“They’re not smart books. Not all of ’em.”


“But they are books,” Avery pointed out. “And I’m betting a lot of people in your business don’t read much.”


“Or can’t read,” Manielli said and laughed at his own joke.


Paul looked over at the man in the wrinkled white suit. “Who’re you?”


“You don’t need to worry—” Gordon began.


“I’m asking him.”


“Listen,” the Senator grumbled, “we’re calling the shots, my friend.”


But the fat man waved his hand and then replied to Paul, “You know the comics? Little Orphan Annie, the girl without the pupils in her eyes?”


“Yeah, sure.”


“Well, think of me as Daddy Warbucks.”


“What’s that mean?”


But he just laughed and turned to the Senator. “Keep pitching your case. I like him.”


The rail-thin politician said to Paul, “Most important, you don’t kill anybody innocent.”


Gordon added, “Jimmy Coughlin told us you said one time that you only kill other killers. What’d you say? That you only ‘correct God’s mistakes’? That’s what we need.”


“God’s mistakes,” the Senator repeated, smiling in lip but not in spirit.


“Well, who is it?”


Gordon looked at the Senator, who deflected the question. “You have relatives in Germany still?”


“Nobody close. My family came over here a long time ago.”


The Senator asked, “What do you know about the Nazis?”


“Adolf Hitler’s running the country. Sounds like nobody’s really crazy about it. There was this big rally against him at Madison Square Garden in March, two, three years ago. Traffic was a swell mess, I’ll tell you. I missed the first three rounds of a fight up in the Bronx. Got under my skin. . . . That’s about it.”


“Did you know, Paul,” the Senator said slowly, “that Hitler’s planning another war?”


That brought him up short.


“Our sources’ve been giving us information from Germany since Hitler came to power in thirty-three. Last year, our man in Berlin got his hands on a draft of this letter. It was written by one of their senior men, General Beck.”


The commander handed him a typed sheet. It was in German. Paul read it. The author of the letter called for a slow but steady rearmament of the German armed forces to protect and expand what Paul translated as “living area.” The nation had to be ready for war in a few years.


Frowning, he put the sheet down. “And they’re going ahead with this?”


“Last year,” Gordon said, “Hitler started a draft and since then he’s building up the troops to even higher levels than that letter recommends. Then four months ago German troops took over the Rhineland—the demilitarized zone bordering France.”


“I read about that.”


“They’re building submarines at Helgoland and’re taking back control of the Wilhelm Canal to move warships from the North Sea to the Baltic. The man running the finances over there has a new title. He’s head of the ‘war economy.’ And Spain, their civil war? Hitler’s sending troops and equipment supposedly to help Franco. Actually he’s using the war to train his soldiers.”


“You want me . . . you want a button man to kill Hitler?”


“Lord, no,” the Senator said. “Hitler’s just a crank. Funny in the head. He wants the country to rearm but he doesn’t have a clue how to do it.”


“And this man you’re talking about does?”


“Oh, you bet he does,” the Senator offered. “His name’s Reinhard Ernst. He was a colonel during the War but he’s civilian now. Title’s a mouthful: plenipotentiary for domestic stability. But that’s hooey. He’s the brains behind rearmament. He’s got his finger in everything: financing with Schacht, army with Blomberg, navy with Raeder, air force with Göring, munitions with Krupp.”


“What about the treaty? Versailles? They can’t have an army, I thought.”


“Not a big one. Same with the navy . . . and no air force at all,” the Senator said. “But our man tells us that soldiers and sailors’re popping up all over Germany like wine at Cana’s wedding.”


“So can’t the Allies just stop them? I mean, we won the War.”


“Nobody in Europe’s doing a thing. The French could’ve stopped Hitler cold last March, at the Rhineland. But they didn’t. The Brits? All they did was scold a dog that’d pissed on the carpet.”


After a moment Paul asked, “And what’ve we done to stop them?”


Gordon’s subtle glance was one of deference. The Senator shrugged. “In America all we want is peace. The isolationists’re running the show. They don’t want to be involved in European politics. Men want jobs, and mothers don’t want to lose their sons in Flanders Fields again.”


“And the president wants to get elected again this November,” Paul said, feeling FDR’s eyes peering down on him from above the ornate mantelpiece.


Awkward silence for a moment. Gordon laughed. The Senator did not.


Paul stubbed out his cigarette. “Okay. Sure. It’s making sense now. If I get caught there’s nothing to lead them back to you. Or to him.” A nod toward Roosevelt’s picture. “Hell, I’m just a crazy civilian, not a soldier like these kids here.” A glance at the two junior officers. Avery smiled; Manielli did too but his was a very different smile.


The Senator said, “That’s right, Paul. That’s exactly right.”


“And I speak German.”


“We heard you’re fluent.”


Paul’s grandfather was proud of his country of ancestry, as was Paul’s father, who insisted the children study German and speak their native language in the house. He recalled absurd moments when his mother would shout in Gaelic and his father in German when they fought. Paul had also worked in his grandfather’s plant, setting type and proofreading German-language printing jobs during the summers when he was in high school.


“How would it work? I’m not saying yes. I’m just curious. How would it work?”


“There’s a ship taking the Olympic team, families and press over to Germany. It leaves day after tomorrow. You’d be on it.”


“The Olympic team?”


“We’ve decided it’s the best way. There’ll be thousands of foreigners in town. Berlin’ll be packed. Their army and police’ll have their hands full.”


Avery said, “You won’t have anything to do with the Olympics officially—the games don’t start till August first. The Olympic Committee only knows you’re a writer.”


“A sports journalist,” Gordon added. “That’s your cover. But basically you just play dumb and make yourself invisible. Go to the Olympic Village with everybody else and spend a day or two there then slip into the city. A hotel’s no good; the Nazis monitor all the guests and record passports. Our man’s getting a room in a private boarding-house for you.”


Like any craftsman, certain questions about the job slipped into his mind. “Would I use my name?”


“Yes, you’ll be yourself. But we’ll also get you an escape passport—with your picture but a different name. Issued by some other country.”


The Senator said, “You look Russian. You’re big and solid.” He nodded. “Sure, you’ll be the ‘man from Russia.’”


“I don’t speak Russian.”


“Nobody there does either. Besides, you’ll probably never need the passport. It’s just to get you out of the country in an emergency.”


“And,” Paul added quickly, “to make sure nobody traces me to you if I don’t make it out, right?”


The Senator’s hesitation, followed by a glance at Gordon, said he was on the money.


Paul continued. “Who’m I supposed to be working for? All the papers’ll have stringers there. They’d know I wasn’t a reporter.”


“We thought of that. You’ll be writing freelance stories and trying to sell ’em to some of the sports rags when you get back.”


Paul asked, “Who’s your man over there?”


Gordon said, “No names just now.”


“I don’t need a name. Do you trust him? And why?”


The Senator said, “He’s been living there for a couple of years and getting us quality information. He served under me in the War. I know him personally.”


“What’s his cover there?”


“Businessman, facilitator, that sort of thing. Works for himself.”


Gordon continued. “He’ll get you a weapon and whatever you need to know about your target.”


“I don’t have a real passport. In my name, I mean.”


“We know, Paul. We’ll get you one.”


“Can I have my guns back?”


“No,” Gordon said and that was the end of the matter. “So that’s our general plan, my friend. And, I should tell you, if you’re thinking of hopping a freight and laying low in some Hooverville out west? . . .”


Paul sure as hell had been. But he frowned and shook his head.


“Well, these fine young men’ll be sticking to you like limpets until the ship docks in Hamburg. And if you should get the same hankering to slip out of Berlin, our contact’s going to be keeping an eye on you. If you disappear, he calls us and we call the Nazis to tell them an escaped American killer’s at large in Berlin. And we’ll give them your name and picture.” Gordon held his eye. “If you think we were good at tracking you down, Paul, you ain’t seen nothing like the Nazis. And from what we hear they don’t bother with trials and writs of execution. Now, we clear on that?”


“As a bell.”


“Good.” The commander glanced at Avery. “Now, tell him what happens after he finishes the job.”


The lieutenant said, “We’ll have a plane and a crew waiting in Holland. There’s an old aerodrome outside of Berlin. After you’ve finished we’ll fly you out from there.”


“Fly me out?” Paul asked, intrigued. Flying fascinated him. When he was nine he broke his arm—the first of more times than he wanted to count—when he built a glider and launched himself off the roof of his father’s printing plant, crash-landing on the filthy cobblestones two stories below.


“That’s right, Paul,” Gordon said.


Avery offered, “You like airplanes, don’t you? You’ve got all those airplane magazines in your apartment. Books too. And pictures of planes. Some models too. You make those yourself?”


Paul felt embarrassed. It made him angry that they’d found his toys.


“You a pilot?” the Senator asked.


“Never even been in a plane before.” Then he shook his head. “I don’t know.” This whole thing was absolutely nuts. Silence filled the room.


It was broken by the man in the wrinkled white suit. “I was a colonel in the War too. Just like Reinhard Ernst. And I was at Argonne Woods. Just like you.”


Paul nodded.


“You know the total?”


“Of what?”


“How many we lost?”


Paul remembered a sea of bodies, American, French and German. The wounded were in some ways more horrible. They cried and wailed and moaned and called for their mothers and fathers and you never forgot that sound. Ever.


The older man said in a reverent voice, “The AEF lost more than twenty-five thousand. Almost a hundred wounded. Half the boys under my command died. In a month we advanced seven miles against the enemy. Every day of my life I’ve thought about those numbers. Half my soldiers, seven miles. And Meuse-Argonne was our most spectacular victory in the War. . . . I do not want that to happen again.”


Paul regarded him. “Who are you?” he asked again.


The Senator stirred and began to speak but the other man replied, “I’m Cyrus Clayborn.”


Yeah, that was it. Brother . . . The old guy was the head of Continental Telephone and Telegraph—a real honest-to-God millionaire, even now, in the shadow of the Depression.


The man continued. “Daddy Warbucks, like I was saying. I’m the banker. For, let’s say, projects like this it’s usually better for the money not to come out of public troughs. I’m too old to fight for my country. But I do what I can. That satisfy your itch, boy?”


“Yeah, it does.”


“Good.” Clayborn looked him over. “Well, I’ve got one more thing to say. The money they mentioned before? The amount?”


Paul nodded.


“Double it.”


Paul felt his skin crackle. Ten thousand dollars? He couldn’t imagine it.


Gordon’s head slowly turned toward the Senator. This, Paul understood, wasn’t part of the script.


“Would you give me cash? Not a check.”


For some reason the Senator and Clayborn laughed hard at this. “Whatever you want, sure,” the industrialist said.


The Senator pulled a phone closer to him and tapped the hand piece. “So, what’s it going to be, son? We get on the horn to Dewey, or not?”


The rasp of a match broke the silence as Gordon lit a cigarette. “Think about it, Paul. We’re giving you the chance to erase the past. Start all over again. What kind of button man gets that kind of deal?”




II


THE CITY OF WHISPERS


Friday, 24 July, 1936




Chapter


THREE


Finally, the man could do what he’d come here for.


It was six in the morning and the ship in whose pungent third-class corridor he now stood, the S.S. Manhattan, was nosing toward Hamburg harbor, ten days after leaving New York.


The vessel was, literally, the flagship of the United States Lines—the first in the company’s fleet constructed exclusively for passengers. It was huge—over two football fields in length—but this voyage had been especially crowded. Typical transatlantic crossings found the ship carrying six hundred or so passengers and a crew of five hundred. On this trip, though, nearly four hundred Olympic athletes, managers and coaches and another 850 passengers, mostly family, friends, the press and members of the AOC, filled the three classes of accommodations.


The number of passengers and the unusual requirements of the athletes and reporters on board the Manhattan had made life hectic for the diligent, polite crew, but particularly so for this round, bald man, whose name was Albert Heinsler. Certainly his job as a porter meant long and strenuous hours. But the most arduous aspect of his day was due to his true role on board the ship, one that not a single soul here knew anything about. Heinsler called himself an A-man, which is how the Nazi intelligence service referred to their trusted operatives in Germany—their Agenten.



In fact, this reclusive thirty-four-year-old bachelor was merely a member of the German-American Bund, a group of ragtag, pro-Hitler Americans loosely allied with the Christian Front in their stand against Jews, Communists and Negroes. Heinsler didn’t hate America but he could never forget the terrible days as a teenager when his family had been driven to poverty during the War because of anti-German prejudice; he himself had been relentlessly taunted—“Heinie, Heinie, Heinie the Hun”—and beaten up countless times in school yards and alleys.


No, he didn’t hate his country. But he loved Nazi Germany with all his heart and was enraptured with the messiah Adolf Hitler. He’d make any sacrifice for the man—prison or even death if necessary.


Heinsler had hardly believed his good fortune when the commanding Stormtrooper at the New Jersey headquarters of the bund had noted the loyal comrade’s past employment as a bookkeeper on board some passenger liners and had arranged to get him a job on the Manhattan. The brown-uniformed commandant had met him on the boardwalk at Atlantic City and explained that while the Nazis were magnanimously welcoming people from around the world they were worried about security breaches that the influx of athletes and visitors might allow. Heinsler’s duty was to be the Nazis’ clandestine representative on this ship. He wouldn’t be doing his past job, though—keeping ledgers. It was important that he be free to roam the ship without suspicion; he’d be a porter.


Why, this was the thrill of his life! He immediately quit his job working in the back room of a certified public accountant on lower Broadway. He spent the next few days, until the ship sailed, being his typically obsessed self, preparing for his mission as he worked through the night to study diagrams of the ship, practice his role as a porter, brush up on his German and learn a variation of Morse code, called continental code, which was used when telegraphing messages to and within Europe.


Once the ship left port he kept to himself, observed and listened and was the perfect A-man. But when the Manhattan was at sea, he’d been unable to communicate with Germany; the signal of his portable wireless was too weak. The ship itself had a powerful radiogram system, of course, as well as short- and long-wave wireless, but he could hardly transmit his message those ways; a crew radio operator would be involved, and it was vital that nobody heard or saw what he had to say.


Heinsler now glanced out the porthole at the gray strip of Germany. Yes, he believed he was close enough to shore to transmit. He stepped into his minuscule cabin and retrieved the Allocchio Bacchini wireless-telegraph set from under his cot. Then he started toward the stairs that would take him to the highest deck, where he hoped the puny signal would make it to shore.


As he walked down the narrow corridor, he mentally reviewed his message once again. One thing he regretted was that, although he wanted to include his name and affiliation, he couldn’t do so. Even though Hitler privately admired what the German-American Bund was doing, the group was so rabidly—and loudly—anti-Semitic that the Führer had been forced to publicly disavow it. Heinsler’s words would be ignored if he included any reference to the American group.


And this particular message could most certainly not be ignored.





For the Obersturmführer-SS, Hamburg: I am a devoted National Socialist. Have overheard that a man with a Russian connection intends to cause some damage at high levels in Berlin in the next few days. Have not learned his identity yet but will continue to look into this matter and hope to send that information soon.





He was alive when he sparred.


There was no feeling like this. Dancing in the snug leather shoes, muscles warm, skin both cool from sweat and hot from blood, the dynamo hum of your body in constant motion. The pain too. Paul Schumann believed you could learn a lot from pain. That really was the whole point of it, after all.


But mostly he liked sparring because, like boxing itself, success or failure rested solely on his own broad and slightly scarred shoulders and was due to his deft feet and powerful hands and his mind. In boxing, it’s only you against the other guy, no teammates. If you get beat, it’s because he’s better than you. Plain and simple. And the credit’s yours if you win— because you did the jump rope, you laid off the booze and cigarettes, you thought for hours and hours and hours about how to get under his guard, about what his weaknesses were. There’s luck at Ebbets Field and Yankee Stadium. But there’s no luck in the boxing ring.


He was now dancing over the ring that had been set up on the main deck of the Manhattan; the whole ship had been turned into a floating gymnasium for training. One of the Olympic boxers had seen him working out at the punching bag last night and asked if he wanted to do some sparring this morning before the ship docked. Paul had immediately agreed.


He now dodged a few left jabs and connected with his signature right, drawing a surprised blink from his opponent. Then Paul took a hard blow to the gut before getting his guard up again. He was a little stiff at first—he hadn’t been in a ring for a while—but he’d had this smart, young sports doctor on board, a fellow named Joel Koslow, look him over and tell him he could go head-to-head with a boxer half his age. “I’d keep it to two or three rounds, though,” the doc had added with a smile. “These youngsters’re strong. They pack a wallop.”


Which was sure true. But Paul didn’t mind. The harder the workout the better, in fact, because—like the shadowboxing and jump rope he’d done every day on board—this session was helping him stay in shape for what lay ahead in Berlin.


Paul sparred two or three times a week. He was in some demand as a sparring partner even though he was forty-one, because he was a walking lesson book of boxing techniques. He’d spar anywhere, in Brooklyn gyms, in outdoor rings at Coney Island, even in serious venues. Damon Runyon was one of the founders of the Twentieth Century Sporting Club— along with the legendary promoter Mike Jacobs and a few other newspapermen—and he’d gotten Paul into New York’s Hippodrome itself to work out. Once or twice he’d actually gone glove to glove with some of the greats. He’d spar at his own gym too, in the little building near the West Side docks. Yeah, Avery, it’s not so swank, but the dingy, musty place was a sanctuary, as far as Paul was concerned, and Sorry Williams, who lived in the back room, always kept the place neat and had ice, towels and beer handy.


The kid now feinted but Paul knew immediately where the jab was coming from and blocked it then laid a solid blow on the chest. He missed the next block, though, and felt the leather take him solidly on the jaw. He danced out of the man’s reach before the follow-through connected and they circled once more.


As they moved over the canvas Paul noted that the boy was strong and fast, but he couldn’t detach himself from his opponent. He’d get overwhelmed with a lust to win. Well, you needed desire, of course, but more important was calmly observing how the other guy moved, looking for clues as to what he was going to do next. This detachment was absolutely vital in being a great boxer.


And it was vital for a button man too.


He called it touching the ice.


Several years ago, sitting in Hanrahan’s gin mill on Forty-eighth Street, Paul was nursing a painful shiner, courtesy of Beavo Wayne, who couldn’t hit a midsection to save his soul but, Lord above, could he open eyebrows. As Paul pressed a piece of cheap beefsteak to his face, a huge Negro pushed through the door, making the daily delivery of ice. Most icemen used tongs and carried the blocks on their back. But this guy carried it in his hands. No gloves even. Paul watched him walk behind the bar and set the block in the trough.


“Hey,” Paul’d asked him. “You chip me off some of that?”


The man looked at the purple blotch around Paul’s eye and laughed. He pulled an ice pick out of a holster and chipped off a piece, which Paul wrapped in a napkin and held to his face. He slid a dime to the deliveryman, who said, “Thanks fo’ that.”


“Let me ask,” Paul said. “How come you can carry that ice? Doesn’t it hurt?”


“Oh, look here.” He held up his large hands. The palms were scar tissue, as smooth and pale as the parchment paper that Paul’s father had used when printing fancy invitations.


The Negro explained, “Ice can burn you too, juss like fire. Like leavin’ a scar. I been touchin’ ice fo’ so long I ain’t got no feelin’ left.”


Touching the ice . . .


That phrase stuck with Paul. It was, he realized, exactly what happened when he was on a job. There’s ice within all of us, he believed. We can choose to grip it or not.


Now, in this improbable gymnasium, thousands of miles from home, Paul felt some of this same numbness as he lost himself in the choreography of the sparring match. Leather met leather and leather met skin, and even in the cool air of dawn at sea these two men sweated hard as they circled, looking for weaknesses, sensing strengths. Sometimes connecting, sometimes not. But always vigilant.


There’s no luck in the boxing ring. . . .





Albert Heinsler perched beside a smokestack on one of the high decks of the Manhattan and hooked the battery to the wireless set. He took out the tiny black-and-brown telegraph key and mounted it to the top of the unit.


He was slightly troubled to be using an Italian transmitter—he thought Mussolini treated the Führer with disrespect—but this was mere sentiment; he knew that the Allocchio Bacchini was one of the best portable transmitters in the world.


As the tubes warmed up he tried the key, dot dash, dot dash. His compulsive nature had driven him to practice for hours on end. He’d timed himself just before the ship sailed; he could send a message of this length in under two minutes.


Staring at the nearing shore, Heinsler inhaled deeply. It felt good to be up here, on the higher deck. While he hadn’t been condemned to his cabin, retching and moaning like hundreds of the passengers and even some crew, he hated the claustrophobia of being below. His past career as shipboard bookkeeper had had more status than the job of porter and he’d had a larger cabin on a high deck. But no matter—the honor of helping his surrogate country outweighed any discomfort.


Finally a light glowed on the face plate of the radio unit. He bent forward, adjusted two of the dials and slipped his finger onto the tiny Bakelite key. He began transmitting the message, which he translated into German as he keyed.


Dot dot dash dot . . . dot dot dash . . . dot dash dot . . . dash dash dash . . . dash dot dot dot . . . dot . . . dot dash dot . . .



Für Ober—


He got no further than this.


Heinsler gasped as a hand grabbed his collar from behind and pulled him backward. Off balance, he cried out and fell to the smooth oak deck.


“No, no, don’t hurt me!” He started to rise to his feet but the large, grim-faced man, wearing a boxing outfit, drew back a huge fist and shook his head.


“Don’t move.”


Heinsler sank back to the deck, shivering.


Heinie, Heinie, Heinie the Hun . . .


The boxer reached forward and ripped the battery wires off the unit. “Downstairs,” he said, gathering up the transmitter. “Now.” And he yanked the A-man to his feet.





“What’re you up to?”


“Go to hell,” the balding man said, though with a quavering voice that belied his words.


They were in Paul’s cabin. The transmitter, battery and the contents of the man’s pockets were strewn on the narrow cot. Paul repeated his question, adding an ominous growl this time. “Tell me—”


A pounding on the cabin door. Paul stepped forward, cocked his fist and opened the door. Vince Manielli pushed inside.


“I got your message. What the hell is—?” He fell silent, staring at their prisoner.


Paul handed him the wallet. “Albert Heinsler, German-American Bund.”


“Oh, Christ . . . Not the bund.”


“He had that.” A nod at the wireless telegraph.


“He was spying on us? ”


“I don’t know. But he was just about to transmit something.”


“How’d you tip to him?”


“Call it a hunch.”


Paul didn’t tell Manielli that, while he trusted Gordon and his boys up to a point, he didn’t know how careless they might be at this sort of game; they could’ve been leaving behind a trail of clues a mile wide—notes about the ship, careless words about Malone or another touch-off, even references to Paul himself. He hadn’t thought there was much of a risk from the Nazis; he was more concerned that word might get to some of his old enemies in Brooklyn or Jersey that he was on the ship, and he wanted to be prepared. So he’d dipped into his own pocket just after they’d left port and slipped a senior mate a C-note, asking him to find out about any crew members who were strangers to the regular crew, kept to themselves, were asking unusual questions. Any passengers too who seemed suspicious.


A hundred dollars buys a hell of a lot of detective work but throughout the voyage the mate had heard of nothing— until this morning, when he’d interrupted Paul’s sparring match with the Olympian to tell him that some of the crew had been talking about this porter, Heinsler. He was always skulking around, never spent time with fellow crew members and—weirdest of all—would start spouting hooey about the Nazis and Hitler at the drop of a hat.


Alarmed, Paul tracked down Heinsler and found him on the top deck, hunched over his radio.


“Did he send anything?” Manielli now asked.


“Not this morning. I came up the stairs behind him and saw him setting the radio up. He didn’t have time to send more than a few letters. But he might’ve been transmitting all week.”


Manielli glanced down at the radio. “Probably not with that. The range is only a few miles. . . . What does he know?”


“Ask him,” Paul said.


“So, fella, what’s your game?”


The bald man remained silent.


Paul leaned forward. “Spill.”


Heinsler gave an eerie smile. He turned to Manielli. “I heard you talking. I know what you’re up to. But they’ll stop you.”


“Who put you up to this? The bund?”


Heinsler scoffed. “Nobody put me up to anything.” He was no longer cringing. He said with breathless devotion, “I’m loyal to the New Germany. I love the Führer and I’d do anything for him and the Party. And people like you—”


“Oh, can it,” Manielli muttered. “What do you mean, you heard us?”


Heinsler didn’t answer. He smiled smugly and looked out the porthole.


Paul said, “He heard you and Avery? What were you saying?”


The lieutenant looked down at the floor. “I don’t know. We went over the plan a couple of times. Just talking it through. I don’t remember exactly.”


“Brother, not in your cabin?” Paul snapped. “You should’ve been up on deck where you could see if anybody was around.”


“I didn’t think anybody’d be listening,” the lieutenant said defensively.


A trail of clues a mile wide . . .


“What’re you going to do with him?”


“I’ll talk to Avery. There’s a brig on board. I guess we’ll stow him there until we figure something out.”


“Could we get him to the consulate in Hamburg?”


“Maybe. I don’t know. But . . .” He fell silent, frowning. “What’s that smell?”


Paul too frowned. A sudden, bittersweet scent filled the cabin.


“No!”


Heinsler was falling back on the pillow, eyes rolling up in his sockets, bits of white foam filling the corner of his mouth. His body was convulsing horribly.


The scent was of almond.


“Cyanide,” Manielli whispered. He ran to the porthole and opened it wide.


Paul took a pillowcase and carefully wiped the man’s mouth, fished inside for the capsule. But he pulled out only a few shards of glass. It had shattered completely. He was dead by the time Paul turned back from the basin with a glass of water to wash the poison out of his mouth.


“He killed himself,” Manielli whispered manically, staring with wide eyes. “Just . . . Right there. He killed himself.”


Paul thought angrily: And there goes a chance to find out anything more.


The lieutenant stared at the body, shaken. “This’s a jam all right. Oh, brother . . .”


“Go tell Avery.”


But Manielli seemed paralyzed.


Paul took him firmly by the arm. “Vince . . . tell Avery. You listening to me?”


“What? . . . Oh, sure. Andy. I’ll tell him. Yeah.” The lieutenant stepped outside.


A few dumbbells from the gymnasium tied to the waist would be heavy enough to sink the body in the ocean but the porthole here was only eight inches across. And the Manhattan’s corridors were now filling with passengers getting ready to disembark; there was no way to get him out through the interior of the ship. They’d have to wait. Paul tucked the body under the blankets and turned its head aside, as if Heinsler were asleep, then washed his own hands carefully in the tiny basin to make sure all the traces of poison were off.


Ten minutes later there was a knock on the door and Paul let Manielli back inside.


“Andy’s contacting Gordon. It’s midnight in D.C. but he’ll track him down.” He couldn’t stop staring at the body. Finally the lieutenant asked Paul, “You’re packed? Ready to go?”


“Will be, after I change.” He glanced down at his athletic shirt and shorts.


“Do that. Then go up top. Andy said we don’t want things to look bum, you disappearing and this guy too, then his supervisor can’t find him. We’ll meet you on the port side, main deck, in a half hour.”


With a last glance toward Heinsler’s body, Paul picked up his suitcase and shaving kit and headed down to the shower room.


After washing and shaving he dressed in a white shirt and gray flannel slacks, forgoing his short-brimmed brown Stetson; three or four landlubbers had already lost their straw boaters or trilbies overboard. Ten minutes later he was strolling along the solid oak decks in the pale early morning light. Paul stopped, leaned on the rail and smoked a Chesterfield.


He thought about the man who’d just killed himself. He’d never understood that, suicide. The look in the man’s eyes gave a clue, Paul supposed. That fanatic’s shine. Heinsler reminded him of something he’d read recently, and after a moment he recalled: the people suckered in by the revivalist minister in Elmer Gantry, that popular Sinclair Lewis book.


I love the Führer and I’d do anything for him and the Party. . . .


Sure, it was nuts that a man would just take his own life like that. But what was more unsettling was what it told Paul about the gray strip of land he was now gazing at. How many people there had this same deadly passion? People like Dutch Schultz and Siegel were dangerous, but you could understand them. What this man had done, that look in his eyes, the breathless devotion . . . well, they were nuts, way out of kilter. Paul’d never been up against anyone like that.


His thoughts were interrupted as he looked to his side and noticed a well-built young Negro walking toward him. He wore a thin blue Olympic team jacket and shorts, revealing powerful legs.


They nodded greetings.


“Excuse me, sir,” the man said softly. “How you doing there?”


“Fine,” Paul answered. “Yourself?”


“Love the morning air. Lot cleaner than in Cleveland or New York.” They looked over the water. “Saw you sparring earlier. You pro?”


“An old man like me? Just do it for the exercise.”


“I’m Jesse.”


“Oh, yes, sir, I know who you are,” Paul said. “The Buckeye Bullet from Ohio State.” They shook hands. Paul introduced himself. Despite the shock of what had happened in his cabin, he couldn’t stop grinning. “I saw the newsreels of the Western Conference Meet last year. Ann Arbor. You beat three world records. And tied another one, right? Must’ve seen that film a dozen times. But I’ll bet you’re tired of hearing people tell you that.”


“I don’t mind it one bit, no, sir,” Jesse Owens said. “Just, I’m always surprised people keep up so close with what I do. Just running and jumping. Haven’t seen much of you on the trip, Paul.”


“I’ve been around,” Paul said evasively. He wondered if Owens knew something about what’d happened to Heinsler. Had he overheard them? Or seen Paul grab the man on the top deck by the smokestack? But he decided the athlete would’ve been more troubled if that had been the case. It seemed he had something else in mind. Paul nodded toward the deck behind them. “This is the biggest damn gym I’ve ever seen. You like it?”


“I’m glad for the chance to train but a track shouldn’t move. And it definitely shouldn’t rock up and down like we were doing a few days ago. Give me dirt or cinders any day.”


Paul said, “So. That’s our boxer I was up against.”


“That’s right. Nice fellow. I spoke to him some.”


“He’s good,” Paul said without much enthusiasm.
 

“Seems to be,” the runner said. It was clear he too knew boxing wasn’t the strong suit of the American team but Owens wasn’t inclined to criticize a fellow athlete. Paul had heard that the Negro was among the most genial of the Americans; he’d come in second in the most-popular-athlete-on-board contest last night, after Glenn Cunningham.


“I’d offer you a ciggie . . .”


Owens laughed. “Not for me.”


“I’ve pretty much given up offering butts and hits from my flask. You folks’re too damn healthy.”


Another laugh. Then silence for a moment as the solid Negro looked out to sea. “Say, Paul. I got a question. You here officially?”


“Officially?”


“With the committee, I mean? Maybe like a guard?”


“Me? Why do you say that?”


“You sort of seemed like a, well, soldier or something. And then, the way you were fighting. You knew what you were doing.”


“I was in the War. That’s probably what you noticed.”


“Maybe.” Then Owens added, “Course that was twenty years ago. And those two fellows I’ve seen you talking with. They’re navy. We heard ’em talking to one of the crew.”


Brother, another trail of clues.


“Those two guys? Just bumped into ’em on board. I’m bumming a ride with you folks. . . . Doing some stories about sports, boxing in Berlin, the Games. I’m a writer.”


“Oh, sure.” Owens nodded slowly. He seemed to debate for a moment. “Well, if you’re a reporter, you still might know something ’bout what I was going to ask you. Just wondering if you heard anything about those two fellows?” He nodded at some men on the deck nearby, running in tandem, passing the relay baton. They were lightning fast.


“Who’re they?” Paul asked.


“Sam Stoller and Marty Glickman. They’re good runners, some of the best we’ve got. But I heard a rumor they might not run. Wondered if you knew anything about that.”


“Nope, nothing. You mean some qualification problem? Injury?”


“I mean because they’re Jewish.”


Paul shook his head. He recalled there was a controversy about Hitler not liking Jews. There was some protest and talk about moving the Olympics. Some people even wanted the U.S. team to boycott the Games. Damon Runyon had been all hot under the collar about the country even participating. But why would the American committee pull some athletes because they were Jewish? “That’d be a bum deal. Doesn’t seem right by a long shot.”


“No, sir. Anyway, I was just thinking maybe you’d heard something.”


“Sorry, can’t help you, friend,” Paul said.


They were joined by another Negro. Ralph Metcalfe introduced himself. Paul knew about him too. He’d won medals in the Los Angeles Olympics in ’32.


Owens noticed Vince Manielli looking down at them from an upper deck. The lieutenant nodded and started for the stairs.


“Here comes your buddy. That you just met on board.” Owens had a sly grin on his face, not completely convinced that Paul’d been on the level. The Negro’s eyes looked forward, at the growing strip of land. “Imagine that. We’re almost in Germany. Never thought I’d be traveling like this. Life can be a pretty amazing thing, don’t you think?”


“That it can,” Paul agreed.


The runners said good-bye and jogged off.


“Was that Owens?” Manielli asked, walking up and leaning against the railing. He turned his back to the wind and rolled a cigarette.


“Yep.” Paul pulled a Chesterfield out of a pack, lit it in cupped hands and offered the matches to the lieutenant. He too lit up. “Nice man.”


Though a little too sharp, Paul thought.


“Damn, that man can run. What’d he say?”


“We were just shooting the breeze.” In a whisper: “What’s the situation with our friend down below?”


“Avery’s handling it,” Manielli said ambiguously. “He’s in the radio room. Be here in a minute.” A plane flew overhead, low. They watched it for several minutes in silence.


The kid still seemed shaken by the suicide. Not in the same way Paul was, though: because the death told him something troubling about the people he was going up against. No, the sailor was upset because he’d just seen death up close— and for the first time, it was pretty clear. Paul knew there were two kinds of punks. They both talked loud and they both blustered and they both had strong arms and big fists. But one kind would leap for the chance to give knuckle and take it—touching the ice—and the other wouldn’t. It was the second category that Vince Manielli fell into. He was really just a good boy from the neighborhood. He liked to sling out words like “button man” and “knock off” to show he knew what they meant, but he was as far from Paul’s world, though, as Marion was—Marion, the good girl who flirted with bad.


But, like the mob boss Lucky Luciano had once told him, “Flirting ain’t fucking.”


Manielli seemed to be waiting for Paul to comment on the dead sap, Heinsler. Something about the guy deserving to die. Or that he was nuts in the head. People always wanted to hear that about somebody who died. That it was their own fault or they deserved it or it was inevitable. But death is never symmetrical and tidy, and the button man had nothing to say. A thick silence filled the space between them and a moment later Andrew Avery joined them. He was carrying a folder of papers and an old battered leather briefcase. He looked around. There was no one within earshot. “Pull up a chair.”


Paul found a heavy wooden white deck chair and carried it over to the sailors. He didn’t need to carry it in one hand, would’ve been easier in two, but he liked seeing Manielli’s blink when he hefted the furniture and swung it over without a grunt. Paul sat down.


“Here’s the wire,” the lieutenant whispered. “The commander’s not so worried about this Heinsler guy. The Allocchio Bacchini’s a small wireless; it’s made for fieldwork and airplanes, short range. And even if he got a message off, Berlin probably wouldn’t pay it much attention. The bund’s an embarrassment to them. But Gordon said it’s up to you. If you want out, that’s okay.”


“But no get-out-of-jail card,” Paul said.


“No card,” Avery said.


“This deal just keeps getting sweeter and sweeter.” The button man gave a sour laugh.


“You’re still in?”


“I’m in, yeah.” A nod toward the deck below. “What’ll happen to the body?”


“After everybody disembarks, some marines from the Hamburg consulate’ll come on board and take care of it.” Then Avery leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen about your mission, Paul. After we dock, you get off and Vince and I’ll take care of the situation with Heinsler. Then we’re going on to Amsterdam. You stay with the team. There’ll be a brief ceremony in Hamburg and then everybody takes the train to Berlin. The athletes’ll have another ceremony tonight but you go straight to the Olympic Village and stay out of sight. Tomorrow morning take a bus to the Tiergarten—that’s the Central Park of Berlin.” He handed the briefcase to Paul. “Take this with you.”


“What is it?”


“It’s part of your cover. Press pass. Paper, pencils. A lot of background about the Games and the city. A guide to the Olympic Village. Articles, clippings, sports statistics. The sort of stuff a writer’d have. You don’t need to look at it now.”


But Paul opened the case and spent some minutes looking carefully, going through the contents. The pass, Avery assured him, was authentic and he could spot nothing suspicious about the other materials.


“You don’t trust anybody, do you?” Manielli asked.


Thinking it’d be fun to sock the punk once, really hard, Paul clicked the briefcase closed and looked up. “What about my other passport, the Russian one?”


“Our man’ll give that to you there. He’s got a forger who’s an expert with European documents. Now, tomorrow, make sure you have the satchel with you. It’s how he’ll recognize you.” He unfurled a colorful map of Berlin and traced a route. “Get off here and go this way. Make your way to a café called the Bierhaus.”


Avery looked at Paul, who was staring at the map. “You can take it with you. You don’t have to memorize it.”


But Paul shook his head. “Maps tell people where you’ve been or where you’re going. And looking at one on the street draws everybody’s attention to you. If you’re lost, better just to ask directions. That way only one person knows you’re a stranger, not a whole crowd.”


Avery lifted an eyebrow, and even Manielli couldn’t find anything to razz him about on this point.


“Near the café there’s an alley. Dresden Alley.”


“It’ll have a name?”


“In Germany the alleys have names. Some of them do. It’s a shortcut. Doesn’t matter where to. At noon walk into it and stop, like you’re lost. Our man’ll come up to you. He’s the guy the Senator was telling you about. Reginald Morgan. Reggie.”


“Describe him.”


“Short. Mustache. Darkish hair. He’ll be speaking German. He’ll strike up a conversation. At some point you ask, ‘What’s the best tram to take to get to Alexanderplatz?’ And he’ll say, ‘The number one thirty-eight tram.’ Then he’ll pause and correct himself and say, ‘No, the two fifty-four is better.’ You’ll know it’s him because those aren’t real tram numbers.”


“You look like this’s funny,” Manielli added.


“It’s right out of Dashiell Hammett. The Continental Op.”


“This ain’t a game.”


No, it wasn’t, and he didn’t think the passwords were funny. But it was unsettling, all this intrigue stuff. And he knew why: because it meant he was relying on other people. Paul Schumann hated to do that.


“All right. Alexanderplatz. Trams one thirty-eight, two fifty-four. What if he flubs the tram story? It’s not him?”


“I’m getting to that. If something seems fishy, what you do is you don’t hit him, you don’t make a scene. Just smile and walk away as casually as you can and go to this address.”


Avery gave him a slip of paper with a street name and number on it. Paul memorized it and handed the paper back. The lieutenant gave him a key, which he pocketed. “There’s an old palace just south of Brandenburg Gate. It was going to be the new U.S. embassy but there was a bad fire about five years ago and they’re still repairing it; the diplomats haven’t moved in. So the French, Germans and British don’t bother to snoop around the place. But we’ve got a couple of rooms there we use from time to time. There’s a wireless in the storeroom next to the kitchen. You can radio us in Amsterdam and we’ll place a call to Commander Gordon. He and the Senator’ll decide what to do next. But if everything’s silk, Morgan’ll take care of you. Get you into the boarding-house, find you a weapon and get all the information you need on the . . . the man you’re going to visit.”


We people say touch-off . . .


“And remember,” Manielli was pleased to announce, “you don’t show up in Dresden Alley tomorrow or you give Morgan the slip later, he calls us and we make sure the police come down on you like a ton of bricks.”


Paul said nothing and let the boy have his bluster. He could tell Manielli was embarrassed about his reaction to Heinsler’s suicide and he needed to jerk some leash. But in fact there was no possibility that Paul was going to lam off. Bull Gordon was right; button men never got a second chance like he was being given—and a pile of dough that would let him make the most of it.


Then the men fell silent. There was nothing more to say. Sounds filled the damp, pungent air around them: the wind, the shusssh of the waves, the baritone grind of the Manhattan’s engines—a blend of tones that he found oddly comforting, despite Heinsler’s suicide and the arduous mission that lay ahead. Finally the sailors went below.


Paul rose, lit another cigarette and leaned against the railing once more as the huge ship eased into the harbor in Hamburg, his thoughts wholly focused on Colonel Reinhard Ernst, a man whose ultimate importance, to Paul Schumann, had little to do with his potential threat to peace in Europe and to so many innocent lives but could be found in the fact that he was the last person that the button man would ever kill.





Several hours after the Manhattan docked and the athletes and their entourage had disembarked, a young crewman from the ship exited German passport control and began wandering through the streets of Hamburg.


He wouldn’t have much time ashore—being so junior, he had a leave of only six hours—but he’d spent all his life on American soil and was bound and determined to enjoy his first visit to a foreign country.


The scrubbed, rosy-cheeked assistant kitchen mate supposed there were probably some swell museums in town. Maybe some all-right churches too. He had his Kodak with him and was planning to ask locals to take some snapshots of him in front of them for his ma and pa. (“Bitte, das Foto?” he’d been rehearsing.) Not to mention beer halls and taverns . . . and who knew what else he might find for diversion in an exotic port city?


But before he could sample some local culture he had an errand to complete. He’d been concerned that this chore would eat into his precious time ashore but as it turned out he was wrong. Only a few minutes after leaving the customs hall, he found exactly what he was looking for.


The mate walked up to a middle-aged man in a green uniform and a black-and-green hat. He tried out his German. “Bitte . . .”



“Ja, mein Herr?”


Squinting, the mate blundered on, “Bitte, du bist ein Polizist, uhm, or a Soldat? ”


The officer smiled and said in English, “Yes, yes, I am a policeman. And I was a soldier. What can I help you for?”


Nodding down the street, the kitchen mate said, “I found this on the ground.” He handed the man a white envelope. “Isn’t that the word for ‘important’?” He pointed to the letters on the front: Bedeutend. “I wanted to make sure it got turned in.”


Staring at the front of the envelope, the policeman didn’t respond for a moment. Then he said, “Yes, yes. ‘Important.’” The other words written on the front were Für Obersturmführer-SS, Hamburg. The mate had no idea what this meant but it seemed to trouble the policeman.


“Where was this falling?” the policeman asked.


“It was on the sidewalk there.”


“Good. You are thanked.” The officer continued to look at the sealed envelope. He turned it over in his hand. “You were seeing perhaps who dropped it?”


“Nope. Just saw it there and thought I’d be a Good Samaritan.”


“Ach, yes, Samaritan.”


“Well, I better scram,” the American said. “So long.”



“Danke,” the policeman said absently.


As he headed back toward one of the more intriguing tourist sites he’d passed, the young man was wondering what exactly the envelope contained. And why the man he’d met on the Manhattan, the porter Al Heinsler, had asked him last night to deliver it to a local policeman or soldier after the ship docked. The fellow was a little nuts, everybody agreed, the way everything in his cabin was perfectly ordered and clean, nothing out of line, his clothes pressed all the time. The way he kept to himself, the way he got all wet-eyed talking about Germany.


“Sure, what is it?” the mate had asked.


“There was a passenger on board who seemed a little fishy. I’m letting the Germans know about him. I’m going to try to send a wireless message but sometimes they don’t go through. I want to make sure the authorities get it.”


“Who’s the passenger? Oh, hold up, I know—that fat guy in the checkered suit, the one who passed out drunk at the captain’s table.”


“No, it was somebody else.”


“Why not go to the sergeant-at-arms on board?”


“It’s a German matter.”


“Oh. And you can’t deliver it?”


Heinsler had folded his pudgy hands together in a creepy way and shook his head. “I don’t know how busy I’ll be. I heard you had leave. It’s real important the Germans get it.”


“Well, I guess, sure.”


Heinsler had added in a soft voice, “One other thing: It’d be better to say you found the letter. Otherwise they might take you into the station and question you. That could take hours. It could use up all your shore leave.”


The young mate had felt a little uneasy at this intrigue.


Heinsler had picked up on that and added quickly, “Here’s a twenty.”


Jesus, Mary and Joseph, the man had thought, and told the porter, “You just bought yourself a special delivery.”


Now, as he walked away from the policeman and headed back toward the waterfront, he wondered absently what had happened to Heinsler. The young man hadn’t seen him since last night. But thoughts about the porter vanished quickly as the mate approached the venue he’d spotted, the one that seemed like a perfect choice for his first taste of German culture. He was, however, disappointed to find that Rosa’s Hot Kitten Club—the enticing name conveniently spelled in English—was permanently closed, just like every other such attraction on the waterfront.


So, the mate thought with a sigh, looks like it’ll be churches and museums after all.




Chapter


FOUR


He awoke to the sound of a hazel grouse fluttering into the sky from the gooseberry bushes just outside the bedroom window of his home in suburban Charlottenburg. He awoke to the smell of magnolia.


He awoke to the touch of the infamous Berlin wind, which, according to young men and old housewives, was infused with an alkaline dust that aroused earthy desires.


Whether it was the magic air, or being a man of a certain age, Reinhard Ernst found himself picturing his attractive, brunette wife of twenty-eight years, Gertrud. He rolled over to face her. And he found himself looking at the empty indentation in their down bed. He could not help but smile. He was forever exhausted in the evenings, after working sixteen-hour days, and she always rose early because it was her nature. Lately they had rarely even shared so much as a word or two in bed.


He now heard, from downstairs, the clatter of activity in the kitchen. The time was 7 a.m. Ernst had had just over four hours of sleep.


Ernst stretched, lifting his damaged arm as far as he could, massaging it and feeling the triangular piece of metal lodged near the shoulder. There was a familiarity and, curiously, a comfort about the shrapnel. Ernst believed in embracing the past and he appreciated all the emblems of years gone by, even those that had nearly taken his limb and his life.


He climbed from the bed and pulled off his nightshirt. Since Frieda would be in the house by now Ernst tugged on beige jodhpurs and, forgoing a shirt, stepped into the study next to the bedroom. The fifty-six-year-old colonel had a round head, covered with cropped gray hair. Creases circled his mouth. His small nose was Roman and his eyes set close together, making him seem both predatory and savvy. These features had earned him the nickname “Caesar” from his men in the War.


During the summer he and his grandson Rudy would often exercise together in the morning, rolling the medicine ball and lifting Indian clubs, doing press-ups and running in place. On Wednesdays and Fridays, though, the boy had holiday-child-school, which began early, so Ernst was relegated to solo exercise, which was a disappointment to him.


He began his fifteen minutes of arm press-ups and knee bends. Halfway through, he heard: “Opa!”


Breathing hard, Ernst paused and looked into the hallway. “Good morning, Rudy.”


“Look what I’ve drawn.” The seven-year-old, dressed in his uniform, held up a picture. Ernst didn’t have his glasses on and he couldn’t make out the design clearly. But the boy said, “It’s an eagle.”


“Yes, of course it is. I can tell.”


“And it’s flying through a lightning storm.”


“Quite a brave eagle you’ve drawn.”


“Are you coming to breakfast?”


“Yes, tell your grandmother I’ll be down in ten minutes. Did you eat an egg today?”


The boy said, “Yes, I did.”


“Excellent. Eggs are good for you.”


“Tomorrow I’ll draw a hawk.” The slight, blond boy turned and ran back down the stairs.


Ernst returned to his exercising, thinking about the dozens of matters that needed attending to today. He finished his regimen and bathed his body with cold water, wiping away both sweat and alkaline dust. As he was drying, the telephone buzzed. His hands paused. In these days no matter how high one was in the National Socialist government, a telephone call at an odd hour was a matter of concern.


“Reinie,” Gertrud called. “Someone has telephoned for you.”


He pulled on his shirt and, not bothering with stockings or shoes, walked down the stairs. He took the receiver from his wife.


“Yes? This is Ernst.”


“Colonel.”


He recognized the voice of one of Hitler’s secretaries. “Miss Lauer. Good morning.”


“And to you. I am asked to tell you that your presence is required by the Leader at the Chancellory immediately. If you have any other plans I’m asked to tell you to alter them.”


“Please tell Chancellor Hitler that I will leave at once. In his office?”


“That is correct.”


“Who else will be attending?”


There was a moment’s hesitation then she said, “That’s all the information I have, Colonel. Hail Hitler.”


“Hail Hitler.”


He hung up and stared at the phone, his hand on the receiver.


“Opa, you have no shoes on!” Rudy had come up beside Ernst, still clutching his drawing. He laughed, looking at his grandfather’s bare feet.


“I know, Rudy. I must finish dressing.” He looked for a long moment at the telephone.


“What is it, Opa? Something is wrong?”


“Nothing, Rudy.”


“Mutti says your breakfast is getting cold.”


“You ate all your egg, did you?”


“Yes, Opa.”


“Good fellow. Tell your grandmother and your mutti that I’ll be downstairs in a few moments. But tell them to begin their breakfast without me.”


Ernst started up the stairs to shave, observing that his desire for his wife and his hunger for the breakfast awaiting him had both vanished completely.





Forty minutes later Reinhard Ernst was walking through the corridors of the State Chancellory building on Wilhelm Street at Voss Street in central Berlin, dodging construction workers. The building was old—parts of it dated to the eighteenth century—and had been the home of German leaders since Bismarck. Hitler would fly into tirades occasionally about the shabbiness of the structure and—since the new chancellory was not close to being finished—was constantly ordering renovations to the old one.


But construction and architecture were of no interest to Ernst at the moment. The one thought in his mind was this: What will the consequences of my mistake be? How bad was my miscalculation?


He lifted his arm and gave a perfunctory “Hail Hitler” to a guard, who had enthusiastically saluted the plenipotentiary for domestic stability, a title as heavy and embarrassing to wear as a wet, threadbare coat. Ernst continued down the corridor, his face emotionless, revealing nothing of the turbulent thoughts about the crime he had committed.


And what was that crime?


The infraction of not sharing all with the Leader.


This would be a minor matter in other countries, perhaps, but here it could be a capital offense. Yet sometimes you couldn’t share all. If you did give Hitler all the details of an idea, his mind might snag on its most insignificant aspect and that would be the end of it, shot dead with one word. Never mind that you had no personal gain at stake and were thinking only of the good of the fatherland.
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