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To my mother, Helen, who gave me music
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Why do I pass the highways by
That other travelers take?

—“THE SIGNPOST” BY WILHELM MüLLER, MUSIC BY FRANZ SCHUBERT

NOVEMBER, NOT APRIL, is the cruelest month. At least, it is in Washington, D.C., in an election year.

This year, 1994, was especially cruel for Democrats. The Republicans had won control of both houses of Congress, and now the halls of the Capitol and the federal government were quaking. You couldn't turn on the TV without seeing the pudgy, self-satisfied face of Mitch Conroy, newly elected speaker of the House, promising to shake things up. His nasal Texas twang filled the airwaves. Big government was in retreat. Heads were about to roll. You could hear the reverberations even on the fifth floor of the Department of Justice, where I worked.

It was one of those late Novembers, just after Thanksgiving, when the rain is pouring down outside your window and it's getting dark and the office becomes more and more stuffy until you feel your eyelids drooping and you catch yourself reading the same phrase three times without taking it in. I was looking forward to hitting the treadmill at the health club and cleaning out the cobwebs.

It had been a typical day, punctuated by at least five cups of coffee. Nine o'clock staff meeting, ten o'clock budget meeting, noon briefing with lawyers, twelve thirty homemade sandwich at my desk (tuna with lettuce and tomato), and then two hours reviewing files for a deposition the following week. My mouth tasted like the inside of a coffeepot. I was thinking of going for a sixth cup.

There was a knock on the door. A middle-aged woman poked her head in. She wore a tattered raincoat and carried a sopping umbrella in one hand and a large, battered old pocketbook bulging at the seams in the other.

“Is this the Office of Special Investigations?” she asked in a heavy German accent.

The security guards in the lobby and the receptionist were supposed to protect me from members of the public wandering in from the street, but the receptionist had left early because her kid had strep. “Can I help you? Who are you looking for?” I asked.

This woman looked harmless—tired, with gray hair escaping from beneath a faded scarf—but you never know; she had snuck past the guards. I reached for the phone, ready to call security.

“I am looking for Marek Cain, the Nazi hunter,” she said. “I have information.”

To this day, I still get a kick out of those words. Nazi hunter! They summon images of fearless adventurers tracking down ruthless Gestapo torturers to fortified jungle hideouts in South America. If only it were even a little like that. The truth is much less glamorous. I'm an attorney, not an adventurer, not a secret agent, not even a private investigator. I wear dark suits and sober ties. I spend my days in archives going through microfilm, and in meetings, and occasionally in courtrooms. The Nazis I deal with—far from being dangerous warlords—usually turn out to be gray little men in their seventies or eighties leading dull, anonymous lives in the suburbs of Cleveland or Detroit, tens of years and thousands of miles away from the horrors they committed as young men. But there was no need to tell her any of this. If she wanted a Nazi hunter, I was her man.

“I am Marek Cain, the deputy director. How can I help you?”

She scrutinized me through watery eyes and seemed reassured by what she saw. Her eyes jumped to my knitted black kippah—the yarmulke I wear on my head—lingered there for a microsecond, and then met mine again.

“I have important information, Mr. Cain. And there are documents, many documents.” Her hands were trembling. She looked at the chair in front of me, silently asking permission to sit down. I nodded, and she dropped into it, unbuttoning her coat. Stale steam rose from her clothes as they began to dry out.

“Before you tell me about the documents, perhaps you should tell me who you are,” I said, picking up a legal pad to take notes.

“Why are you writing?” she asked.

“I always take notes during meetings. It helps me remember.”

She hesitated, wheezing, and removed her scarf, revealing more gray, unkempt hair, damp around the edges from the rain. I'd say about forty-five, maybe a little older. She wore no makeup; her eyes were puffy and bloodshot, and I noticed how yellow her teeth were. Her fingers were stained almost brown with nicotine, a rare sight these days. She wore a deep ruby-red brooch pinned to her sweater, her one decorative touch.

“Do you speak German? It's more easy for me. You know German, ja?” she asked.

“Naturlich,” I said, switching to her language. “What is your name?”

She took a deep breath. “My name is Sophie Reiner.” It meant nothing to me.

“Tell me something about yourself, Frau Reiner. Where are you from? What do you do?”

“Ach, there isn't so much to tell. I'm from Germany, as you see. A tourist in your country. As for what I do, call me a lover of German songs.”

A strange reply, but I didn't pursue it. I wanted her to feel comfortable before I started grilling her. “How did you find out about me, Frau Reiner?”

“It's Fraulein Reiner. You have been interviewed by our German newspapers,” she said. Again I let it pass. The New York Times had run a profile of me a month earlier, but I had been quoted overseas only rarely. My boss, Eric Rosen, a self-made man who worshipped his creator, usually insisted on handling interviews himself.

“Mr. Cain, these documents are important,” the woman said. “I hope you will not turn me away before you have seen them.” Her voice trailed off. She looked at me like a shaggy dog hoping for a biscuit.

“I wasn't going to turn you away. What is the nature of these documents?”

A pause, then she wheezed,“They have to do with Belzec. Have you heard of Belzec?”

Asking someone who deals with the Holocaust about Belzec is like asking an opera buff if he knows where La Scala is. Belzec was an extermination camp in eastern Poland where the Nazis murdered half a million Jews in 1942 alone. My own grandparents were among its victims.

“I've heard about it,” I said, keeping my voice level.

“This concerns Belzec and someone who was there. The truth has been buried very deeply for many years. It has been well hidden. I can no longer stand aside and let this continue. You will surely understand what I am talking about when you see the material.”

She mispronounced the name of the camp. In Polish, the word sounds like “Beljetz.” This made me wary.

“Please tell me more,” I said. Despite its notoriety, scholars know less about the inner workings of Belzec than those of any other Nazi death camp. Few of the Germans and Ukrainians who served there were ever identified. Even fewer were brought to trial. If there were new documents, I wanted them. And she knew that.

“This is difficult for me to explain,” she said. “I have not known what to do. I thought perhaps there was another way. But there is not. The world must know.”

As I listened and scribbled notes, it occurred to me that maybe she was a kook. But I'm not a judge or psychotherapist. Strange people sometimes know strange things. I looked up at her. “Truth is indeed of the highest importance, Fraulein Reiner,” I said, matching her formal tone. “Perhaps if you show me one of these documents, I could examine it and offer you an opinion.” A brief glance would probably be enough to see if there was anything to them.

“I didn't bring them. I wanted to meet you first.”

“I see. And may one ask, where are they?”

“They are safe. I didn't know if I could trust you. Now I think maybe I can. I could bring them tomorrow.”

As the Book of Proverbs tells us, “Let the wise man hear and increase his understanding.” I smiled and stood up. “Very well, Fraulein, it shall be as you say.” I glanced at my appointment book and saw that the morning was taken up with meetings. “Tomorrow afternoon would be best for me, shall we say at four? Come back with these documents, and I will be happy to examine them.” I extended my hand, but she just nodded, picked up her umbrella, and strode out of the room, leaving a damp patch on the seat.

I thought about her on and off the next morning, wondering what she might bring. But she never showed up. My work is full of false trails and clues leading nowhere. I figured this was just one more.

I was wrong.

So this is Washington, D.C.; I thought it would be bigger. While I was waiting to get paid, I started walking around, checking out targets. This city disgusts me. Five blocks from the White House or the Capitol, and you find yourself in creepy alleyways strewn with syringes, baggies, cast-off condoms. The city teems with druggies and panhandlers—the dregs of the dregs. They're everywhere, sleeping over grates, curled up on park benches, slumped in doorways, pushing supermarket carts piled with junk, feeding on the city like maggots on rotting flesh. “Alas, alas, that great city Babylon, that mighty city! For in one hour is thy judgment come.”

They approach you with hands outstretched and demand money; you look into their faces; you see their rheumy eyes and rotting teeth and you smell them—stench of piss, booze, and vomit. This one tells you he's hungry. He looks like a guy I used to know in jail, Dwayne Robertson, except scrawnier. How sweet it would be to shove a knife between his ribs and twist. I'd be doing him and the world a favor.

Last night, I dreamed of Dwayne and woke up in a cold sweat. I must have been yelling in my sleep, because someone in the next room was banging on the wall, shouting at me to shut the fuck up.

Half the city is looking for me. I strike and melt away, another face in the crowd. To them, I'm nothing. Shorty, Squirt, Shrimp, Tiny, Runt, Midget—I've been all of them. Nobody gives me a second look. I wrapped the knife in her scarf, stuffed it in her pocketbook, and left it on top of a trashcan for one of the lowlifes to find.

Each night in my hotel room, I read. Apart from the Bible, my favorite is The Turner Diaries, especially when they blow up the FBI. I must have read it a thousand times, wondering if it really could be done. Yesterday, I scouted the building out. It's huge, spread over three blocks. You could never get close enough with a truck to do much damage. That's the difference between fact and fiction. Half the buildings around here belong to the federal government. It's just a question of finding the right one.

I have begun writing my Statement to the American People. I want everyone to understand why I did it.
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The first graves were dug by around 100 Jews brought to Belzec from nearby towns. After the graves were dug, these Jewish workers were shot.

—TESTIMONY OF EDWARD LUCZYNSKI

THE OFFICE OF SPECIAL INVESTIGATIONS was created in the late 1970s when America finally woke up to the fact that thousands of Nazi war criminals were living quiet, respectable lives here. My job was to identify them, gather evidence of their crimes, bring them to court, strip them of their U.S. citizenship, and send them back to wherever they came from.

By 1994, I'd been doing this for ten years. I first wandered in for a summer internship after my second year of law school, but now the work was getting to me. At first, I was excited by the thrill of the chase and the satisfaction of bringing evil men to account. The Torah tells us to pursue justice, and I was doing just that. Each time I nailed one, it was a small measure of revenge for what the Nazis did to my family. But lately, I'd been having nightmares. The scenes usually came to me just before dawn when I was halfway between sleep and waking. They were in black and white, like wartime footage. Faces, terrified, puckered with cold. Sometimes I thought I glimpsed my mother. Guttural shouts, the dull thud of gunfire—and I jerked awake in a cold sweat. I tried seeking calm through prayer, saying the familiar words of Modeh Ani , with which all religious Jews begin their day: “I gratefully thank you, O living and eternal king, for You have returned my soul within me with compassion. Abundant is Your faithfulness.” The prayer was intended to bind me to God in a way that would make me continuously aware of His presence throughout the day. But with dreadful images still in my head, it was hard to achieve the proper mindset for prayer—what we Orthodox Jews call kavanah. I tried to empty my brain of extraneous thoughts and direct it upward and inward. I tried hard, but I didn't always succeed.

I thought of seeking counseling, but I was ashamed of my weakness. I considered talking to my rabbi, but he was a new guy, three years out of rabbinical school, hopelessly naive and idealistic. I had no one else to confide in. My most recent girlfriend had dumped me six months ago.

“That's the trouble with you,” Jennifer had told me in one of our final and most hurtful fights. “This Nazi-hunting thing has taken over your life. All your anger is channeled into it. You're relentless. There's no room in your head for anything else except that and religion. When was the last time we did something fun together? You're always working, always scribbling on your legal pads, filing your files, building neat piles of papers. I can't live like this anymore!”

There wasn't much I could say. We'd been dating on and off for almost a year, but it wasn't working. Jennifer Osterman was an editor in a small publishing house that specialized in books about self-esteem—where it comes from, how it grows, how you lose it, how you get it back. Jennifer read them all as if they contained spiritual manna from heaven. On paper, she was perfect for me. My mother, dead these twenty-two years, would have loved her. My father approved. She said she was willing to live a traditional life, keep kosher, observe the Sabbath, give our children a religious education. But something held me back. I knew she wasn't the one. Where was the passion, the look, the touch that would make my pulse race? In Genesis, when Jacob met Rachel, his muscles bulged with the superhuman strength to move a giant boulder from the mouth of a well. And then he kissed her and lifted up his voice and wept for joy. I wanted that same fervor, not a pale imitation from a self-help book.

So Jennifer left and found herself someone else. Mutual friends expected an engagement announcement any day.

She was right about one thing, though. My work obsession was unhealthy. I needed to separate myself from the job, but the beasts who had murdered my grandparents might be living in comfort, right here in the United States. If I couldn't sleep at night, why should they?

Whenever one of those hateful dreams wrenched me awake, as it did two days after my meeting with Sophie Reiner, there was no going back to sleep. I got up, said a prayer, splashed my face with water, and went for a run. My usual five-mile circuit took me through Rock Creek Park, just under forty minutes. After that, there was still time to do the laundry, iron some shirts, vacuum the living room, and read the Washington Post over breakfast. I poured out my granola, added skim milk, waited for my first coffee of the day to brew, and sat down. That's when I saw what had happened to Sophie. She was on the front page, below the fold.

As had been the case for most of the past month, the lead story covered the new House speaker, Mitch Conroy. He was promising to shut down two or three government departments. He had his eye on Energy and Education. He could hardly dismantle Justice, so my job was probably safe. The ceasefire around Sarajevo was holding, but the Serbs were still slaughtering Bosnians in other enclaves, while the world looked on and did nothing. There was talk Jimmy Carter might fly to the region on a peace mission. Then, a smaller headline, near the bottom of the page:“Woman Found Dead Near Museum.” I scanned the first couple of paragraphs and suddenly felt queasy. The cup in my hand started shaking. I thought I was going to throw up.

The woman was about fifty years old. She carried no identification, and the police were appealing for anyone who might recognize her description. She had been wearing a trench coat and a red pin. She had been sitting in my office, droplets of rain still caught in her hair. Someone had slashed her throat. Her body was found under a tree a couple of blocks behind the Air and Space Museum. There were no witnesses.

Washington is used to murders, but they usually take place well away from the tourist areas. Sophie's body had been found almost within sight of the Capitol. The police commissioner promised speedy action. The mayor insisted the city was safe and urged tourists not to change their plans. Mitch Conroy, who had an opinion on everything, had also joined the act. Crime was out of control, he opined. We needed zero tolerance for criminals and swift executions for murderers. Someone needed to clean house, and, like a Texas sheriff, Mitch was the man to do it.

I had not really known this woman—we spoke only for ten minutes—yet I felt strangely bereft. Why had she been killed? I felt disoriented, out of my depth. I write everything down, puzzle it out step-by-step. But I could see no logic here.

And it's different when the victim was sitting in your office two days before, dripping on your carpet. The whole thing seemed so bizarre, so random, and I might be the only person able to identify her. I reached for the phone, but decided to drive to work and call from the office. I needed time to digest all this.

A sheet of paper had been stuffed beneath one of the windshield wipers of my car. I unfolded it, thinking it was a flyer from a local business, and saw written in large red characters “6-6-6.” Probably a prank by some neighborhood kids, I figured, screwing it up in a ball and shoving it in my pocket.

It started to rain as I drove, a freezing, wind-driven rain. Crawling along Connecticut Avenue in my battered Civic, I mentally replayed my conversation with Sophie Reiner, as waves of water smacked like drum rolls against the roof and windshield. Had she seemed fearful? Had she known death was stalking her? There was no sign of it that I could recall. She had been nervous, certainly, but fearful? No, she fully expected to meet me the following day.

Washingtonians hate the rain. They somehow feel that in the nation's capital, everyone has the right to life, liberty, the pursuit of happiness, and perpetual smoggy sunshine. People rarely complain about the summer's stifling humidity and polluted air. But if it rains—or, even worse, snows—it's an offense against the natural order. Traffic slows to a stately five miles an hour. Normally, this doesn't bother me—I like to think in the car or listen to the radio—but I was jumpy, and the slow crawl made me even edgier.

Forty-five minutes later, I finally reached the office, shucked off my coat, and sat down behind my desk. I thought about a cup of coffee, decided against it, and adjusted my tie, even though it was already straight. I knew I should call the police, but first I wanted to speak to Eric Rosen, my boss and the head of the OSI. He should know if I was about to get involved in a news story.

It was already almost ten o'clock. Eric was in his office, sitting behind one of the larger desks in Washington, D.C., where outsize desks match outsize egos, reading a piece of paper. “What's going on?” I asked.

“Just another hate letter,” he said, waving it at me, “which I'm about to send over to the FBI, where they will no doubt shove it in a folder with all the other dreck I've been sending them and forget about it. We've been getting more than usual recently.” I caught a glimpse of a swastika scrawled in red crayon.

“I've received a few, too,” I told him. “I've been collecting them in a file under W for wackos.”

“Send them to me. I'll pass them all on to the FBI. Maybe they'll find a pattern. Anyway, what do you want? Make it quick. I'm leaving for the airport soon.”

“Where to this time?”

“Boston. I'm the keynote speaker for the Union of Concerned Scientists. Fascinating group. Should be an interesting discussion.”

Eric was a macher—a mover and shaker, a man who gets things done. He was in constant demand as a speaker, which suited him just fine. He fed his Napoleonic self-image on a steady diet of public acclaim, while I stayed in the background and kept the office functioning. A hyperactive little man, Eric was certainly a commanding orator. No one was better at whipping up an emotional froth. Afterward, he would stand on the podium, thrusting his barrel chest out, smiling with satisfaction, letting the applause wash over him in warm waves.

“Concerned scientists, eh? How many concerned scientists does it take to change a lightbulb?”

“How many?”

“One. All the rest will be so enthralled by your speech they won't notice the dark,” I said.

“I hope that awful joke isn't why you came to disturb me,” Eric said, frowning.

“No, I came to ask whether you saw that item in the Post today about the woman murdered on the Mall.” I sank irrevocably into his overstuffed plush leather couch.

“Yeah, I saw it, but I didn't pay much attention. I was more interested in who the Republicans want to appoint as chairman of the Judiciary Committee. I assume you've been following the speculation. They're talking about Senator—”

“She was here a couple of days ago,” I said, puncturing his stream of consciousness.

“Who was here?”

“The dead woman, the one in the article.”

“She was what?”

“She came to see me in my office. At around four o'clock.”

“Here? In this building?”

“I recognized her from the description in the paper. The police said she was wearing a red pin. She was wearing it when she came to see me.”

“Gotenyu! Have you called the police?” In moments of stress or surprise, Eric always lapsed into Yiddish.

“I wanted to tell you first. And I really need some coffee.”

“Help yourself.” He indicated the machine in the corner. I pulled myself off the couch and asked if he wanted a cup.

“Mark, what on earth did she want from you?” My name is Marek, but everyone except my father calls me Mark. I poured the coffee and sat back down.

“She said her name was Sophie Reiner, and she had some documents she wanted to show me. She said they concerned Belzec.”

“What documents? Where are they?”

“She never handed them over. She said she would bring them the next day—that would have been yesterday. But she never showed up. Now I know why.”

“Why did she come to see you? I'm the balebos, the one in charge here.”

“How the heck do I know? Maybe you were busy. Maybe she was too scared to approach the Great and Mighty Oz himself. Perhaps she was intimidated by the many reports she'd read about your towering intellect.”

“Did you ask her why she came to you?”

“She told me she'd read about me in the German newspapers.”

“You're not supposed to talk to reporters without my permission. Especially not the foreign press. Remember, I speak for this office.”

“Relax, Eric, and let's focus on the dead woman just for a second. Anyway, it's been years since I've been quoted over there—that's what was so strange about her remark.”

“What about that New York Times profile of you last month, which you persuaded me to authorize against my better judgment? A German paper might have picked it up and translated it.”

The Times had latched on to me after a big case I'd won against a former Romanian priest. He'd organized a mob to kill a couple of hundred Jews in 1944. The judge had stripped him of his U.S. citizenship and expelled him from the country. Eric had wanted to do the interview himself, but the reporter insisted that I was the focus of the story, since I was the one who had argued the case in court.

“Well, that might explain it,” I said thoughtfully.

Eric asked, “Are you sure she said Belzec? Maybe she meant Bergen-Belsen.” This was the concentration camp in Germany where 70,000 people died of starvation, exposure, and disease. Anne Frank died there, so it was better known to the public than Belzec, though less significant in the history of the Holocaust. People often confused the two.

“No,” I told him. “She said Belzec, although she mispronounced it. She was quite definite about it.”

Eric fell silent. I took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. I should have known better. It was extremely hard to get a decent cup anywhere in any government building. I brought my own beans to work and ground them fresh each morning. I knew Eric and I were both thinking the same thing. Where were the documents? Did they even exist?

He sighed. “Do you need me to be there when the police come? I can cancel Boston.”

I took off my glasses and started polishing them. I was feeling a little better now that I had talked to someone. “No, I can handle it. You go ahead and speak to your concerned scientists. They need you more than I do,” I said.

An hour later, I was telling the story to two detectives. Sam Reynolds, a burly black man with gray hair, had the weary look of a man who wanted you to know he had seen and heard just about everything. The other detective, Connie Novak, was half his size and not much more than half his age, with twice as much hair and bright red lipstick. They both sat up straight in their seats when I said I could identify their Jane Doe.

“She was here in your office?” Reynolds asked, chewing gum furiously.

“That's right. Two days ago. She sat on the same chair you're sitting on now. She was wearing the red pin they described in the newspaper. That's how I knew it was her. She said her name was Sophie Reiner.” I spelled it out for them. “She was German.”

“Shit. That means the State Department, ambassadors, political pressure, all kinds of crap,” Reynolds said grimly.

“I spoke to her in German. She had a north German accent, I would say.”

Novak immediately got on the phone. “If she was staying in a D.C. hotel, we should be able to track her down pretty quickly,” she said.

There was a knock on the door, and my assistant poked her head in. “Got a sec, Mark?” she asked, flashing an infectious grin in my direction.

“Not now, Lynn. Maybe in an hour. I'll give you a call when I'm free.” She left, and I turned back to the detectives.

“What did this Reiner woman want with you?” Reynolds asked. I described our conversation as well as I could remember, referring to my notes.

“You're a pretty careful guy, Professor, writing it all down like that,” Novak said. I wasn't sure if her voice held a note of approval or censure.

“I try to be.”

“Tell me about this Belzec place,” Reynolds said. I explained how it was the first real extermination camp, the first place where the Nazis had erected gas chambers, early in 1942. I described how they murdered their victims with carbon monoxide pumped from a large truck engine, how it sometimes took as long as thirty-five minutes to kill them all, and how they dumped the bodies in trenches, first wrenching the gold fillings out of their mouths. In the middle of my recitation Reynolds stopped paying attention. The Holocaust often has that effect on people. So I shut up.

Novak shivered. “My husband is Jewish,” she said, somewhat irrelevantly. There was a pause. The detectives spat out their gum, inserted new sticks, and resumed chewing. Novak offered me a stick, which I declined.

“Were these documents worth killing someone for?” Reynolds asked.

I shrugged. “I never saw them. If they named people who are still around… but it seems so unlikely. I've never heard of such a thing.”

Reynolds frowned. “On the other hand, it may just have been a robbery gone wrong. Although a slashing murder like this is uncommon in a robbery. Usually the perp uses a gun.”

“What does that tell you?”

“Not much. As I said, you usually only see stabbings in domestic abuse, but to be honest, Professor, we still have a long way to go in this case. Until ten minutes ago, we didn't even know who she was. Tell me more about these papers. What do you think they could have been?”

“I wish I knew. There aren't many documents about Belzec. Only two people survived, and they both died years ago. That's why any kind of firsthand testimony could be so significant. If it's legitimate, that is. If you do come across any old papers or documents, I'd ask you to be careful with them and call me immediately.”

Reynolds nodded. “Okay, Prof, we'll take it from here. Just keep your mouth shut. Don't talk to the media. We may need to come back to you if this Belsen stuff adds up to anything.”

“Belzec,” I corrected him.

“Whatever,” he said.

I had done my civic duty. My part in the whole horrible mess was over. The police would handle it from here.

Wrong again.
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I must pick my way myself
Through this darkness.

—“GOOD NIGHT” BY WILHELM MÜLLER, MUSIC BY FRANZ SCHUBERT

A WEEK PASSED before I heard from Lieutenant Reynolds again. As usual, I was busy shuffling papers, attending committees, and reviewing documents. But Sophie Reiner never quite left my thoughts. Impatient to learn something one afternoon, I called the number the lieutenant had given me to ask what was happening. I was put on hold, to seasonal elevator music—“God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.” Christmas spirit had spread to every corner of the land, turning the entire country into a vast shopping mall. After a few minutes, since I was neither merry nor a gentleman, I grew tired of waiting and hung up. The rest of the day we played phone tag.

Next afternoon, we had our weekly staff meeting. For once, most of the department's nine historians and thirteen lawyers were in town, which meant we could fully review our current caseload. As we sat down, I looked around the conference table. It was interesting to see the difference between the two tribes. The lawyers, both men and women, wore the same uniform as me—dark suits with white shirts or blouses, sober ties and gold cuff links for the men, silk scarves and discreet jewelry for the women. Some of them, not me, had their monograms stamped on their custom-made Egyptian twoply cotton shirts. Most of us sat up straight, writing copious notes on yellow legal pads. The historians, mostly younger, wore their own uniform: jeans or cords, tweedy jackets, and loud shirts with their top buttons undone. They sprawled in their chairs, occasionally sitting up to scrawl hieroglyphics in spiral notebooks. If they bothered to wear ties, the men always left them hanging several inches below their necks. For that reason alone, I could never have been a historian. That and the fact that there was no future in history.

We had several cases working their way through the system. The biggest involved one Lazarus Bruteitis, who had been chief of the security police in Vilnius Province, Lithuania, during the Nazi occupation. Bruteitis had been living quietly in Rhode Island for the past four decades. We had been investigating him for several years and had compiled a thick dossier of crimes committed under his command. The problem, as always, was proving his personal involvement and knowledge. The typical Nazi document did not generally record the names of the killers. Orders were often disguised in euphemisms. Once, I remember seeing a planning document for “the resettlement” of Jews from a certain village. The proposed location turned out to be two pits. And near the end of the war, when the Nazis and their acolytes realized they were defeated, they built huge bonfires and burned much of the evidence.

“So where do things stand?” Eric asked Janet Smart, our chief historian. “I heard you had a breakthrough. It's about time.”

“A mini-breakthrough, maybe. We dug up a new document with Bruteitis's name typed on it ordering fifty-two Jews to be shot at a place called Paneriai,” Janet said, shoving a photocopy around the table for us to look at. It was written in German, and sure enough, there was “Bruteitis” typed neatly at the bottom. Unfortunately, it wasn't signed.

“Remind me, what was Paneriai?” Eric said.

“It was a wooded hamlet outside of Vilnius, where thousands of Jews were stripped, lined up in trenches, and shot. Only five thousand of Vilnius's sixty thousand Jews survived the war,” Janet said. She looked like a refugee from the 1960s who had spent too much time on the beach without sunscreen. She had to be pushing sixty by now. I had worked with her on a dozen cases, and despite her appearance, she was a formidable partner with a steel trap of a mind, capable of filing away and effortlessly recalling references, citations, facts, and figures in several languages.

“Where did the document come from?” Eric asked.

“Soviet archives in Moscow,” Janet said.

“Are we sure it's authentic?”

“It matches other similar documents. I'm confident it's genuine.”

“Okay then, let's serve the bastard with papers and issue a press release,” Eric said. “How soon can you get it done?”

“Are you sure?” I asked mildly. “I know we've been waiting a long time, and I see his name on the document, but…”

“But what?” Eric snapped.

“But there's no signature. Is this enough?”

John Howard, a department lawyer who was handling this case with Smart, looked up from the legal pad on which he had been doodling. “I agree with Mark,” he said in a thin, reedy voice. “Personally, I'd feel more comfortable if we had something with his actual signature. We can't go forward on just this. He could always claim that somebody typed this up on his behalf without his knowledge. We've been through this before.”

“Shit!” Eric exploded, slamming his pencil down on the conference table. “How long have we been sitting on this fucking case? Five years? Seven? We all know he's guilty, even if we don't have his signature. We may never get his signature. The world isn't perfect. We need to move ahead before the mamzer dies on us. How old is he now?”

“Seventy-six,” Janet replied.

“The older he gets, the harder it will be to win. No matter how healthy he is, we all know he'll bring a whole team of doctors to court, swearing that his health is too fragile for the poor old man to be deported. They always do,” Eric observed bitterly.

We all took Eric's frequent outbursts in stride. We also knew he was anxious to find a high-profile case that we could take to the media to prove to the new Republican majority that we were still alive and kicking. And we all knew we were in a race against time. The crimes we dealt with happened half a century ago in faraway corners of Europe. The criminals were now elderly immigrants—Germans and Austrians, Ukrainians, Estonians, Latvians, Hungarians, Romanians—all with their long-repressed memories and secret guilt. A few more years, and they would elude justice once and for all. Then we'd have to shut up shop, unless Congress passed a new law authorizing us to investigate other human rights abuses, like the slaughter in Bosnia or last year's Rwandan genocide. Eric had been lobbying lawmakers to do just that, but it wasn't clear where things stood after the election.

“Janet? You haven't told us what you think,” Eric asked, tapping his pencil against the edge of the table. “If we delay further, is there any chance of getting new information on this guy?”

“Maybe. There is one more avenue we haven't tried yet. We've been pressing the Lithuanian government to give us access to their archives ever since they became independent four years ago. As you might expect, this was hardly their top priority. The Red Army only finally left the country just over a year ago—”

“Enough with the history lesson, get to the point,” Eric growled.

Janet shot him a look. “The point, Mr. Rosen, is that a source I know at the State Department tipped me this morning that things might be about to change. He has it on good authority the Lithuanian government is going to agree to our request.”

“That's great,” I said. “When might this happen?”

“Maybe even this week or next, certainly before Christmas,” Janet said.

“How soon could you get there?” Eric asked.

“The minute they give their formal assent, I'll be on the next plane,” she said.

“How's your Lithuanian?” asked George Carter, the depart-ment's brightest young historian and best linguist. He was wearing a particularly inappropriate tie that afternoon—panda bears cuddling baby panda bears and eating shoots and leaves.

“Nonexistent, but my guess is all the material is in German,” Janet said.

“Okay, I guess we'll have to wait to see if the Lithuanians come through,” Eric sighed. “But I'm not prepared to let this file sit there much longer. One way or another, we're moving ahead with this case. Is there any other business?”

“I got another one of those hate letters,” I said, brandishing a message that had arrived in the afternoon mail.

“What's it say?”

“The usual. ‘We know who you are and we're coming after you. We will rescue our country from the grasp of degenerates like you.’ And other friendly sentiments appropriate to this joyous Christmas season.”

“ Has anyone else been getting this kind of dreck?” Eric asked. There were a couple of nods around the table.

“I generally just throw them in the trash,” John Howard said. “It's just part of the job.”

“You're probably right, but I'd like you all to send all hate mail to me from now on,” Eric said. “I want the FBI to know about it.”

Leaving the meeting, I took the elevator to the top floor and hurried to a small conference room where a small group of men from different divisions of the Department of Justice met at around five thirty each afternoon to recite the afternoon and evening prayers. I couldn't always make it, but I tried to whenever possible. The group needed a minyan, or quorum of ten, to include certain prayers, including the Kaddish—the prayer for the dead, which those in mourning recite each day for thirty days after the death of a spouse or sibling and eleven months after the death of a parent, to fulfill the fifth commandment to honor one's mother and father.

Nine men stood in the room as I arrived, facing a window to the east in the direction of Jerusalem, already davening, swaying and bowing to the prayers. My arrival completed the minyan. I closed my eyes and softly recited the opening words of the Amidah, the eighteen benedictions: “Praised are You, Lord our God and God of our ancestors, God of Abraham, of Isaac, of Jacob, great, awesome, mighty, exalted God who bestows loving kindness, Creator of all.” The Amidah, which means “standing,” is said quietly so that each individual can approach God in his own way. Like Jacob, I often found myself wrestling with Him and with my better self.

In our minyan, everyone prayed more or less together, but each of us was lost in his own world. I recited these blessings several times a day; the Hebrew words slipped off my tongue in a rush, without thought. I sometimes had to force myself to concentrate on their meaning, but even on distracted days the prayer had significance. The fact that Jews have said these same words, unaltered, for millennia makes saying them a powerful act of affirmation. When I reached the line about giving life to the dead, I added a small, silent prayer for the soul of Sophie Reiner.

The service took about twenty minutes. When it was over, we all quickly shook hands and hurried back to work. As I opened the door of my office, the phone was ringing. I lunged across the desk and grabbed it just before voice mail picked up. It was Reynolds. “Professor, how ya doin’?” he asked.

“I'm pretty good. But you know, I'm not really a professor,” I said. “How's the case coming?”

“There's something I want you to see that you might be able to help me with. Could you come down to the station?”

As I drove through wet streets, the car radio carried more bad news from the Balkans, where Sarajevo remained besieged, its residents targeted by snipers whenever they ventured out of their homes for food or fuel. Then the subject turned to domestic issues and the Texas twang of Mitch Conroy took over, sounding his usual alarm about the horrors of big government, until I switched him off.

Reynolds and Novak were waiting in an interview room. They offered me a cup of coffee. I took a sip and put it aside. It tasted like boot polish dissolved in hot water.

“Professor, I want you to take a look at this,” Reynolds said, handing me a piece of paper. “I recall you saying how you're fluent in German, and all.”

I took a look at the half dozen lines, scrawled on a piece of hotel stationery in a large, undisciplined hand, automatically noting a couple of spelling mistakes in the first paragraph. “Sure, I can read it. It seems pretty clear.”

“So what does it say?” Reynolds asked.

I scanned it quickly. “Rather melodramatic,” I told them. “It appears to be a letter to her mother… and it's unfinished, like she was writing it before she left the room and put it aside to finish later. Was there an envelope or an address?”

Novak shook her head. “Nothing. Just that piece of paper.” I thought maybe her lipstick was a different shade this time, less scarlet. It didn't quite match her fingernails.

“Let me write it down for you in English,” I said. Reynolds shoved a writing pad across the table. For the next five minutes, we all sat in silence while I worked. “Okay, this is it, more or less,” I said, setting down the pen.

Mama, Mama, how on earth did I come to be here, alone in this grubby room, in a strange city in a strange country?

You ought to know—it's because of you I'm here, thousands of miles from home. You're the one who sent me here—sent me through your silence. So many things you left unsaid. Why were you not honest? All we had was each other. I did everything for you. And you, you shut me out. You could have trusted me. I would have kept your secrets.

Now, I wrestle with them night and day, trying to find my way through the forest.

Reynolds looked disappointed. “That doesn't help,” he muttered.

“Were you expecting something in particular?” I asked.

“I didn't know what to expect. I was hoping maybe for some idea about what she was doing here in D.C.”

“I assume you confirmed her identity.”

“We did, and she was who you said she was,” Novak said. “She was staying in a motel out on New York Avenue. Not very classy. Didn't find much there. No solid leads, no idea why anyone would want her dead.”

“Well, maybe like you told me, she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said hopefully.

Reynolds sighed. “Could be. We haven't ruled anything out. And just so we're clear, we're talkin’ here off the record. I don't want any of this in the media.”

“Don't worry,” I assured him piously. “I'm not allowed to talk to the media without the permission of my boss. And he almost never gives it.”

“All right.”

“What else can you tell me?”

“She was seen leaving the hotel probably around five, six o'clock. The medical examiner puts the time of death at anywhere between seven and eleven. Her body was found early next day.”

“What about her hotel room? Did you find anything there, apart from the letter?”

“Some clothes, toiletries, a few books, magazines, some CDs, ashtray full of cigarette butts even though it was a nonsmoking room,” Novak said. Her nicotine-stained fingers flashed into my mind, and I imagined her puffing away in the seedy privacy of the last room she would ever see.

“No suspicious prints,” said Reynolds. “We're trying to track her movements. We know she arrived in the country October 26. Flew in on Lufthansa to JFK from Frankfurt. That means she was here about a month. We're trying to figure out where she was, who she saw, and what she did. We know she was in Florida and in Boston, but we don't know why. She used a credit card, which makes it easier to follow the trail.”

“Do you know anything about her mother?”

“The German police are trying to come up with a more detailed profile. We know she was single, apparently never married. She worked as a medical aide at a retirement home. Seems to have lived a totally ordinary life,” Novak said.

A lonely life, I thought. A bit like mine.

“Any connection to the Nazis? Like a family member maybe?” I asked.

“Not that we know, but the Krauts are still looking into it.”

“Just so you know, they don't appreciate being called Krauts,” I said. “They prefer Huns.”

“Really?” Novak said. “I never knew that.”

“No, not really. It was a joke.” I coughed in embarrassment and tried to think of a more serious question to ask them. They both looked at me as if I were crazy.

“Did you find any documents? She said she wanted to show me some documents.”

“No documents, Prof. There were some books. I have them in my office, but they're all in German. They don't look like much, just trashy romance novels. You can take a look if you like,” Reynolds said. He stood up and led the way through the squad room into a tiny cubicle in the back. A small pile of books lay on the table. I examined them briefly. They appeared to be translations of American romance novels, the type you can buy in any supermarket. The covers showed swarthy men with long swept-back hair and bulging biceps clasping half-undressed women with heaving breasts. The sorry collection of paperbacks fit with the picture Reynolds had painted of a middle-aged spinster leading a dull, lonely life. Not at all the kind of person who would have access to important historical documents.

I flicked idly through one of the books and came across a piece of paper acting as a bookmark. “Did you see this?” I asked Reynolds.

“What?”

“It's a ticket,” I said, examining it. “To the Holocaust Museum. Dated November 27—that's the day before she came to see me.”

“Yeah, we saw it. Hell of a way to spend one of your last days on this earth,” Novak said.

“She didn't know she was going to die,” I said. Glancing at the CDs on the desk, I saw Abba's greatest hits, Nat King Cole, Burt Bacharach favorites, Be My Love: The Definitive Mario Lanza Collection — sickly stuff — and one more entitled Der Winterreise, a collection of songs written by Franz Schubert. It jogged something in my mind.

“This one may be interesting,” I told Reynolds.

“How so?”

“She said something to me that day we met about being a music lover. It struck me at the time as kind of a strange remark, one of several strange remarks she made. To tell you the truth, I was half convinced she was a nutcase.”

“What's interesting about it?” he asked. “She said she liked music, and she has a bunch of CDs. Seems perfectly logical to me.”

“This last one here doesn't fit the pattern. Everything else she has is easy listening, and all her books are romances. This one is different.” I picked up the case to examine it. Der Winterreise—The Winter Journey— Roberto Delatrucha, baritone. The face of a man in late middle age stared out from the cover. He was partially obscured by shadows, his steel gray hair swept back, eyes half closed, large, prominent mouth framed by a thick gray beard and mustache.

“Can I take out the liner notes?” I asked. Reynolds nodded. I glanced through the material quickly. “We read it,” Reynolds said. “Nothing there.” Actually, there was a hint of something there. I kept my mouth shut. It really was a minor point, hardly worth mentioning.

“Can I keep this one?” I asked.

“Nope, it's evidence,” Novak said. “You can get one at a record store if you're that interested. Why?”

“I don't know. Probably nothing.”

When I got back to my car, I made a quick note in my legal pad before I forgot the details. Jennifer used to make fun of my need to take notes on everything that ever happened to me. She called it excessively anal. She was probably right, but I had been doing it for years, and I wasn't about to stop now. Anyway, she was gone, so what difference did it make?

I was tired and hungry, but the thought of going home to an empty apartment didn't thrill me. So I drove to the mall, found a record store, and headed for the section on Schubert. To my surprise, there were fifteen different versions of Winterreise, three of them by Roberto Delatrucha, including the one I had seen on Reynolds's desk. I hadn't listened to classical music for years, not since my mother's death, when the piano she had loved playing so much had fallen silent. Strains of Chopin's mazurkas still occasionally floated uninvited into my head on invisible wisps of air. But this music was unfamiliar to me.

I picked out four discs—Winterreise, a couple of other Schubert compositions, and one of Delatrucha singing Schumann, who, beside Chopin, was my mother's other favorite composer. I remembered practicing some of his easier piano pieces as a kid. Mama would sit down beside me on the piano bench, playing the bass while I played the treble. Then we'd switch. Sometimes we'd swap hands without switching places, leaning across each other so that our arms crossed over the keyboard. Sometimes she'd put her other arm around me as we played, and I snuggled against her, safe and warm and loved.

Our home had been full of music then. Mom always hummed to herself as she went about her daily tasks. When she left us, the music went with her. My father and I lived together in virtual silence for another five years, until I went off to college. When I became religious, it only increased the gulf between us. He rarely mentioned her name. I wanted to, but didn't. I quit piano lessons shortly after the funeral and never sat down at the instrument again. A year later, my father sold it. Sometimes, when I was alone in the house, I'd gaze down at where the piano legs had squashed little round indentations in the carpet. I'd lie down with my eyes closed and gently stroke the patch of rug worn bare by Mom's heel from working the sustaining pedal—almost the only sign that was left of her in the entire house.

I snapped out of my reverie. “Is this stuff popular?” I asked the man behind the counter as he rang up my purchases.

“Not mega popular, like The Four Seasons or Beethoven's Fifth,” he said. “We sell a few from time to time.”

“And this Delatrucha guy, is he well known?”

“I'd say. Next to Fischer-Dieskau, he's the king of lieder.”

Fischer who? I had no idea who or what he was talking about. I paid for the discs and left. They seemed innocent enough on the outside. Inside, they were emotional dynamite primed to blow up in my face.

As I wander around Washington, peering into the lobbies of government buildings, I keep asking myself how this nation fell so low. For there is no doubt, we are steeped in evil. The souls of 50 million unborn babies cry out for justice. Sometimes, I can hear them weeping.

Yesterday, I was at the Vietnam Memorial. I stood in the cold, reading the names—name after name after name—and while I was reading, I thought about Dusty Briggs and Stan Knight getting their heads blown off in that hellhole they call Iraq. One day, they'll be names on a monument too, if anyone cares enough to build one. They'll write on it, “They died for cheap gasoline.” What a joke! At least they didn't have to come home and watch what's happening here with the queers, kooks, and kikes running the country. I felt a migraine coming on and rushed back to my room before the torture hit.

The truth is, nothing was ever the same after the war. Everything led up to that one moment in the desert. We're pinned down, taking mortar fire from an Iraqi position about a half mile away, waiting for air support that's not coming. We've already lost Briggs and Knight, and if this goes on for much longer we're all fucked. There's only one person in the entire platoon who can take out a position at that range. One! The lieutenant calls me forward. “This one's for you, Shorty,” he says. I put my eye against the scope, watching and waiting, ignoring the shit flying around us, the explosions, the cussing and yelling, the radio crackling. It's just me and the scope. Everything's frozen. Then I see a flash of light in the distance. An Iraqi pops up his head for a micro-second. I press the trigger; his upper body explodes. Everything above his shoulders disappears, like on a video game. Our guys are cheering and whooping. “Way to go, Shorty, did you see that shot, did you fucking see that shot?” they're yelling. Nobody can believe it. I keep on shooting, even after they try to surrender. Until the lieutenant grabs me by the shoulder and tells me, “That's enough, son.” As if it's ever enough, once you get started.

As we roll through the desert, we see more Iraqis, crawling along on their hands and knees. And dogs chewing on the corpses. Once you see that, believe me, nothing's ever the same. Nothing.
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During the time that I myself was at Belzec, the gas installation was still housed in a hut which was lined with sheet metal and which held about 100 people.

—TESTIMONY OF JOSEF OBERHAUSER

I THREW MY JACKET ON THE BED, grabbed a Diet Coke from the fridge, shoved some leftover ravioli into the microwave, and flicked the CD player on. I had moved into this apartment after Jennifer and I broke up. It seemed like a good idea at the time—move to a new neighborhood, put some space between me and the office, get involved with a different social set. The apartment was within walking distance of an Orthodox shul, or synagogue, vital for Shabbat, the Sabbath day, when I couldn't drive. I had two bedrooms, one of which nobody had ever used. The building itself was immaculate. It boasted a resplendent lobby with marble floors and wall-length mirrors so you couldn't tell whether you were coming or going. But the place never quite felt like home. My one major purchase had been a king-size bed, which seemed as big as a swimming pool when I lay in it alone. I drowned in it every night.

Truth was, I longed for female company. Most of my friends were deep in married bliss, with two or three kids already in tow. At the synagogue, nearly every week, some amateur matchmaker tried to fix me up on a blind date, but none of these led to anything. Word had gone around that I was too picky and difficult to please.

Lately, I'd been having lustful thoughts about Lynn, my assistant, who had to be eight or nine years younger than me. She had a law degree, but she still carried the air of a student about her. Her energy level and enthusiasm were scary. Just the sight of her tearing down the corridor, perpetually in a hurry, sent a low-level electrical jolt through my body. But she was off-limits. Making passes at personal assistants, even those wearing glasses, was strictly verboten.

A Simon and Garfunkel disc was in the CD player. The song was one of Jennifer's favorites — “Bridge over Troubled Water.” The words seemed to mock me. As the song ended, I slipped Winterreise into the machine, hung up my jacket, took off my shoes, and lay down on the bed. It began with a series of falling chords on the piano. Then Roberto Delatrucha began singing.

It was an extraordinary voice—deep, soft, and velvet, resonating with a haunting tone of longing and regret. I had never heard anything quite like it. It's unreasonable, I know, but after years of poring over SS documents, German for me had become the language of mass murder. Yet from these lips, it sounded lyrical and gentle. The sound of his voice reaching for the high notes was like a caress. A lump formed in my throat, and I blinked away a tear. I'd banished music from my life, and now it had snuck past my defenses.

I extracted the sleeve notes and followed the lyrics of the songs. The word lieder simply means “songs” in German, particularly songs set to German poetry. This composition consisted of twenty-four poems sung with piano accompaniment. They told the story of a rejected lover condemned to wander through a bleak winter landscape, looking for, but not finding, redemption. The first song set the tone:

As a stranger I arrived here.

A stranger, I go hence.

The path is dismal, veiled in snow.

No one who is even a little lonely should have to listen to such despair. For months, I had tried to bury myself in work. These songs brought me face to face with my isolation. Typical morbid Germanic nonsense, I told myself, yet there was something about these songs that demanded attention. Partly the tunes, deceptively simple yet full of surprising changes of mood and tempo. Partly the intimate dialogue between singer and pianist. But mostly the voice itself, rich and dark and bitter, like strong black coffee.

The leaflet contained some sketchy biographical details. Delatrucha received his musical education in Buenos Aires and at Juilliard in New York. There, he met his accompanist, later to become his wife, Mary Scott. There was a small black-and-white picture of the two of them. Mary was sitting behind the piano, a small woman, her features hard to discern in the fuzzy photograph. Delatrucha posed behind her, one hand over his heart, the other flung artistically in the air.

OEBPS/Images/pub1.png





OEBPS/Images/pub.png
ARCADE PUBLISHING
NEW YORK






OEBPS/Images/cover.png
14 15 P P

$ THE NAZI HUNTER
~ ALAN ELSNER






