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* * * * *
Chic’s briefcase was already open on the desk, edges lined up neatly with the edges of the desktop. There was nothing in it but a small manual of government employee guidelines (“Roughhousing or practical joking in the office is strictly forbidden”; “Attendance at weekly voluntary patriotism meetings is mandatory”) primly tucked into one corner. Chic looked around the dreary little office quickly, more to settle a sudden irrational qualm than because he genuinely feared someone else might be there and watching him. Oh, yes, he was alone. He picked up the stack of papers, thumped it end-on against the desk to line up the edges of the sheets even more precisely, and placed it carefully in the briefcase next to the policy manual. The desk was clear except for the ashtray, which Chic emptied into his trash can. This was the way he left his desk every evening.
The stack of papers had hidden a deep gouge in the hard, brown wood; the gouge was clearly meant to represent a naked woman. It must have taken hours of boredom and frustration, days of diligent work, to complete that piece of artistic vandalism. Willful destruction of government property; one thousand dollars or one year in prison or both. Chic imagined himself arresting someone for it and smiled. The small stack of papers he had just put in his case was destined to fry much bigger fish than that.
The case was of black, supple leather. The leather was American, of course. The discreet hackenkreuz on the lock showed where the raw materials had been worked into this fine result. Chic ran his fingers gently over the leather, loving the feel and the smell. He locked the case, deriving an almost sensual pleasure as he felt and heard the hard metal of the locks snick precisely into place.
Budmen shouldn’t get attached to things, either.
During his first two weeks on the job, now more than two years in the past, Chic had identified each of those in the building who habitually worked late, and today, his last day on the job, he had carefully outwaited all of them. Now he walked quickly down the corridor toward the front door with his senses less than fully alert, not anticipating meeting anyone on the way, his attention idly upon the unevenness of the floor, the scratches and scuff marks, the chips in walls and doors from decades of hard use, and the empty echoing of his own footsteps. He snapped to alert when he saw Kremmling bending over the water fountain.
Kremmling, of all people! He normally left at 4:30 on the dot and was thus one of the last people Chic had even thought he might possibly run into. What made the fat man so potentially dangerous was that he liked everyone. From the first, he had tried everything he could think of to establish some sort of friendship with Chic.
For a moment, with Kremmling’s large, soft backside pointed toward him as its owner slurped water greedily, Chic thought he might be able to get back to his office undetected. However, it didn’t happen that way. Kremmling straightened at the wrong time and boomed out happily, “Jim! Working late again? And taking work home? You must be bucking for that new section chief slot in your group.”
Chic forced a grin in response to Kremmling’s. “Yeah. It’s either me or Blanting, and you know how he’ll screw things up.”
Kremmling nodded. “Always thinking of the good of the agency, aren’t you?”
“And the good of the taxpayer.” A stupid thing to say, Chic told himself. I need a vacation. I need a cigarette. I need a drink. “Oh, listen, I’ve got to hurry.” He held up his briefcase. “It’s going to be a long night.”
“Yeah, sure.” There was hurt in Kremmling’s voice and on his face, but Chic shrugged it off and hurried from the building. Chubby, sweet-natured Kremmling, who always took slights to heart. He’d get over it. At least he didn’t seem to be involved and would almost certainly survive the coming shakeup. Chic’s problem now was to make sure that he survived it, too.
Chic took the usual route home. The essential thing, as always, was not to call attention to himself, not to become conspicuous. His apartment had come to seem like home, now that he’d lived in it for two years. It would be a wrench to leave it. And it was air conditioned, which the monorail wasn’t — not adequately, anyway — and that made his apartment all the more a welcome refuge on a muggy spring night like this one. The heat had come early this year. It seemed to Chic that the weather had been strange for much of the last year. Heavy dampness had come with the early heat. It had been raining almost daily, and the city smelled foul. It’s rotting, he told himself, and grinned then chuckled aloud. His monorail neighbors studiously ignored him: an urban survival trait.
Chic practiced an urban survival trait, too. Unconsciously, he turned a blind eye to the scene outside the window. The monorail, a gleaming snake of German manufacture, slid past squalor and filth. It ascended on its rising rail and flew above packed ghettos and barrios. The poor — mostly Negroes and Mexicans — looked up as it passed overhead, but Chic Western was absorbed in his thoughts and never looked down. The air inside the cabin was thick with smoke, and Chic was adding his share to it, puffing inattentively at his cigarette.
Once inside his apartment, once he had locked the doors, opaqued the windows, and checked the small monitor station for any signs that the rooms had been entered or observed during his absence, Chic set about methodically eliminating all hints of his ever having lived there. It was a procedure he had gone through before, of course, never enjoying it (except at the beginning, when it was all still romantic), and it was becoming a mechanical task.
Extra clothing, extra supplies of all kinds, flashed into nothing in his small disposal unit. Not for him the standard slot in the wall: it was far too easy to divert what was put into it to some exit other than the one that gave into the furnace. Chic didn’t really believe that those he’d been working with for the last two years were the type to use violence (Kremmling? Unimaginable!) or could have guessed so soon what Jim North really was, but their careers, their freedom, conceivably even their lives would be endangered by what he was doing, and he knew how that could make even the mildest of men react unpredictably. Besides all that, there were others involved in what he had uncovered, not just those he had come to know. He had survived for a decade; he intended to survive for decades to come, and caution, excessive caution — even cowardice — was the key. Budmen take no chances. Budmen aren’t heroes.
Budmen travel light. Chic had been told that right at the beginning, and his years on the job had made the motto ingrained. Even before he had started disposing of possessions, the apartment had lacked the imprint of his personality. What he had in it was functional because he limited himself to the functional. The carefully selected prints and a few original paintings Chic had inherited from his parents were in storage and would have to stay there indefinitely. He had grown up surrounded by artwork hanging on the walls, and he missed that, but he had schooled himself to live a life very different from that of his youth.
All he had left to take care of now was the papers themselves. He made some careful adjustments to the faucet in the kitchen sink and then took the papers from the briefcase and passed them one by one under the lens of the scanner hidden in the faucet. As he did so, a slender thread of silver-gray tape unwound itself from beneath the handle of the faucet.
When he was done, he tore the tape off neatly against the sharp bottom edge of the handle, coiled it quickly and tightly, and dropped it into his pocket, where it joined three others just like it. He pushed the lens of the scanner inwards and twisted the spout of the faucet sharply to one side, then stepped back hastily. The faucet gave off a sudden glare of light and flash of heat and fused into an unidentifiable lump. This he unscrewed, replacing it with the original, unmodified faucet, which he had been keeping in a closet for two years. The papers he had taken from work now went into the small disposal unit and disappeared.
Finally, and with much regret, he placed the disposal unit itself inside his briefcase, set it for self-destruction, and placed the case inside the sink. It’s also replaceable, he told himself. Everything is replaceable. A few seconds later, the case burst into intense flame and shriveled quickly into ash. The fireproof synthetics of the sink and counters showed no marks. Germany had virtually created the synthetics industry decades earlier; theirs were still the best.
Chic’s memory was of course near perfect, and if necessary a budman’s testimony could be used in these cases instead of original documents. But there were a few legal limits, and nothing was as certain to obtain convictions as good photographs of the documents themselves. Besides that, if he were caught, his survival with intact mind was unlikely, but these small balls of tape might conceivably get where they were supposed to even if he didn’t. (He would never be caught; that determination overrode all others.)
He left his apartment casually, just a typical single male office worker heading out for supper or an evening’s entertainment.
The subway took him downtown, and he wandered about in the restaurant and theater districts for more than an hour, as if he were having difficulty deciding where to eat and how to spend the evening. Bright lights and busy crowds, and Chic Western was but another atom in the mix. The air was heavy with humidity, breezeless, and the sidewalks and streets were wet from a shower earlier in the evening; the city still stank, and so did he. He had had no time — or thought — to change his clothes for something fresher and cleaner, and he walked about in a miasma of his own smell, wondering idly how much of it was due to the temperature and humidity and how much to his tension over the last few hours. Or maybe it’s rubbed off from the last few years of work, he told himself, and smiled at the thought.
There was a main entrance to the headquarters building of the Ombudsman Commission, and total safety was guaranteed for any government employee within a thousand yards of that entrance. No agency had even tried to transgress that safety zone in at least ten years. But of course it was common knowledge that every agency in the District kept that entrance under constant surveillance. Bad enough that Chic had to risk breaking his cover; it would be unforgivable if Jim North were seen to be entering the Commission building and as a result, forewarned, major wrongdoers fled the country.
Chic roamed with apparent aimlessness along the sidewalks, letting himself be carried along by the movements of the pedestrian current. His glance passed over the blinking, blaring advertisements on the building walls facing the crowds as if he found none of them either completely uninteresting or particularly absorbing. Loose pages from newspapers lay soggily on the sidewalks or blown against the walls of facing buildings. Printed on flimsy paper, they fell apart quickly, and those on the sidewalk, trampled underfoot by the busy crowds, quickly became unidentifiable, muddy pulp. Rows of stands along the curb, automatic dispensers with the current issues of the newspapers within displayed behind plastic fronts, caught his eye for a moment or two. The standard ones were there, from the classiest, New York Times and Washington Post, to the tabloids, Weekly Peek and Stormer, to the foreign language — a great variety here, with almost every script and curlicue known to man represented, including (incongruously side by side) the familiar Yiddish papers, Forward and Day, and the two most popular German papers, both named Beobachter, but one the original import in cluttered Gothic and the other the Bund’s domestic version, in Latin letters to increase its appeal to the American eye. The Stormer dispenser was already empty.
The New York Times, in letters scarcely larger than the type of the story beneath the header, announced that NEGRO DISTRICTS IN ATLANTA REMAIN CALM, while the Peek screamed in giant letters BRITS CRUSH MADRAS RIOT! Further down the page, a red border outlined a story headed MASSACRE ON SKIN RESERVATION! In slightly smaller print below that, the paper averred that WHITE MEN ARE STILL UNSAFE IN PARTS OF OKLAHOMA! Chic gathered that this was a scandal that the government should do something about. We could send in a budman, he thought. Do him up with warpaint and feathers, or whatever.
Occasionally, Chic cast a seemingly casual glance at the street.
A steady stream of cars and trucks moved in both directions — huge and small, from twenty-wheelers and Chryslers down to the ubiquitous Volkswagens. The drivers were unable to make rapid headway, but they were unwilling to stop for anything. Taxis moved among them, the red and the yellow, the checkered and the not. The empty taxis cruised slowly in the lanes nearest the sidewalks, despite the yells and hornblowing of the other drivers forced to slow down behind them.
An expression of annoyed resignation crossed Chic’s face, and he shrugged his shoulders and signaled to a taxi that had been sliding along next to the sidewalk at no more than a walking pace. Clearly, this was a young man who had given up in disgust his attempt to find something pleasant to do with his evening and was now going back home.
The taxi stopped and its door slid open. Chic climbed in, giving his apartment building’s address in a loud voice. The taxi moved back into the stream of traffic, its driver utterly oblivious to yelled curses coming from inside a car he had just cut off. Inside the cab, the clamminess of the outside air had been airconditioned to a chill dampness; nonetheless, it was a welcome relief.
As they moved away from the central district, Chic said, in as casual a voice as he could manage, “Know of any interesting places in this city, bud?” As always, he wondered who had chosen such a password combination. Men probably hadn’t called each other “bud” for fifty years or more. Still, this sort of seemingly childish undercover game was essential, and Chic knew it. The taxi had the right combination of digits in its license plate, but that could happen by coincidence, and in that case, the driver would never know he had been prompted.
“There’s the government district,” the driver said. His voice was as calm and neutral as Chic had tried to make his own, but then for the driver, this sort of pickup was far more common, ordinary, perhaps a regular part of his daily routine. “Like the Ombudsman Building,” the driver added.
“You’ve got it. Take me in.”
The driver nodded and turned from the highway he was on to the narrow streets of an unlighted residential area. He cruised for a few blocks, his lights off, looking for a place he considered suitable, and then pulled to a stop. He fiddled with the dashboard, manipulating something Chic couldn’t see, and then finally grunted in satisfaction. Chic had been through this often enough to know that the outside of the car now had no taxicab markings and was old, faded, scratched — utterly indistinguishable from a hundred thousand other cars in the greater Washington area. A development of holography the television networks would have paid billions for, were it for sale — and had they known it existed. The Germans might have invented holography, but this at least was an American addition to it.
The vehicle moved along the street for a block or two before the driver turned on his headlights again. Chic could never relax throughout this phase of the operation. He was sure he was typical — that other budmen also found it difficult to relinquish control. Only when he was fully in charge did Chic feel confident: a budman trusts only himself.
This stage was the weakest link, the one during which he was most likely to be compromised or exposed or worse. Despite the driver’s care, some innocent passerby might see the cab’s transformation. More chilling was the possibility that the Federal Police might have had him or the car or both under surveillance: the Federal Police had powerful reasons for fearing the Ombudsman Commission, and they had the training and the equipment and the manpower to track him down and kill him.
However, while Chic worried about these possibilities and smoked rapidly and nervously, the driver calmly and routinely drove about the city on a prearranged route, his mind, to all outward appearances, utterly free from all doubt and hesitation.
Among the office buildings and suburban houses the cab passed were some which were fronts for Commission observation posts. As the cab passed each one, the descriptions and license plate numbers of the cars following the cab were recorded. From one such post to the next, a predictable few of those following cars would repeat, would still be behind the cab, but as the cab’s complex pattern extended through the city, this number should diminish to nothing; if it didn’t the cab was being followed deliberately. Ultraviolet lasers in each outpost fired microsecond bursts at the rear hubcaps of the cab as it passed by, transmitting to its dashboard display the number of repeat followers.
The large, glowing green digits in front of the driver dwindled steadily: 32 ... 24 ... 10 ... 4 ... 1 ... 0. When the zero at last appeared, the driver nodded — to himself, presumably, for he hadn’t said a word to Chic since their initial conversation — and swung his car off the Beltway.
They were now in the Washington Heights area, driving down dark streets, stopping at one stop sign after another. Chic could still remember the fuss raised when Negroes had tried to move into this part of Washington about twenty years earlier. Chic had been in his mid-teens. He and his family had been living in Ohio in those days, but the scandal had reached everywhere. His parents had been obviously upset at the violent reactions of Washingtonians, but they had said nothing to Chic.
The cab rolled up a steep driveway. The spray from a nearby sprinkler, invisible in the darkness, pattered briefly against the rolled-up windows, and then the garage door in front of them slid up, hoisted out of their way by the garage-door opener the driver had activated, and the cab came to a stop inside the garage and the garage door closed behind them. They were about five or six miles from the Ombudsman Building, Chic estimated.
Chic was sure he had been brought in via this very entrance once before, and that gave rise to a disturbing thought. What if a budman deserted us? What if one of his colleagues had gone over to one of the innumerable other sides, or had been captured and tortured into telling where some of the entrances were? He’d been told not to worry about this possibility. Easier said than done.
And what about the Federal Police? They had helicopters, spy planes — even, rumor said, satellites of their own. Could the Ombudsman Commission spy posts and the cab’s dashboard display take any of those into account? Chic had his doubts.
They sat in darkness for some moments, the silence broken only by the soft rumble of the car’s engine and the low-pitched roar of the exhaust fans in the garage. Chic felt through his feet a subtle click, and the car began to sink.
More long moments in the dark, dropping slowly all the time. The movement stopped and the car was sitting in a brightly lighted tunnel. The floor of the tunnel was a black-topped, two-lane highway. It stretched straight and level ahead of them, diminishing to a point of light in the distance. The cab began to move, accelerating as it raced along the smooth roadway.
Chic thought about passing under houses and shopping centers and highways, under the Anacostia River, under the Library of Congress and the Capitol building. How did the Commission prevent these tunnels from being discovered by all the multitude of contractors and workmen who were forever digging and burrowing in and around the city? Perhaps at this very moment, explosives some enemy had planted within the gray walls blurring past his window were about to be set off, burying him under fifty feet of earth and millions of gallons of water. He breathed deeply and regularly to try to bring his heartbeat under control.
The driver began to whistle cheerfully.
Then the portal at the end became visible, the entrance to the Ombudsman Building’s underground garage for agents and staff, and Chic began to relax for the first time in two years.
The dehydrated air, kept dry to ensure optimum functioning by agents and staff, began to leak in, replacing the chill damp of the airconditioned air trapped within the cab’s interior, and Chic felt dry and comfortable at last. They passed the portal and cruised to an assigned parking slot. Chic Western grinned with pleasure; he was home again.
* * * * *
But even at home, there are rules.
Chic ascended by elevator to the basement level: Records and Evidence. What a relief, he thought, after two years of enduring the noisy, vibrating, frequently frightening elevators of the more public government office buildings, to ride smoothly in this stainless steel paradigm of German engineering.
Records and Evidence was a vast storehouse, the safest place for the sort of data Chic had stored on tape in his apartment. Here, copies would be made of the tapes and routed to the appropriate departments for further action. The originals would stay in R&E: agents might get themselves caught, even killed, the evidence they were carrying destroyed by the opposition, but the original copies of tapes the agents had delivered to R&E earlier would rest inviolably in this basement forever. For some reason, it disturbed Chic to think of that.
Chic turned his tapes over to Harold, an ancient who had been in sole charge of storing evidence for as long as Chic had been a budman and who seemed not to have changed in all that time. Chic had never learned Harold’s last name. Even though Chic saw him for only minutes at a time at intervals of months or years, Harold always remembered his name instantly; it made Chic wonder just how many — or how few — budmen there really were. He signed a few forms and took in return the receipt Harold handed over. “And don’t forget —”
“A copy to Nickerson,” Harold said testily. “Of course. You said the same thing last time, two years ago.”
Chic shrugged and returned to the elevator.
How many budmen were there? The Commissioner and his immediate aides might know, but Chic certainly did not, and surely no one outside the agency did. Various precautions were taken to prevent socializing between budmen: that “budmen have no friends” was ultimately true. Thus if one budman were compromised, he would be unable to reveal his colleagues’ identities. The wisdom of this policy was clear; budmen observed it willingly. And it suited their personalities to do so, or so Chic assumed, judging by his own nature.
All of this contributed to the air of mystery surrounding the work of the Commission. Its charter — to uncover and punish, and to prevent, corruption and subversion within the federal government — was well known to the public, which enthusiastically supported it; and its primary method — the use of budmen, popularly called “budspies,” in such undercover missions as the one Chic had just completed — was also well publicized. This method had caught the public’s imagination. The Commission had been glamorized and romanticized ever since its founding thirty-one years earlier under President McCarthy. There had been two hugely successful movies about budspies, wildly fictional, and the consistently number one weekly television show was called “Budspy” and followed in the same artistic tradition. Each episode was ninety minutes long; Chic never missed it.
The mystery contributed to the mission, and so did the glamor. There might in reality be no more than a dozen or two budmen in the whole country, very thinly spread among the almost four million white collar federal civil servants, or there might be thousands or even tens of thousands of them. Congress certainly didn’t press for details: the Commission had left Congress alone after the terrible scandals of the mid-seventies, and Congress preferred to keep things that way. As it was — or so the theory went — a government worker contemplating wrongdoing or treason would hesitate to play the odds, because he couldn’t be sure what those odds were. Were the chances good that he had never yet in his civil service career worked with a budspy and never would? Or was it an even better bet that at least one of his present coworkers was a budspy, watching him surreptitiously and waiting for a slipup? This fear of the Commission’s faceless agents exerted a far greater preventive force than the agents themselves.
When Chic entered Nickerson’s office, he found his boss already flipping through hardcopies made from the tapes. Chic estimated that at most ten minutes had passed since he’d given the tapes to Harold. In that time, hardcopies had been generated by some hidden machine in the basement and then whisked through pneumatic tubes of whose existence Chic knew only by inference to Nickerson’s desk. Nickerson waved Chic to a seat without looking up and continued glancing through the copies. He interrupted his reading to say, “Hey, Chic, great job.” Chic smiled and sat down. As always, it was as if he’d only been away for a couple of days.
The office hadn’t changed at all. The walls were still an intense yellow, they still needed paint (even more than two years ago) , and they still closed in on a visitor after the first few minutes. The only decoration on the walls was a decade-old picture of Nickerson, his wife, and their two sons, the boys in their late teens at the time. Nickerson didn’t look much older now than in the photograph.
The boys would have looked very different in a newer picture, of course, except that they had both been killed in Uruguay, defending the oil fields against rebels, two years after the photograph on the wall was taken. The brushfire wars burning all over Latin America in those days had required the suspension of many rules, including the one barring sending siblings into combat at the same time.
Nickerson himself was a small, slender, intense man with an intellect that intimidated Chic and a casual style of dress and speech that seemed at variance with that intellect and which Chic suspected was an attempt to disguise it and to disarm others. His teeth seemed too large for his small face, and they were almost brown from the huge quantities of coffee the man drank. He had small, nervous hands with nimble fingers stained yellow by nicotine. He coughed frequently; Chic always expected to find his company disgusting but never did. After all those years, Nickerson still occupied the same post. Promotion was apparently very slow in the Commission, or so Chic had deduced from Nickerson s example. But this suited Chic well: he was sure he preferred field to desk work.
At last Nickerson finished with the documents. “Great job,” he repeated. He put the papers down in a sloppy pile whose disorder grated on Chic’s nerves, laced his fingers together and propped his elbows on the table, and said, “Such a great job, in fact, that I intend to assign you to a new project that’s just come in, a very big one, very important.”
“Great,” Chic said. Already he had been feeling the first touch, the first hint, of discomfort at the idea of having to spend some days or weeks with no definite daily work to do, empty hours frittered away inside the building under his own name. He was as eager as always for a new assignment and a new identity.
“Okay. I think you’ll really like this one. After ten years, you deserve a plum. Here it is. Someone’s passing German military secrets to the Soviets. Troop movements and supplies and strategic plans on the eastern front — that sort of thing. The Germans have covered all the possibilities, plugged all the possible leaks, and, um, eliminated the weak links, but none of that stopped it. They’ve pretty much narrowed it down to our Embassy.”
“Come on, Fred!”
Nickerson shrugged. “I’m not asking you to approve of their methods, but you know as well as I do that it’s impossible to argue with their conclusions. It always has been. If they say it’s so, then you can bet your pension it is so.”
“So they have a diplomatic problem about arresting the culprit.”
“It’s a bit stickier than that,” Nickerson said. “The Gesipo’s traced the leak to the U.S. Embassy in Berlin, but they have no idea who in the Embassy is the source of the leak. Obviously, the Gesipo doesn’t want to start mass arrests and interrogations of our Embassy employees, not even those who’re German. Ambassador Hencken would be obligated to lodge a formal protest so as not to lose face before the diplomatic community in Berlin, even though in fact he’s fully sympathetic with the Gesipo and eager to help them out in this. Also, the Germans don’t want a public stink. They’d rather take care of this unter der Hand, as quietly as possible. They’ve told us they’d prefer it if we could wrap it all up ourselves. But if we can’t, they’ll have no choice but to step in.”
“What?” Chic scoffed. “Invade the Embassy?”
“Of course not. But infiltrate it — that’s another matter. The State Department has approached us for help. They saw it was up our alley.”
“You want me to train some State Department investigators so they can go to Berlin and make like budmen?” Chic guessed. He added reluctantly, “Okay, I guess, but I’d rather be doing field work.”
Nickerson laughed. “Hell, Chic, I wouldn’t waste an agent of your caliber training people to play budman! Couldn’t be done in time, anyway. You of all people know how long it takes even to become minimally competent in your job, let alone reach your level of ability. And this job is much too important to give it to anyone but the best. State’s getting pressure from the White House. Apparently, Nebel himself is concerned about the situation.”
Chic stiffened, suddenly guessing what was coming.
“State asked us to put one of our own people directly into the Embassy, and of course we picked you right away.” Nickerson grinned at him. “What do you think about that?”
“No.”
“What?”
“No. I’m rejecting the assignment. I’ve got that right.”
Nickerson stared at him with open mouth for some seconds. Then he leaned back in his chair and said, “Sure, you’ve got that right. Just as I’ve got the right to go down the hall and jump out the window and kill myself. But I’m not crazy enough to do it. Forget what the manual says, Chic: you’re talking professional suicide. You’ve never refused an assignment before.”
“That’s true. I’ve also never taken a vacation before, so I’ve got a lot saved up, and I need a break.”
Nickerson shook his head. “But this is preposterous!” He gestured helplessly. “This is a choice assignment, a career-maker. Or breaker. For both of us. You’re the man for it, the perfect man.”
“Look, Fred. First of all, my German isn’t fluent enough for an undercover assignment in Germany, and second, we’ve got all kinds of spy agencies who’ve got much more experience with this sort of thing.”
“German? You’ll be an American, an employee of the State Department, working in the American Embassy. What German? Everyone’ll be speaking English. Your German’s probably better than that of most of the legitimate Embassy employees, anyway. And as for the other agencies — well, the choice of us came from the top, versteh’? You know, you’ve had a pretty easy time of it over the years.”
“Oh, right.”
“I’m not joking. You’ve been in danger, sure, like all budmen, but you’ve never yet had to use any of the street-fighting you’ve been taught, have you?”
Chic admitted the truth of that reluctantly. So far, his skills had never been used outside the gym.
“And you re one of the very few men in this agency who’ve never had to have plastic surgery, right?”
Chic agreed again. “But it could become necessary at any time.”
“Sure. Admittedly. Maybe on your very next assignment, right after Berlin,” Nickerson smiled pleasantly, “there’ll be someone there you’ve worked with before, and so we’ll have to give you a new face. But it hasn’t happened yet, whereas some of the guys have had their faces changed as much as half a dozen times. So the agency’s done pretty well by you. With luck, you won’t have to have surgery until you retire on a nice pension, twenty, twenty-five years from now.”
“I could retire right now.”
“Hah! And live on what you’d get after only ten years of service?”
“Almost eleven.”
“Okay, eleven: another buck a week. Bah! What the Hell’s wrong with you? You’ve never acted like this before. What’s the real problem?”
Chic hesitated, exploring avenues, but he knew Nickerson would see through any new excuses as easily as he had already seen through and dismantled the ones Chic had offered so far. “All right. The truth.” He paused again, needing extra courage to continue. “Fred, this is the real reason. My parents’ name wasn’t originally Western. They changed it years before I was born. Protective coloration, just like the first name they gave me.” He drew a couple of deep breaths, then said in a rush, “Their name was Weintraub, they were both Polish Jews, and they were among the very few Jews to get out of the death camps alive at the end of the war.”
But Nickerson did not draw back in horror at this revelation, as Chic had expected. Instead, he laughed and said, “Boy, you of all people should give your own agency more credit! Don’t you realize that your whole dark secret has been tucked away in the back of your personnel folder since before the day you were hired? We always know everything about the people we bring onboard. Hell, I even know about your great-grandfather who changed his name from Lipschitz to Weintraub to fool the Czar’s men and stay out of the Russian army. Bet even you didn’t know that.” Chic hadn’t. “So what’s this got to do with this assignment?”
“Everything. I was brought up to hate and fear Germany and the Germans. You can imagine what kind of memories my parents had of the Reich! To myself, I’m Chic Western, an agnostic, and I have been all my life. To the Germans ... well, to them, I’ll be a Jew, and you know what they did to the Jews. There were maybe ten or twelve million Jews in Europe before National Socialism. About half a million got out alive when the war ended. Like my parents, more dead than alive.”
Nickerson reacted with astonishment. “Christ, man, what’re you talking about? That’s history! This isn’t the old days any more. This is 1988. The war’s been over since 1943. That’s forty-five years! Germany has changed, just like the rest of the world.”
* * * * *
“The world has changed, boy,” Nickerson repeated. “Nowadays in Germany the Jews are treated just like anyone else.
“Sure,” Chic said. “And if you can manage to find a Jew in Germany, just ask him.”
“Oh, come on, there are lots of ’em over there. It’s not the way your folks probably remembered it, not at all, kakfif.” He heaved himself out of his chair, paused to light a cigarette, and then paced nervously about the small office, distractedly fiddling with a clear cubical glass paperweight he had picked up from his desk. He passed it from hand to hand and then laid it absentmindedly on the credenza, freeing his hands to loosen his tie and undo his collar and to flick cigarette ash in the direction of his trashcan, which he missed. “Christ, Chic, I hate being cooped up in here in the spring. I’ve got all kinds of work I’d like to be doing around the house.” He stopped in front of Chic. “Anyway, you sure don’t look or act like a Jew. I wouldn’t even have known you’re one if I hadn’t read it in your folder.”
“That’s the protective coloration again. You know, the it-could-happen-here syndrome. I learned that from my parents. They were paranoid.”
“I can understand that. But you shouldn’t be paranoid. Hell, you work for the Ombudsman Commission, and you know that between us and the Federal Police, nothing like what happened in Germany could happen here.”
“Unless it started inside the Federal Police itself,” Chic said.
Nickerson waved his hand dismissingly. “Nah. They may be a bunch of heartless bastards, but they’re a bunch of heartless bastards with integrity. Forget about that.”
“Inside this agency, then.”
Nickerson smiled. “Who shall watch the watchers, eh? Well, you can forget that, too. We are watched, I can tell you that much.” He had drifted back to the chair behind his desk. “Now, let’s get back to cases. Your cases. About this Berlin assignment ... Don’t you see that you don’t have a real choice? I mean, you know, there’s a kind of quid pro quo in a thing like this. You’ve got a great opportunity here to advance your career. I mean, a really terrific opportunity. But you turn it down, and by the same token, you’ve got that in your personnel folder instead. Versteh’?”
“Versteh’.” The feeling of being safely at home was less strong and comforting. “I’m ready any time, I guess.”
Nickerson grinned at him, displaying his brown teeth. He stood up and leaned over the desk and squeezed Chic’s arm. “Essjee, man, essjee. Get on downstairs and get your identity, and I’ll phone up the Gesipo right now.”
* * * * *
Absorbing a new identity to the deep level necessary for safety got easier for Chic each time. After spending the rest of the night with this one — Jesse Bourne, eight-year veteran of the Foreign Service — he felt ready to go. A good thing, too: relying on his well-known speed, the Commission had scheduled him to leave for Berlin only eighteen hours after his conversation with Nickerson. This also indicated the agency’s confidence that Chic would accept the assignment when it was offered to him.
The tight schedule allowed Chic a total of three or four hours for bathing, eating and sleeping, but he didn’t complain: budmen don’t question rules; budmen don’t question orders.
Now he faced a twenty-eight-hour, two-stage flight to Berlin. German planes would have got him there in less than a fifth that time, but he would be flying American instead. National pride, as ever, was hard at work.
Does Nickerson ever leave the building? Chic wondered. He had sometimes wondered at the lack of any distinction between day and night within the place, and at the lack of fixed, distinct shifts. He was by now too groggy to think about such things clearly; at other times, he was usually too preoccupied. It probably didn’t help that he hadn’t had a vacation in ten years. Perhaps, he thought, there ought to be another aphorism: budmen don’t think too much about anything.
Chic was taken to the airport by the reverse of the procedure whereby he’d been brought in. A battered old car took him from the underground parking lot, through a different tunnel, out through the garage of an anonymous suburban house in Falls Church, and then, after a circuitous trip to make sure the car wasn’t being followed, to the airport.
It was bright sunlight, early afternoon, with the weather turning back to the damp chill more normal for late March, but Chic noticed little of that, for he slept in the back seat throughout the drive to the airport. During the long, droning trip across the Atlantic, trapped in a four-propellor-engined sardine can with thirty other unhappy human beings, he dozed uneasily, read a novel, ate, smoked, and stared out the window at waves and passenger ships.
Why are they always in such a damned hurry? If the Commission had been more patient about this, he could have had a far more pleasant trip aboard one of the great ocean liners the plane passed over. And if they are in such a hurry, why didn’t they break down and let me fly Volksluft? On the other hand, he could smoke on American planes, whereas Volksluft did not permit smoking. Following the standards laid down by the Führer long ago, the Reich national airline was none too cooperative about providing coffee, tea, or alcohol, either. Practically speaking, he would be unable to smoke while he was in Germany, so the trip by American airliners gave him a chance to saturate his bloodstream with nicotine before he arrived in the Reich.
Still groggy, Chic stumbled about the airport in London, which looked just like the one in Washington. He was too tired to do much more than stare blankly at the huge Volksluft passenger jets that were constantly landing on and taking off from a pair of reserved runways, shaking the building with the roar of their engines and rattling the windows with their exhausts. It was early evening and a Friday, but Chic lacked time, inclination, and money to explore the famed decadence of London nightlife.
It was three a.m. local time on Saturday, 19th March, 1988 when he arrived in Berlin. A taxi — a real one, this time — whipped him from the airport through a confusing blur of city lights, highways, and rushing, roaring traffic to his hotel. He sank gratefully into bed and drifted off, thinking thankfully that he had most of the weekend to recover from the trip before reporting to work at the Embassy on Monday.
* * * * *
Chic was awakened by the telephone. Disoriented, he thought the rings sounded odd. The heavily accented English of the voice on the other end reminded him where he was.
“Mr. Bourne, sorry to disturb you.” The other man pronounced the name as though the “ou” were the German double-O. “Have you slept enough?”
“Oh, ah, yes.” Chic took his watch from the bedside table. It was twelve noon, Berlin time. Seven hours. Christ, why can’t I wake up? “Sure.” He slipped into German. “Who is this please?”
“Oh, this is Horst-Dieter Gettner.”
Chic knew the name immediately. This was a high-ranking Gesipo official, his liaison on the German side. Gettner was one of the very few men here who knew what Chic was, although even he didn’t know Chic’s real name. “You’re in the lobby?” Chic asked. “Essgay. I mean, sehr gut, very good. I’ll be right down. Let’s see, I’m about average height, slender, blond.”
Gettner cut in. “Yes, Herr Bourne. I know what you look like. I’ll recognize you. Take your time. I’m not in any hurry.”
Feeling slightly nonplussed, Chic stumbled about the suite. He yanked fresh clothing from his still unpacked suitcase, shaved, brushed his teeth, and had a quick shower. He was in the lobby twenty minutes after Gettner’s call, feeling awake at last.
Chic hadn’t been alert enough to notice the lobby on his way in during the small hours. Now he looked around with interest, intrigued by the elegance, the spotlessness, the excellent repair. It gave him the impression of a great gallery of marble, mirrors, reddish-brown wood paneling, and enormous chandeliers hanging from a high, arching ceiling. Busy, well dressed people passed in front of him, crossing the lobby with purposeful gait.
Chic’s examination of the lobby and the crowd was interrupted by the sound of polite throat-clearing beside him. He turned to find himself facing a smiling, sandy-haired man of about Chic’s height, heavier, and a couple of years younger. In clothing and general appearance, he fit in perfectly with the men and women Chic had just been watching. He held his hand out to Chic. “Herr Bourne?”
Chic found he was smiling in response. He shook the other man’s hand. “Herr Gettner.”
“Good, very good. I have a car waiting, and some friends who want to eat with us, to meet you. The Metropol is a beautiful hotel in most respects, but the restaurant here is terrible.”
Chic hung back. “I don’t know if I should —”
Gettner smiled. “Come, these people are all safe. All Gesipo.”
Chic followed, still feeling dubious. His budman-trained instincts all warned him against this risk of compromise.
Behind the hotel, in a visitor parking slot, Gettner unlocked the doors of a Volkswagen Ultra and both climbed inside. “We have Mercedes saloon cars available, with chauffeurs,” he said apologetically while he backed from the slot, looking over his shoulder, then shifted into Drive and waited for a gap in the traffic flowing past the lot, “but they look Gesipo, while this one doesn’t.”
Gettner waited until they were moving down a broad, elm-lined boulevard before he spoke again. “Now, you mustn’t worry about these people. None of them will give you away. Also, no one outside the Gesipo knows who any of them are or who I am, so you won’t be exposed even if someone from the American Embassy sees us all together. I understand that your cover includes something about an earlier tour of duty in the Reich, so we could all be just friends of yours from before, welcoming you back.”
Chic nodded and began to relax.
The sky was absolutely clear of clouds, and the air was cool and crisp. Chic watched the soaring glass-and-steel office buildings they passed, glinting in the sunlight, and the crowds hurrying along the sidewalks. He marveled at the cleanliness of the streets and sidewalks, the beauty of the buildings, and the energy and handsomeness of the people.
Gettner must be unusually short for his generation of Germans, Chic realized. The men he saw were impressive, the women striking, and it seemed to him — surely an incorrect first impression — that the vast majority were tall, blond, and blue eyed. Were all 300 million Germans like this? They look like walking advertisements for the Herrenvolk. Chic smiled at the thought
But then he remembered his parents and the stories they had told him about the death camps: that was how the Master Race had become so purified. When he turned from the window, his smile had disappeared and he was aware that his expression and his tone were hostile. “You seem to have thought of every conceivable detail, Herr Gettner.”
Gettner grinned at him. “How else do you think a man as young as I can rise above desk clerk in the Gesipo? The upper levels are almost all graybeards. Clean-shaven graybeards, I should say! By the way, let me compliment you on your German. It’s quite excellent. Your accent is better than that of the people from the East, the General Government, and they’re Reich citizens!”
Chic felt himself blushing. “Thank you, Herr Gettner. I know what you say is untrue, but thank you anyway.”
Twice the boulevard had divided, following traffic circles around enormous triumphal arches looming over the traffic and draped with oversized flags — black hackenkreuz in white circle surrounded by red, a striking contrast to the gray concrete of the arches. As with citizens of every city at every time in history, to Horst-Dieter Gettner these monuments to national glory were important only as impediments to traffic, and he grumbled constantly as he slowly made his way around the circles to rejoin the boulevard beyond. Often he blew his horn and said aloud, “Come on! Come on!”
Now they were trapped in slow-moving traffic in yet another such circle, but this one was taking them around a monument that wasn’t quite a triumphal arch. It was a squat, wide structure consisting of four rectangular towers at the corners of a square, with arches joining them. Through the arches, Chic could see a larger something, a spare, angular, abstract structure, rather like a giant’s chair without arms. “What is it?” he asked.
“Ah!” It was a sound of disgust. “One of the Totenourgen. Castles of the Dead,” Horst-Dieter explained. “They’re all over the damned place, getting in the way. To commemorate the war dead. Fallen heroes, you know.” He chuckled. “Does all the poor bastards a fat lot of good now that they’re dead, doesn’t it?”
Shortly thereafter, following signs for the Speerbahn, the car left the boulevard via a long, ascending ramp. This led them into a river of cars and trucks flowing at high speed along a divided highway, elevated to carry them above the city streets and traffic. Ingress and egress were only by means of such ramps, and high fences on either side ensured that traffic could use only the ramps, while a deep ditch separated the traffic flowing in their direction from that on the other side of the highway.
There were roads in America that were modeled after these famous autobahns; Chic had been on them, but now he could see that there was simply no comparison — that the American highways were only a poor, scaled-down imitation of the original. He was fascinated by the combined volume, speed, and orderliness of the traffic flow, and perhaps even more by the newness of the cars: he saw very few of the battered, smoking, aged vehicles that formed the bulk of the traffic in any American city. And all of this, he reminded himself reluctantly, was commonly said to be the Führer’s doing: the prosperity which resulted in so few worn-out old cars, and the innovative design of these great highways.
Gettner reverted to an earlier topic. “What I said earlier about your accent wasn’t flattery at all, Herr Bourne. Kakfif. I meant every word. You must have learned German while young, not true? Your parents, perhaps?”
Chic said coolly, “My parents were from Poland. What they did speak at home, though, was Yiddish.” Let’s see how friendly you are now.
Gettner frowned. “Yiddish?” Then his face cleared. “Oh yes, I remember. Well, of course, that explains it. It’s very much like German, isn’t it?”
“Uh, yes. It is.” Gettner’s lack of any reaction, his ease at Chic’s impulsive disclosure of his Jewish ancestry, left Chic flustered and deflated, and ashamed of his attempt at embarrassing the German.
“Listen,” Gettner said, and suddenly he did seem embarrassed, “for a German, this would be much too soon, but I know how informal you Americans are.” He laughed. “Well, everyone’s informal compared to us, except maybe the Japanese. Anyway, I would be honored if you’d call me Horst-Dieter and allow me to call you Jesse, and if we could use du instead of Sie.”
“Why, yes. Sure. Of course.” Chic was surprised, but he felt suddenly much more at ease.
“Essgay,” Gettner said happily. “Essgay, Jesse.”
* * * * *
It was close to two p.m. when they finally reached the restaurant. Most of their driving had been on the autobahns, at speeds that only rarely dipped below ninety kilometers per hour and most of the time were closer to 130 kph. Chic had known intellectually that Berlin, with its eighteen million inhabitants, was the world’s largest city both in population and in area, but the experience of driving through it for so long and at such speeds without reaching anything like the outskirts gave the statistics a reality and meaning that they had utterly lacked before.
They pulled up before an elegant building of oversized gray bricks fronted with white columns. From a flagpole over the entrance flew the now — familiar red, white, and black hackenkreuz flag. A teenager in very American blue jeans and sneakers took. the key from Horst-Dieter with a very un-American bow, jumped into the car as soon as both men were out of it, and squealed away from the curb and around the corner to some invisible parking lot.
Horst-Dieter shook his head. “If that were my own car, instead of the business’s, I’ve be very upset!”
Chic laughed. “You never drove that way when you were a teenager?”
“Kakfif! Come on.”
The interior was artificially lighted to rival the natural bright sunshine outside. As with the hotel lobby, Chic’s general impression was of marble, rich woods, and enormous chandeliers. He and Horst-Dieter took off their coats and checked them by the door, and then Horst-Dieter looked around the restaurant quickly and said, “Ah, there they are! They’ve got the table already. Essgay. Come, Jesse.” He led the way, and the man already at the table stood up immediately, wearing a ready smile.
Chic had always heard that National Socialists were all uniform and insignia crazy, and in spite of Horst-Dieter’s civilian dress, Chic was surprised that this man, Gesipo according to what Horst-Dieter had said earlier, was also in civilian clothes. He wore an exquisitely tailored dark-blue suit, and he wore it with a dapper ease, a debonaireness, that Chic interpreted as meaning that this sort of clothing was far more familiar to him than uniforms. A quick glance around showed Chic that there was hardly a uniform to be seen in the dining room. He returned his attention to the new man, still waiting smiling for an introduction. He was in his mid fifties, tall, slender, with erect bearing and broad shoulders, thick, wavy gray hair, and he was strikingly handsome.
At least they don’t stay blond indefinitely. The thought gave Chic much satisfaction.
Horst-Dieter said, “Jesse, this is Ekkehard Betteman.” A quiet click of heels and a quick half-bow. “And these are Sieglinde Foerster,” petite and pretty, with curly blonde hair and a sweet smile, “Klein-Karen Betteman,” who despite her name must have weighed at least 200 pounds, “and finally Krista Graefenberg.”
Chic caught his breath.
Krista’s face was strikingly beautiful, and her smile and manner showed that she was well aware of it. Usually, such self-awareness was more than enough to drive Chic away from a woman, but not this time. The physical combination alone entranced him instantly: finely boned, aristocratic, lovely face; coolly appraising green eyes; shoulder-length dark blonde hair; broad shoulders, deep chest, narrow waist. Her beauty alone would have been enough to make her stand out. But above all, she had more physical presence than anyone else at the table; Chic was aware of her nearness even after he had forced himself to return his attention to Ekkehard Betteman.
It was a circular table. Horst-Dieter had moved to the chair on Sieglinde’s left, next to Ekkehard, so that the seating arrangement, clockwise, was: Sieglinde, Horst-Dieter, Ekkehard and Klein-Karen Betteman, and then Krista. There was one empty chair left between Krista and Sieglinde, and Chic realized that it was meant for him. More than that, he understood that Krista was intended as his dinner companion; he felt a warm glow of gratitude toward Horst-Dieter. Krista seemed to have finished her appraisal of him, and her expression was now approving.
The other two men were still standing, and Chic realized at last that they were waiting for him to take the lead. He sat down, and as the other two followed suit, Horst-Dieter said, “I think Jesse would feel more at ease if we all used first names, the way Americans do.”
There was an embarrassed shifting about in chairs until Ekkehard said, “Of course, Horst-Dieter. By all means. Let’s try it out.” He turned to Chic, who was directly across the table from him. “We took the liberty of ordering drinks for everyone. Jesse, bourbon without ice?”
“Oh, yes. Excellent. Essgay.”
Ekkehard shivered theatrically. “Please! I was originally a linguist before entering my ... present profession. I can’t stand that particular bit of slang.
Horst-Dieter laughed. “I should have warned you, Jesse. You must remember to say sehr gut around Ekkehard.”
“More importantly,” said Ekkehard, and the frivolity had completely disappeared from his face and bearing to reveal the power beneath. Chic wondered just how high Ekkehard’s position in the Gesipo was. “More importantly, I want you to know how very pleased we are to have a man of your background and caliber here to deal with this very serious problem.”
Chic looked around quickly, checking for adjacent tables whose occupants might be able to overhear their conversation.
Ekkehard noticed his quick glance and said, “Don’t worry, Jesse. This place is safe.” He waved his hand in a gesture that indicated the entire dining room, or possibly the entire building.
“Fine.” Ekkehard continued. “You see, this problem you’ve been brought in to solve — well, we’re viewing it as being of the utmost importance. The utmost.” Heads nodded around the table. “After all,” he leaned forward and lowered his voice, and everyone else at the table, including Chic, leaned forward too, “we don’t publicize this unnecessarily, but we like die Sackgasse the way it is.”
Ekkehard stopped talking and sat back as a waiter approached the table with a tray bearing their drinks. Glasses and ice cubes tinkled and clinked together as the waiter moved silently around the table, setting the drinks in front of each of them. His distribution was flawless: none of the six got the wrong drink.
After the waiter had collected the polite smiles and thank-yous and left, Ekkehard leaned forward again and continued in the same tone, “We call it die Sackgasse, the Dead End, but it’s really not a dead-end war at all. We’re expanding toward the East, driving the Bolsheviks back, slowly but surely. Himmler himself said it in the early forties, long before die Sackgasse developed: that a slow, constant war of expansion on the Eastern Front was the best possible training ground for young officers and weeding-out place for the unfit. It has kept the Volk strong, virile, potent — all that the Führer wished for us so long ago.”
He was obviously warming up for more, but Klein-Karen patted his arm and said, “Really, now, Ekkehard.”
Krista laughed, and Horst-Dieter winked quickly at Chic and grinned into his drink and nudged Sieglinde with his elbow. Sieglinde smiled at everyone else’s amusement but clearly didn’t really understand what had just happened.
Ekkehard laughed at himself, embarrassed, and swallowed a couple of mouthfuls of his cocktail. “I have to try to remember, Jesse, that you have a different perspective on all of this. Oh, yes.” This last was to the waiter, who had just approached to take their orders. Ekkehard said, “I’ll try the sauerbraten tonight.”
Klein-Karen said, “Schnitzel for me, with extra spaetzle.”
Chic expected Horst-Dieter to grin at this, but he didn’t at all. Instead, he gave his order in a solemn voice, as though this were the most important decision of his day. “Hmm. Frikadellen. No. Yes, frikadellen. Perfect.” Sieglinde said quickly, softly, “I’ll have the same thing, please.” Whereupon Horst-Dieter grinned nastily and said, “In that case, bring me the rouladen instead.” Only Chic seemed to notice this little play, or Sieglinde’s stricken look.
Krista said, “Hasenpfeffer,” and licked her lips.
Ekkehard said, “Oh, and bring us a couple of bottles of that Gelden Johannisberger.”
While the others were ordering, Chic had been looking through the menu quickly, his mind a blank. He swallowed some bourbon but found that that didn’t at all help him make up his mind. He had often wondered, when eating German food in America, what the genuine article tasted like in the Reich itself, but when the waiter looked at him with intimidating politeness, with increasingly supercilious subservience, Chic said impulsively, “Beef Wellington, medium rare.” Face impassive, the waiter bowed from the neck and left.
Ekkehard chuckled and said, “Aah! Anglo-Americans always carry their culture with them!” At this, Horst-Dieter grinned and winked at Chic again.
“Well, then, as I was about to say,” Ekkehard went on, “the Reds can never defeat us. It’s a foregone conclusion: they’re doomed, and we have saved Europe from Bolshevism. We will yet celebrate der Endsieg in the East. But we want to delay the Final Victory for another generation or so, because of die Sackgasse’s benefits for the Reich. The military secrets being leaked from your Embassy could speed things up, force us to take faster action and destroy the Soviets too quickly, to avoid serious losses to our forces.”
“But what happens, then,” Chic asked him, “when die Sackgasse ends? You’ve just said it will end eventually, even without security leaks.”
“Space,” Krista said. “The moon, the planets. We’re already exploring the moon, as the whole world knows.” She gripped his arm. The strength of her hand surprised and excited him. “There are 300 million of us now, and some day there will be thousands o€ millions, or even more, spread all over the solar system. The greatest Reich imaginable.” Her eyes shone.
“Yes.” Ekkehard nodded approvingly at her. “Indeed. As the war winds down on the Eastern Front, we’ll be able to redirect our manpower and industrial output into the conquest of space. It will have the same winnowing benefits for us as die Sackgasse has now. Even now, we use our oil for domestic energy instead of coal because we’re planning ahead for space colonization. Our Silesian coal will some day be converted into food supplies for export into space, to Aryan colonies on the moon, on Mars, even further out.... But you see, we aren’t ready technically for it yet. It should all come about some time in the next century.” He smiled paternally. “Sieglinde might be the only one of us to see it.”
The headwaiter with his team of assistants had approached the table yet again to set down broetchen, soups, and salads and to fill wine glasses. The group of waiters then hovered around behind the diners, on the lookout for lowering wine levels in glasses. Ekkehard’s jaw muscles bunched; he waved the waiters away angrily.
Horst-Dieter switched from cocktail to wine for a few experimental sips, then back again, then winked yet again at Chic and said, “You know, Ekkehard, Jesse isn’t really an Anglo-American at all.”
“What?”
“You said something about his being one when he ordered Beef Wellington. However, he told me earlier that his parents were Polish Jews.”
Ekkehard’s jaw dropped. Then suddenly a loud laugh burst from him. He slapped his hand palm-down on the table with a bang that earned them disapproving looks and frowns from other customers. “God in Heaven,” he said, “I really, what is it, put foot in mouth that time!” Still grinning, he said confidingly to Chic, “It always seems to happen to me just when I’m feeling most pleased with the way I’m handling a social situation.”
He turned to Horst-Dieter and affected mock anger. “And as for you, young man, for not warning me, I’ll demote you. Maybe I’ll give your job to Sieglinde,” who giggled. Horst-Dieter muttered something to her that made her giggle all the more. Ekkehard smiled beneficently at them and turned back to Chic. “I thought I, uh, noticed ... let us say a reserve on your part. Your parents, then, suffered during the war?”
“They were in the camps.” Chic paused but then felt compelled to say more. “Their children were all very small; they died in the ovens. My parents were released from the camps in 1943. I was their second family. I don’t know if they didn’t want to have more than one child the second time, or if they were physically unable to. Their experiences had ruined their health and aged them prematurely. They both died when I was in college.” Chic had intended to fling this out as an accusation against these people and their entire country, but instead it came out apologetically. He realized he felt apologetic, even guilty, for making them uncomfortable by this reminder of the past.
They were all staring at him with expressions of concern and sympathy. Sieglinde’s mouth was open in an 0 of horror at his words. Horst-Dieter shook his head and sighed. The Bettemans clucked their tongues and looked grave. And Krista squeezed his arm hard and kept her hand there; tears stood in her eyes. Chic put his hand over hers and pressed it to express his gratitude — and kept his hand there. Her face, so close and wearing such an expression, stunned him anew.
“Terrible, terrible,” Ekkehard murmured. “That past — we may never outlive it. No matter what is accomplished, what we accomplish, what heights the Reich reaches, what glories, it may well be that history will remember us more for those inhuman camps than for anything else.”
Fortunately, their food arrived at that moment.
* * * * *
As the afternoon progressed and evolved into early evening, the long, leisurely meal progressed in many stages, watered by more bottles of wine, cups of excellent, very fresh coffee, and, on Horst-Dieter’s part, glass after glass of beer. The Führer would not have approved; he was not mentioned. Dessert — the most delicious Chic had ever had in his life — was followed by brandy. All that was missing, Chic thought with an inward sigh, was a cigarette. The conversation had flowed ever more freely, and Chic felt more and more relaxed.
It wasn’t the great amount of alcohol, he thought: budmen don’t get drunk. Rather it was that the talk about the death camps had released something inside him that had been tightly wound ever since he’d accepted this assignment, and something strained that had affected everyone in the dinner party from the start. He let them do most of the talking — which in practice meant Ekkehard did most of it — while Chic relaxed and basked in the glow of good fellowship and good feelings. Krista’s hand had migrated from his arm to his thigh.
Finally Ekkehard looked at his watch and said, “I think we old people had better be getting on. Hours of standing tomorrow.”
“And looking solemn, which is even harder,” said Horst-Dieter with a beery chuckle, but he subsided quickly under Ekkehard’s cold stare.
Krista ran her hand up and down Chic’s thigh slowly. “Yes,” she said to no one in particular, “I think I’d like to go to bed early myself. In preparation.”
Watch it, boy, Chic told himself.
Horst-Dieter had already recovered his natural cheerfulness. He stood up and pulled Sieglinde, who was glassy eyed by now, to her feet. “Excellent idea! Very busy day coming up.” For the last time, he winked at Chic, and then he steered Sieglinde along a weaving path to the exit.
Ekkehard and Klein-Karen made polite sounds, Ekkehard half-bowed, and they left. Chic and Krista had both stood up. He could see for the first time that she wore flat shoes and was the same height as he. The feeling had been growing on him that he had much in common with the hare in Krista’s hasenpfeffer. “Tomorrow?” he temporized. “What’s tomorrow?”
Krista’s eyes flicked up and down, cataloguing him quickly from head to toe. She smiled and licked her lips lightly. “I’ll explain in the morning.”
* * * * *
Every muscle in Chic’s body felt overused. The gray light of predawn roused him slowly from deep sleep, and once again he experienced a momentary disorientation. He stretched, reveling in the pleasure of tired muscles contracting and quivering the length of his body. He smiled with satisfaction and relaxed, drifting back into a light doze.
Krista’s hand touched his cheek gently, moved down to his shoulder, and then with decreasing gentleness and harder pressure slid down his chest and over his stomach. She paused for a moment, tantalizingly, playing with his pubic hair. Chic felt drained, as if Krista had taken into herself all he had to give, but he was surprised to find himself responding, and when her hand at last moved downward and began a remarkably skillful manipulation of his penis, he realized he’d have no trouble at all making love yet again.
She slid on top of him, drawing him into her, and covered his mouth with hers, moving her head from side to side to push his lips apart. She wrapped her arms and legs about him, imprisoning his arms by his sides and his legs between hers.
Involuntary moans issued from him, echoing hers. His body followed the passionate, powerful, rhythmic movements of hers. He felt as if it were her arousal, suffusing him and demanding from him, that brought him to a climax simultaneous with hers, more than it was his own. He gave himself up to the sensation and movements entirely, and afterwards sank back limply, exhausted.
Krista rolled off him and bounded from the bed. She was grinning, her tall, tanned, muscular body glistening with sweat. “Get up, sleepyhead! We have to get ready!”
Chic groaned. “I need sleep,” he mumbled. “Didn’t get any last night.” He lacked the strength to climb out of bed even if he’d wanted to.
Krista laughed. “All right, then. A few minutes more, while I have my shower.”
Almost immediately, it seemed, she was shaking him awake again. “Okay, Jesse, you shower now, and don’t take too long.” When he didn’t move, she said, “Oh, come on, I’ll start the water.”
She vanished and he dozed again. Then she was back, pulling him out of bed and to his feet. He could hear water running in the shower. They walked toward the small bathroom, the entrance to which was located in one corner of the bedroom, with their arms about each other. With his hand on her back, he could feel the delightful play of iron-hard muscles beneath soft skin as she walked.
Krista looked down and laughed. “See, one part of you is awake! Too bad we don’t have more time.”
In the bathroom, she pulled the door of the shower stall open, pushed Chic inside, and clicked the door shut behind him.
The water was ice cold. Chic yelled and cursed and fumbled desperately with the tap handles set into the wall. Over the rush of water, he could hear Krista’s receding laughter.
He got the water adjusted finally and washed himself slowly and carefully, thoroughly awake at last and thoughtful. The lovemaking with Krista — No, he told himself, “sex” is the word — had been astonishing and had been repeated considerably more frequently than he had thought himself capable of. Her combination of passion, physical strength, and aggressiveness had. amazed him; and it had elicited from him a Herculean performance.
So why was he uneasy instead of delighted? It was much more than exhausted muscles or even the fear that he would be expected to perform as impressively in the future and might not be able to. Rather, it was the same thing that had bothered him during his last trip from the field back to the Ombudsman Commission building, in the back seat of a fake taxi: he wasn’t in control.
When he finished showering and toweling, he found a fully charged electric razor ready for him on the shelf beneath the room’s small mirror.
Krista had prepared a huge breakfast for the two of them, with scrambled eggs, ham, sausages, fried potatoes, rolls, and large mugs of coffee. Chic eyed it all dubiously. “I thought it was the English who ate this kind of breakfast, not the Germans.”
“We won’t have another chance to eat until late, well after dark, so fill yourself up now.”
The table was small and round and the corner of the kitchen they were in was restricted, but sunlight flooded in from the window behind Krista, and the picture was delightful. She wore a white robe of some warm, heavy cloth, gaping open at the top to reveal tanned, firm cleavage. Chic had no doubt the effect was calculated, but he was charmed nonetheless. And his appetite awoke with a roar.
Later, well into his second plateful, he swallowed a large mouthful composed of eggs, ham, and bread, wiped his lips with his napkin, sipped his coffee, and said, “Now that it’s morning, you can tell me what today is.”
Krista popped a piece of sausage into her mouth, turned in her chair, and slid the window behind her partly open. Refreshingly chilly, damp morning air washed in, the breeze blowing steam off the hot food on the table. Along with the breeze came a distant, muted roar. “The crowd is already gathering,” Krista said. “Ordinary people have to get there early to be sure of seeing something. Some of them start lining up for places the day before, even before the parade route is opened up. It’s the forty-fifth anniversary of the Führer’s death.”
“Ah, the 20th of March! Of course.”
Krista was surprised. “You know the date, then?”
Chic nodded. “From the German history I was force-fed in high school. I tend to remember numbers. Also, the parades are shown on TV in America every year. I’d have remembered, if I’d had my wits about me more, the last few days.”
Krista looked pleased. “So American schools and television are not so bad as I’d been told. I’ve also been told that Americans are good lovers. That part’s true, anyway.” They grinned at each other.
She continued, “And then of course a month from today we’ll celebrate the anniversary of the Führer’s birth.”
“Yes,” Chic said, “I’ve seen those parades on TV as well.”
Krista said proudly, “Next year, 1989, on the 20th of April, it will be the Führer’s 100th birthday!”
“A lot of candles.”
Krista looked annoyed for a moment, then laughed. “You, Jesse! Just make sure you follow Horst-Dieter’s example: you can make jokes in private, with people you trust, but with anyone else, keep a solemn face.”
* * * * *
Krista’s apartment was within walking distance of the Adolf Hitler Platz, where they would view the parade, and Chic would have enjoyed the walk. For Chic, however, discretion dictated otherwise: Krista’s car had darkened windows and it was parked in an underground garage beneath her building; he could make the entire trip without fear of being seen and hence compromised. Nevertheless, he worried.
During the drive, Chic struggled with the conflict between his desire to press his face to the window to see what he could of this city of which he had as yet seen so little, and his fear of being seen with Krista by someone from the Embassy. He said to Krista, “I don’t know if this is a good idea, after all. With all the crowds, someone from the American Embassy might see me and start to wonder. It just occurred to me that there’s probably someone in the Embassy whose duty is to know who in Berlin is Gesipo and who isn’t.”
“Then he’d have to have a memory like an elephant. Don’t worry about it.”
Krista’s car, too, was a Volkswagen Ultra, but with a more powerful engine than the one in which Horst-Dieter had picked him up at the Metropol. Krista was a confident, aggressive driver. Her speed down crowded streets, in many of which spectators hurrying toward the parade route walked in the street because of overfull sidewalks, made him clutch convulsively at the armrest on the door. “No one but top Party men and guests is allowed into the Adolf Hitler Platz today.”
“What about foreign diplomats?”
“Only allies. You know, Italians, Spaniards, Frenchmen, Argentines, Israelis, Greeks, and so on. That sort of thing. You don’t need to worry about any of them.”
“I suppose not. But what if someone gets in who isn’t supposed to be there?”
She snorted and said scornfully, “Not even the Rote Kapelle could infiltrate the Adolf Hitler Platz on this day. That’s how tight security is.”
Rote Kapelle. Chic translated for himself: Red Orchestra. The name rang a bell, but he couldn’t place it. It would come in time, he was sure. That was the problem with a budman’s memory: things he knew at the time were important were recorded indelibly, but by the same token the seemingly unimportant was deliberately not stored away.
As if to demonstrate the validity of Krista’s reassurances, they were stopped at a roadblock by a platoon of grim-faced soldiers. The men wore battle uniforms and helmets that had changed little since World War II — indeed, since World War I — but their rifles were something new.
Before leaving Washington, Chic had been briefed for five minutes by someone from the Pentagon concerning the Reich’s newly issued, still limited-production laser rifle and asked to keep his eyes open for sight of it. From the drawing Chic had been shown, the rifle these men carried appeared to be the Gewehr 87 itself: short, slender barrel, bulging energy compartment just above the trigger. He looked the weapons over dutifully, although he didn’t see how he would be able to detect anything the Pentagon didn’t already know.
Krista pressed a small ID card against the windshield. The Unterscharführer in charge of the guards leaned forward to read it, then snapped to attention and waved them through.
Chic forgot the rifles. His eye had suddenly been caught by the top of a vast dome behind the sergeant, looming over the lower buildings in front of it. Distances and perspective were thrown completely out of kilter by the enormous building. It could well be miles away, and even mightier than it looked. He knew the building, of course, as did the world: the circular domed Führerhalle, greatest assembly hall in the world, 900 feet in diameter and well over 700 feet in height. Numbers, though, hadn’t prepared him for the sight of the real thing. With a volume of 750 million cubic feet, the incredible building dwarfed the familiar Capitol in Washington; indeed, the Capitol could have been hidden in a corner of the Führerhalle’s echoing, Spartan interior. It gleamed green in the brilliant sunlight.
Krista grinned at him as she put the car in gear and moved past the stiffly saluting soldiers. “Magnificent, isn’t it? This is such a magnificent city!” Her face glowed with enthusiasm.
“Television!” Chic said suddenly.
“What?”
“Television! How the Hell could I have forgotten? Television cameras get inside Adolf Hitler Platz — American television. I’ve seen it often enough on TV at home.”
Krista laughed at him. “Good God, you worry about everything, don’t you?” There was a hint of contempt in her voice and her glance.
“That’s how budmen survive.”
“Yes, I suppose that’s true.” She was respectful again. “Well, then. The cameras are all operated by German crews, and the crews have all been cleared by the Gesipo. Also, they’re located in a permanent studio beneath the balcony we’ll be watching from. All they can even see is the parade itself and three sides of the Platz, including the balcony where all the Party and Reich big shots will be, across the Platz from us.”
Chic relaxed and sighed. “I’m sure the Gesipo knows what it’s doing. I guess even a budman has to try to relax sometime.” But budmen never relax. A budman never lets down his guard.
Krista dropped her hand from the wheel to squeeze his thigh. “That’s the idea! Enjoy yourself. Today is just for pleasure, just like last night.”
They were circling the Führerhalle at a distance of perhaps two blocks, and Chic’s attention was at first almost totally absorbed by the building.
But then his sense of duty reasserted itself. The street was lined on both sides with massive, neoclassic, gray, many-pillared public buildings, and hordes of uniformed, armed soldiers peered from their roofs, balconies, and windows. More soldiers roamed the sidewalks in front of the buildings. Most of the men, as far as Chic could see, were armed with either the laser rifle, the Gewehr 87, or pistols. And in the latter case, the holsters on their hips looked curiously shaped, with an odd bulge. Laser pistols? he wondered. Was such a thing possible? The man from the Pentagon had said nothing about that.
They passed more checkpoints as they came closer to the Adolf Hitler Platz. Each time, Krista’s ID card not only got them through speedily but also elicited the same salute and exaggerated deference Chic had noticed at the first checkpoint. Finally they were admitted through a gateway which in turn led them to a broad ramp dropping below ground surface. Chic looked upward at the building they were passing under — another great pile of granite-clad stone — and felt awed and overwhelmed, and just a touch claustrophobic.
The ramp turned into a well lighted tunnel which gave into an underground parking lot of indeterminate extent. The resemblance to the parking lot beneath the Ombudsman Building, with its network of secret tunnels radiating underneath Washington, was startling.
Krista parked in a numbered space and climbed out. Chic’s muscles had stiffened up again during the enforced period of sitting, and he stretched cautiously to loosen them. He stared out over a sea of Mercedes and Volkswagens and Porsches. And he became aware of a dankness to the air, and a smell like rotting garbage. He sniffed a few times, wondering what the smell could really be, and also wondering at the humidity, so much higher than that aboveground.
Krista had noticed his quick look of disgust as the smell hit him. She chuckled. “Garbage in the river. It’s unexpected, isn’t it?”
“Where’s it coming from?”
“Underneath us. There are ten more levels of this garage, going down, then some levels for service, maintenance, police, I don’t remember what else. And then finally the Spree.”
“What! The river?”
She nodded. They were walking toward a central pillar housing elevators. A handful of people was waiting there, mostly civilians, but some in uniform, and some of those in the elegant black and silver of the SS. “Yes, the river. When they built all of this up, this section of the city — the Führerhalle, the Arch of Triumph, the Adolf Hitler Platz, and so on — that was after the war, starting in the mid-forties. They didn’t finish it all until the early fifties. Anyway, when they started it all, the first thing they did was reroute the river underground. There’s a giant system of locks right around the old Imperial Palace, and then the river doesn’t come up again until it reaches Treptow, where there’s another lock system. The Spree flows about 600 meters underground, something like that, right under here.”
An SS officer nearby who’d been listening to Krista smiled and said, “Along with all the pollution and floating rubbish the Spree always had. That’s the smell you’ve no doubt noticed.”
Krista looked the man up and down and dismissed him. “As the Standartenführer said,” she said with icy politeness, “the smell is from the pollution in the river, but also from garbage carried on barges going past underneath. It comes up through the many levels of the garage.”
“Barges! You mean underground?”
“Oh, certainly. All the river traffic moves underground. Boats of every type, even pleasure craft. After all, it’s got something like a 150-meter ceiling. I’ll take you down there some time. It’s an amazing sight.”
Chic had very mixed feelings about the prospect. It drew him by its exotic extravagance, repelled him with its Freudian and Dantean connotations. Fortunately, two elevators arrived just then, coming up from lower parking levels and with some space left in them, and in the busy shuffling as everyone squeezed his way in, Chic was spared the need to respond to Krista’s offer.
Krista and Chic left the elevator at an intermediate stop. They walked down a short corridor that could have been in any office building anywhere in the world. At the end of the corridor there was an open door; beyond it Chic could see the backs of a group of people. Chic and Krista joined the group, and he found himself on a wide balcony attached to the side of the building. He pushed his way forward slowly through the milling crowd until he reached the railing and was able to lean on the broad concrete and look out.
Brilliant sunlight slanted into the great rectangular space below him, the Adolf Hitler Platz. Chic remembered reading that it could hold a million people with ease, and now he could well believe that. And not a single cigarette among them, he thought. He leaned over and could see more balconies below him, all crowded. He looked for the muzzles of television camera lenses below him but couldn’t see any.
The building across the Platz also had crowded balconies all across its face. The balcony in the center, however, differed from the others, if he could trust his eyes at that distance. It seemed to have a canopy over it.
He looked to his left and saw the mighty Führerhalle looming over him; it formed the north side of the square. Now he could see what he had been unable to see before: the square building which formed the base of the dome. The side of the base which faced the Platz was composed almost entirely of thick pillars whose height Chic couldn’t even estimate. The sun was shining full on the dome, slanting across the Platz from the south end, dazzling from the green copper plates that covered it and highlighting the great stone eagle that perched with spread wings atop the dome, a globe of the world in its claws. Picked out also by the bright light and stark shadow was the simple rectangular, black stone sarcophagus built into the Führerhalle on top of the square base and at the foot of the curving dome itself. The sunlight sparkled from the reflecting pools on the eastern and western ends of the hail.
Someone was standing immediately to Chic’s right, also leaning forward against the railing and thus obscuring Chic’s view of the south end of the square. Chic leaned still further to see around the man and gasped in astonishment.
He was high enough to see over the low buildings that formed the south side of the Adolf Hitler Platz and provided for a dramatic entranceway into it, and he had a stunning view down the grand boulevard, the Adolf Hitler Allee. Perhaps a mile or two away, hazy in the city’s thick air, was the Reich’s greatest triumphal arch. Almost 400 feet high and over 500 across, it towered over the avenue and the buildings near it, dominating the southern end of the Adolf Hitler Allee as the Führerhalle dominated the northern end. It was much like the Arc de Triomphe in Paris, but two and a half times as big.
“Here,” said the man who had been blocking his view. “Try these.” He handed a pair of binoculars to Chic, who, without looking at him, took them wordlessly — stunned beyond words by the magnitude of these structures — and trained them on the Arch of Triumph.
Tiny figures moved about the base of the arch and lined both sides of the avenue. Through the archway, Chic could see part of the row of cannons which lined the plaza beyond it, between the Arch of Triumph and the South Station, the railway terminus (bigger than Grand Central Station in New York: everything here was done in monster terms) . These were artillery pieces captured on various fronts during the war, from France to Russia, from Norway to Greece. Now they formed a triumphal introduction to the. triumphal arch, a greeting (and perhaps a warning) to travelers arriving via the South Station. (That had been the intention, anyway, during the forties and fifties, during the designing and building of this renovation of central Berlin. In fact, though, most travelers nowadays came and went by air, through the vast Adolf Hitler Airfield many miles away.)
Chic straightened slowly, overwhelmed, and handed the binoculars vaguely back in the direction of their owner. The owner said, “You Americans are so easily impressed by size.”
* * * * *
After a moment, the remark sank through Chic’s preoccupation. “What? Oh, Horst-Dieter.” He smiled. “I didn’t even realize it was you. And Sieglinde, too. I didn’t notice you, either.” She smiled her sweet, slightly confused smile.
Horst-Dieter laughed. “Don’t be embarrassed. It affects everyone that way, the first time. It’s all very ... la-a-a-arge, isn’t it?”
Krista had moved to the railing on Chic’s left. For a irrational moment, Chic felt trapped between the two of them, but he pushed the feeling away impatiently. Krista’s lips were drawn back in a fixed, ecstatic grin, showing her teeth as she stared about the square. “Wonderful,” she said. “Tremendous! The heart of the Reich, the very heart!”
Horst-Dieter smiled faintly, fleetingly, but said nothing. Instead, he handed the binoculars to Chic again and pointed toward the canopied balcony across the square.
Chic had to change the focus slightly, and then he had to scan the face of the building slowly until he found the right balcony. It was indeed canopied, and Chic envied the people on it their protection: chilly as the air still was, the sun was strong enough to make him uncomfortable already in his warm coat. With the naked eye, the canopy had looked like a narrow bar of red. Through the binoculars, though, it proved to be composed of narrow flags side by side, projecting from the building and draped over a. bar to form the canopy: each flag was the familiar hackenkreuz in a white circle within a red background.
Chic looked the figures on the balcony over carefully. Both of the Bettemans were there; they caught his eye immediately. Both looked exceedingly serious. Horst-Dieter whispered in Chic’s ear, “Do you see Ekkehard yet? A model of solemnity!” Chic couldn’t suppress his smile. It disappeared, though, when he recognized the figure standing next to Ekkehard Betteman.
The face was familiar worldwide, of course: thin, intelligent, ascetic, giving nothing away. The man’s hair was sparse and gray. He was tall and slender, and there was about him the aura of a man of iron. Despite his age, he stood ramrod straight. This was Kurt Nebel, Secretary to the Führer, and for the past forty years or more the closest thing to a Führer the Reich had had, even though he lacked the title. (Whether he had not added the title of Führer because of his own wishes or because he was indeed not the absolute ruler of the Reich and had to contend constantly with other powerful men, no one outside the ruling circles of the NSDAP knew, or perhaps would ever know.)
Grouped around Nebel, besides the Bettemans, were various faces Chic recognized or thought tantalizingly familiar. Some of them were young men, those whose ranks would contribute the future rulers of the mighty Third Reich. Others were bent ancients, shadows of yesterday’s glory, men who had actually known and worked with the Führer himself. These were the Altekämpfer, the old fighters, from the days of open warfare before 1943.
Chic recognized the shrunken figure of Joseph Goebbels, his head bobbling on his weak neck and seeming too large and heavy for him to support; the one-time “he-goat of Babelsberg” had long ago forced himself upon his last starlet. Heinrich Himmler was there, utterly senile these days and so grossly overweight that his skin lacked wrinkles and his age — through binoculars, at least — was indeterminate; ironically, he looked remarkably like Hermann Goering before the latter’s death. And Chic recognized Albert Speer, a robust man for his age, his gaze far away, as though he saw something quite other than the stirring vista whose creation he had overseen.
There were other remnants of the same era on the balcony, but Chic recognized none of them. He thought he remembered seeing on television Wilhelm Keitel, the last survivor of the wartime “Committee of Three” — perhaps the preceding year or some earlier year. Where was he now? The old Field Marshall seemed to have vanished. No doubt the Berlin-watchers in Washington and Moscow would be debating his absence for the next few days, trying to elicit significance from the apparently insignificant. Along the rear of the balcony, uniforms abounded. Chic handed the binoculars back to Horst-Dieter.
“Listen!” Krista grabbed his hand and squeezed it. The faint, faraway sounds of drums and bugles floated to them, followed by just as faint cheering; both sounds faded away. “They’re beginning!” Her lips were drawn back into that same grin that could have been a snarl.
Movement became apparent in the archway of the Arch of Triumph, indistinct with distance but detectable even to the naked eye. Krista said proudly, “There are a couple of million people, at least, out there along the Allee. Did you know that? Every year, there’re more.”
Chic could only make out the part of the crowd that was closest to him. They stood many orderly rows deep lining the Adolf Hitler Allee, waving flags and cheering already, even though the parade was still at the far end of the avenue. A line of policemen was stationed on each side of the avenue to keep the way clear, although the well disciplined crowds showed no signs of pushing beyond the ordained limits.
Slowly the movement drew nearer, resolving itself into a column of marching soldiers. There was no marching music to accompany them, but they moved in perfect, solemn step nonetheless. It was the virile goosestep of the Reich. The men’s legs came up almost parallel to the ground, knees stiff, then struck down, ringing a vast, simultaneous stamp from the concrete. It was the knell of doom, the tread of victory, the tolling of death in one, coming closer and closer.
The leading rank of the marching column bore high a portrait of the Führer, Adolf Hitler, stern and paternal, rising above the masses. The portrait was bordered in black, and black crepe trailed from its bottom edge.
The crowd fell silent as the marching column reached them, and they remained silent until long after the portrait of the fallen demigod had passed by them. The ringing tread of the heavy boots was stunning by the time the first rank, bearing the portrait, passed between the buildings guarding the narrow entrance to the Adolf Hitler Platz and entered the square.
The long column goosestepped straight across the square to the front of the Führerhalle. There they split to left and right and lined up two deep in front of the hall, portrait held high directly below the oblong, black coffin set into the hall’s facade 320 feet above the ground.
A shriek fell from the sky. Chic looked up in amazement. Wave after wave of fighter planes fell toward him, then pulled out and swept by, embodying menace and power in their slender, black deadliness. They barely cleared the buildings; their thunder was almost unendurable. Squadrons of bombers followed in level flight, then helicopters of many shapes and sizes, then a whole miscellany of airplanes — rocket, jet, and propeller. To Chic, the number and variety were bewildering. But to the crowd, brought up on movies, newspaper and magazine articles, books, and television programs about the Luftwaffe, each aircraft represented some well known arm of the world’s mightiest air force, and each earned its own yells and waving of flags from the spectators outside the Platz.
Trucks drove down the avenue, around the square, then exited and drove off the avenue and away. They pulled long, flat trailers bearing the latest unmanned rocket weapons the Reich had developed for use against targets in the air, at sea, and on land. Each elicited a roar from the watching masses, who waved their flags enthusiastically. The ripples of sound and motion within the crowd followed the trucks down the avenue. Only within the square itself was there no applause or cheering: the rabble had been strictly excluded, and only high National Socialist and Reich officialdom, foreign diplomats, guests such as Chic Western, soldiers, security men, and the honor guard were present, and no noise above muttered conversation came from any of them.
The crowd’s loudest cheers were reserved for the last truck, which pulled a trailer bearing a clumsy contraption made up of spheres and cubes, each about the size of a Volkswagen van, joined together by girders, wires, and opaque tubes. This was a model — about one-tenth scale, Chic estimated — of the Reich’s new Earth-Moon shuttle. The shape was already famous throughout the world. It was unarmed: the only vehicle in the parade of which that could be said.
Then the goosestepping columns began again, for hour after hour, until Chic’s knees began to buckle from fatigue and he had to lean against the railing.
The thunder of the crowd continued and swelled, dazing him. There were platoons marching across the square; companies; battalions; armies, for all Chic could tell by evening. Krista and Horst-Dieter identified each group for him: the French Foreign Legion (mostly German, Horst-Dieter whispered); General Government troops (the same, said Horst-Dieter); Vichy French Army; Israeli Defense Forces; Voortrekker Bond from South Africa; the Slavic Regiment (titters and guffaws and ironic clapping from behind Chic); Italians (the same reaction); Indian Nationalist Army; Quisling Brigade from Norway; Greeks; Spaniards; Argentines; African colonial troops; Dutch; Belgians; Eire Volunteers; on and on, from all the conquered or allied or sympathetic peoples. Each wore its distinctive uniform and was accompanied by its own marching band. Occasionally, Chic borrowed Horst-Dieter’s binoculars to look across the square at Nebel. Each time, the old man still stood iron-stiff, steel-stiff, face impassive but eyes glowing with pride.
Chic remembered his parents’ dislike for the Jewish state created by Adolf Eichmann as a haven for the death camp survivors and as guardians and policemen of the oil fields for the Reich. The memory surfaced momentarily and then disappeared before the onslaught of sights and sounds and marching men.
As the sun dropped, turning huge and orange, and daylight weakened, manmade lights came on, turning the entire scene — the huge buildings, the miles-long Adolf-Hitler Allee, the broad Adolf Hitler Platz, the hoarsely cheering millions — back into daylight. Around the Adolf Hitler Platz, searchlights were turned on, their powerful beams pointed heavenward; thousands of feet above, the night sky glowed a brilliant white in the beams, like a vast ceiling covering everything. The effect was magical, as if mighty white columns had suddenly sprung into being ringing the square and supporting an ethereal roof far above it, converting all of it into a cathedral of unimaginable size.
It brought a moment of alertness back to Chic, whose head had been swimming. He realized that he had been starting to dream; in the vague, half-formed dream world, all three hundred million Aryan citizens of the Reich were lined up along the avenue yelling their heads off.
Now different marching columns appeared, representing the past rather than the present. There was no music now, and little or no applause or cheering. But it wasn’t for lack of interest on the part of the spectators. Rather, Chic could sense an even greater intensity in the air than before, profounder concentration. It was like the feeling he remembered from religious services he had attended before his parents’ death, the atmosphere during the most solemn moments in the synagogue.
Men goosestepped by, wearing the uniforms of the SA of sixty years earlier, the Brownshirts. At their heads marched a stocky man representing the martyred Reich-hero Ernst Roehm. A group passed by next who wore rough workmen’s clothing of the same period, but these men were bandaged, arms in slings and casts, faces bloodied: these were meant to recall the street fighters of the Kampfjahren, the Years of Struggle. The figure leading this group, Krista whispered to Chic, her face filled with childlike awe, represented the great Horst Wessel. As they left the square, the costumed group broke into a somber rendition of the anthem named after that early National Socialist leader. Chic’s parents had always claimed that the song contained lines about Jewish blood running in the streets, but he listened carefully and heard no such lyrics.
Legions in the armor of the Tenth Century passed by, anachronistically goosestepping in precise order. They were followed by soldiers of the late Nineteenth Century, with spiked helmets and rifles with long bayonets. The first group were the soldiers of Charlemagne’s empire, the second of Prussia after the Franco-Prussian War: the first two Reichs.
There was another overflight, and the crowd began yelling again. Whatever the aircraft were this time, they were above the glowing cathedral formed by the searchlights and so they remained invisible in the black sky. Their engines, however, made the floor beneath Chic’s feet tremble, and he knew the aircraft must be of immense size.
In the distance, the yelling of the crowd had turned hysterical, and the frenzy spread as if by infection along the avenue toward Chic. Krista laughed delightedly and clapped her hands together. “The Adolf-Hitler-Marsch! This is the climax of the whole day!”
“What is it? I don’t understand.” But Krista was already leaning forward against the rail, straining to see down the avenue toward the triumphal arch and the source of the hysteria, and she didn’t seem to hear him.
Horst-Dieter said, “It’s the Hitler Youth. In ’29, they marched the whole way from Berlin to Nürnberg for a Party rally. That’s four hundred miles! Think how many pairs of shoes they must have gone through! Anyway, that was a group of kids from Berlin, and they repeated it from then on, every year.
“Then when the Führer died in ’43 and this day of commemoration was decreed, a Nürnberg contingent of the Hitler Jugend decided to do the march in reverse, timing it so they’d arrive here at this moment, to honor the Führer. You’ll see, they’re carrying an eternal torch, which they turn over to the Berliner Hitler Jugend, who immediately set out for Nürnberg in a repetition of the original march. They arrive there in time for the celebration of his birth, next month.” He grinned suddenly, openly malicious. “Heavy-handed, I know, but the common folk love it. Also, it does wonders for the shoe industry.”
Chic felt suddenly offended by Horst-Dieter’s scoffing. It seemed ... out of place, he decided. He gave the other man no reply, but leaned forward, like Krista, straining to see the approaching Hitler Youth from Nürnberg.
The lights along the Allee winked off suddenly, throwing the avenue into darkness. Only the top of the Arch of Triumph was lighted, forming a brilliant band of white against the blackness. In the gloom beneath that white archway, a tiny, flickering yellow light could be seen. Chic’s mouth was open, he was breathing fast, and his heart was racing, but he was unaware of that; his attention was focused totally on the flame of the eternal torch, moving slowly up the Adolf Hitler Allee toward him, holding back the darkness. The yells of the crowd were mindless and continuous, but to that too Chic was oblivious.
The lights within the Adolf Hitler Platz had not been turned off. When the torch light finally reached the entranceway into the square, Chic found himself holding his breath, waiting for the torch and its bearers to come from the dark into the light of the square named after the Führer. The grin on his face was the mirror image of Krista’s.
And then there they were! Nothing more than a small troop of dusty, exhausted teenaged boys, their brown shirts and shorts wrinkled, filthy, and sweat stained, their hair plastered greasily against their foreheads, they straggled into the square in ragged order. And yet they were something more: the embodiment of the Reich’s hopes and its future, the literal bearers of the sacred flame. As they came into the light, their fatigue dropped away, their ranks closed up and their lines straightened, they stiffened their spines and threw back their shoulders and found the energy to raise their legs high in a vigorous goosestep. Suddenly they glowed with spirit and excitement.
They tramped their way loudly to the middle of the square. There they all turned simultaneously to their right, so that they faced toward Kurt Nebel. The boy in the middle of the front rank who carried the brilliant torch stepped forward and raised it in a silent salute to the current leadership of the Reich. Then he stepped back into the ranks and the troop turned to their left again, facing toward the Führerhalle. They marched slowly forward in a funereal version of the goosestep until they stood directly before the tomb. The torchbearer raised the torch again, the others flung their right hands out in the old salute, and they all shouted in unison, “Ein Volk! Ein Reich! EIN FÜHRER!”
From between the columns fronting the Führerhalle, another troop of Hitler Youth stepped out, this one with clean, pressed shirts and shorts. They passed between the honor guard, who stood as still and remote as they had throughout the hours of commemoration, and took the torch from the weary contingent from Nürnberg. Then the Berliner Hitler Youth saluted Nebel just as the others had and marched briskly, energetically from the square. As they reached the avenue outside, the frenzied cheering, which had died down, sprang up again, receding from Chic as the boys goosestepped their way down the Allee on the first leg of their trip to Nürnberg.
The spotlights ringing the Adolf Hitler Platz were switched off and the lights were turned on again in the windows of the buildings facing the square. There was the feeling of a great city resuming its normal life.
Horst-Dieter stretched, smiled at Chic, and muttered to Sieglinde, “This gets worse every year.” Obligingly, she giggled. Then he grinned and said, “Party time at last!”
Chic turned his head from side to side and bent it backward, feeling tension drain from him with each crack from his neck. “Party? I was thinking of going to bed, myself.”
Horst-Dieter punched his arm. “Never get enough, hey?”
Krista said, “Shut up,” and Horst-Dieter took a quick step backward. To Chic, Krista said, “We’re all going to a party right after this, all the top Gesipo people. It usually goes on all night.”
She burned with excitement, and it infected him. His fatigue momentarily fled. He found himself smiling in response to her grin, and he said he wanted to go with her to the party. Later, though, in her car, as they drove through the city and he realized from the street signs that they were near his hotel, he said, “I feel very tired suddenly. I know I couldn’t make it through a party. Anyway, I have to be at the Embassy early tomorrow and get started in my new job. Just drop me off at the Metropol.”
“Oh,” she laughed, “I wasn’t planning to spend all night at the party, anyway. I thought we’d go back to my apartment and spend the time profitably. After today, I always really need ... I need your companionship.”
Chic smiled. He felt enormously flattered and very excited at the prospect of another night with Krista, but he shook his head. “Well, no, I think that what I really need tonight is lots of sleep.”
Krista said nothing. She squealed around corners at high speed, flinging Chic from side to side in his seat. Silent, she was frightening. At last she pulled up in front of his hotel. As he got out, she snarled at him, “Sleep well, Jesse. And see you do a good job for the Reich!”
He stood beside the open door of the car, too bewildered to reply. Krista roared away, the door slamming itself shut as she did so.
Ah, well, he told himself, trying to make himself feel lighthearted, another bizarre episode in the life of a budman. Or, he wondered, should he say instead, “Budmen don’t have lives; budmen just have careers?”
The night desk clerk handed him a message when he entered. It was short, formal, pro forma. Someone named Stevens at the American Embassy welcomed him to Germany and looked forward, said the note, to working with him. Chic sighed, put the note in his coat pocket, and went up to his room to sink into the sleep he had been longing for for much of the day.
* * * * *
Stevens was apparently a right-on-the-money sort of man, for he woke Chic up with a call from the lobby at seven the next morning.
“Thought I’d pick you up, your first day,” he boomed cheerfully over the telephone, “so you wouldn’t get lost. I’ll help you find a good pension later on today. Take your time. I’ll just wait down here.”
But of course Chic couldn’t take his time, not when he knew Stevens was waiting for him in the lobby. He shaved and showered in a matter of minutes, feeling irritatedly that he hadn’t done either task thoroughly, and then passed up breakfast — something he never did except in emergency situations. He reached the lobby fifteen minutes after Stevens had hung up and he affected an alert, eager manner despite the heaviness of his eyelids and the desperate cries from his stomach. He told himself, though, that this was starting out as a replay of Saturday, the day he’d met Horst-Dieter, and that day had ended very well.
Stevens was a tall man, taller than Chic, large boned and running to fat, blond and ruddy cheeked. He seemed as cheerful as his voice over the telephone. He held out a meaty hand and squeezed Chic’s hand with enthusiasm. Because of his fair coloring and blue eyes and vigorous manner, Stevens fit remarkably well the National Socialist ideal for an Aryan. Chic suppressed the smile the thought prompted. Stevens wore a light gray two-piece business suit, the jacket hanging casually open, the tie, in contrast to current American custom, neatly held in place by a clip.
Stevens smiled easily, and his voice was large and deep and resonant. “Call me Charlie,” he said. “I’m the human relations officer at the Embassy.” He laughed. “That’s what they used to call a personnel man. I guess being an officer is better than just being a man.”
The car was parked in the lot behind the hotel. Upon both front doors it bore a frowning eagle’s head in profile, but the car was a Volkswagen QL406, the largest and most luxurious model in this year’s Volkswagen line. Chic’s disapproval must have shown, for Stevens, as he unlocked the doors, said quickly, “Most of the Embassy cars are German. VW’s, most of them, although the ambassador has a Mercedes. Also a chauffeur.”
As they climbed into the car and started off, Stevens chuckled and said, “That’s the real difference between the man at the top and the rest of us: not so much the size of his car as the fact that he doesn’t have to do his own driving.” Suddenly he looked nervous. “Listen, uh, Jesse, why don’t you just forget I said that, okay? I really respect Ambassador Hencken.” He grew enthusiastic. “A fine man, a really strong leader. Really, I mean it. You’ll see what I mean when we get there. He likes to welcome new men onboard personally.” His voice had risen from artificial bass-baritone to weak lyric tenor. “You’ll like him, you really will. Okay?”
Chic kept his face impassive. “Essgay.”
They continued the ride in silence. Chic stared out the window, lost in wonder once more at the magnificent city — the broad avenues, the massive buildings and monuments, the autobahns, and most of all the handsome, vibrant, supremely confident people.
Eventually they left the autobahns behind and were on Ernst Roehm Strasse, sliding past massive gray buildings flying the flags of almost every nation on earth. This was Berlin’s Embassy Row, and the largest and most imposing of the buildings was the one flying the Stars and Stripes. To its left was the British Embassy, to its right the Japanese; and the Italian Embassy, the second largest of the buildings on Ernst Roehm Strasse, faced it from across the wide boulevard. The Israeli Embassy was next door to the Italian building.
There were no compounds here, as Chic had seen in Washington, no walled courtyards holding assemblages of buildings all under the control of a foreign government. Each Embassy was a single building, accessible on all four sides. Chic asked Stevens about this.
“Oh, it’s Nebel. The way I hear it, he feels that a walled area, all closed off to German officials, would be inappropriate and an affront to the power of the Reich. If we need protection, German police and troops can provide it, efficiently and effectively. Very efficiently and effectively,” Stevens laughed. He grew very serious. “The Secretary believes that a walled compound is an invitation to secret activities that might threaten the security of the Reich. And he’s right, you know. Look what trouble we’ve had with that in Washington. We ought to follow the German example.”
Chic said, “It seems to me that not having walled compounds patrolled by their own guards must give foreign diplomats a sense of being always open to prying eyes, of lacking security.”
“It sure does,” Stevens agreed quickly. “That’s how I feel, all the time. And probably that’s precisely how Herr Nebel wants us to feel.”
“Herr Nebel,” Chic repeated with a smile. “I suppose you find yourself speaking German most of the time?”
Stevens looked embarrassed. “I’ve never been able to pick it up. I’ve been taking night courses for two years, and I still can’t remember when it’s die, when it’s der, and when it’s das. Most of us speak English at work most of the time. And we tend to socialize mostly with each other or with people from the British Embassy, so it doesn’t really matter if you can speak German or not.”
Just as Nickerson told me, Chic thought, relieved. Hopefully, the briefing was right about everything else, too, and I can breeze through this one and get home soon. But that thought was tinged with regret.
Stevens turned into a driveway directly in front of the Embassy and was waved by an attendant in civilian dress into a large garage attached to the building. “But you’ve worked in the Reich before, Jesse, according to your folder, so you should have an easy enough time of it, adjusting.”
Chic smiled and nodded and let the matter drop.
Stevens led the way from the garage, through a door into the main building, and down a hallway to an elevator.
“I don’t see any guards at all,” Chic remarked.
“I know. It makes me really nervous. But the Ambassador feels that having guards would be an insult to our hosts.”
I love this language they use, Chic thought. Our hosts. What hogwash! But I suppose I’d better start learning to speak that way, too.
Hencken had a suite of offices on the top floor of the building. One wall was decorated with an American flag the size of a large tapestry, one with a vast portrait of President Helms, and the wall behind the ambassador’s desk with the standard frowning eagle. The floor was covered by a thick Oriental rug. The desk was large and solid, dark wood, and not entirely functional in design. As Stevens and Chic entered, Ambassador Hencken stepped from behind the desk and came forward with his hand extended and a stiff smile on his face.
He was a tall, slender man with salt-and-pepper hair. He wore a beautifully tailored gray suit — German tailoring, obviously, Chic thought. Hencken’s grip was firm and strong and confident, and when he spoke, his voice, a pleasant baritone, was quiet but commanding. “Very good, Mr. Stevens. You may wait outside the door until we’re finished and then show Mr. Bourne to his desk and introduce him to his coworkers.”
In Hencken’s presence, Stevens cheerfulness had become subdued. Now he nodded meekly and left the room. Chic turned to watch him go and noticed for the first time that the wall into which the door to the room was set was mostly window; the view through it showed, over the roof of the Italian Embassy, the top of the Führerhalle, green and gleaming and immense, and the eagle holding the globe of the earth which crowned the dome.
When the door had closed behind Stevens, Hencken said, “I’m delighted to have you with us, Mr. Bourne. This matter of the leak has been plaguing me since it was first brought to my attention. I tried to track it down myself, but I failed completely. I’m very worried about it affecting my credibility with the Secretary.”
Chic assumed a puzzled look. “I’m sorry, sir. I don’t understand. I thought my duties would have to do with visa applications.”
Hencken smiled again, a little less stiffly this time. “Come, come, Mr. Bourne. No fencing is necessary between us. I’ve been fully informed as to what you really are. I must admit,” he said, returning to his seat, placing his desk between him and Chic as if it were a fortification, “that I’ve been as fascinated by budmen as everyone else in the world, and I’m intrigued by the prospect of watching you work.”
“There won’t be anything to see, sir,” Chic said, fighting to keep his anger from showing in his voice. “If there were, we wouldn’t be successful at what we do. It’s essential that I seem to be just another employee and that I be treated that way.”
Hencken nodded. “I understand perfectly. My staff and I will cooperate fully with you, Mr. Bourne, I assure you.”
“Sir,” Chic cut in, “how many other people here know about me?”
“Oh, I’m the only one. You needn’t be worried about that. was told via private pouch from Washington. State felt I ought to know, but I’ve kept it to myself.”
Then State needs a budman or two assigned to it. “That’s a relief, sir. Now, perhaps we’d better stick to my cover by having you say to me whatever you’d say to any new employee.”
Hencken seemed delighted. “Why, yes, I’m sure you’re right. Never step out of character, is that the idea? Well, then, I usually say some words about the importance of harmonious and cooperative operation of the Embassy and how important it is that we all set a good example for any Americans who are in the Reich for business or pleasure and may come in contact with us. Furthermore, in the eyes of the Germans, we are all representatives of our country and culture, and it’s essential that we present a good image. The Germans have been very good hosts to us, so we must be sure to be equally good guests.”
Chic nodded soberly.
“I’m particularly pleased,” the ambassador went on, “at your dress. I deplore the laxity that’s become so epidemic at home, especially among the young. You’ll soon find how strongly the Germans disapprove of what they see on television about current American styles. Especially smoking; we don’t smoke in the Embassy, and I urge my employees to avoid smoking entirely while stationed in the Reich. I often have to lecture newly arrived employees from the United States very sternly about their dress and hair and sometimes their, uh, lifestyles. We uphold very high standards here in the Embassy. I’m delighted to see how well you fit in already.”
Chic smiled. “A budman always fits in, as they say. I’ll certainly remember everything you’ve said, sir.”
“Yes, I’m sure you will. That’s all, then. Welcome aboard, Mr. Bourne.”
They shook hands again, and then Hencken used his desk intercom to ask his receptionist to send Stevens back in. On their way downstairs in the elevator, Stevens said enthusiastically, “Well, Jesse, what’d you think? A great man, isn’t he?”
Chic said something noncommittal, giving only part of his attention to Steven’s paeans. He was both worried and infuriated that Hencken knew what he was. How could it have happened? State should have known better. As soon as he got back, he’d insist to Nickerson that a competent budman be assigned to State immediately. Perhaps a few budmen, since State was such a large agency and they wouldn’t know ahead of time where in it the problem lay. It would take a long time to track the source of that leak down; of that Chic had no doubt. But he wanted it tracked down, and he wanted the responsible head to roll.
Because if Hencken knew, who else knew? How would it complicate his job? And how much danger would it place him in?
* * * * *
They rode the elevator back down to the fourth floor. Here, in contrast to the top floor, which contained Ambassador Hencken’s office and the offices of other top Embassy officials, most of the. floor was one huge room, subdivided by shoulder-high partitions into innumerable small cubicles. They wandered through the maze of passageways between cubicles created by the partitions, Steven muttering, “I know you’re supposed to be in here somewhere.”
“You don’t work here?” Chic guessed.
Stevens stopped and gave him an offended look. “Of course not! I’m not a human relations officer; I’m the human relation officer. I have a proper office of my own, up on the fifth floor, just below the ambassador’s.” He lowered his voice confidingly and gave Chic a smile that was both conspiratorial and smug. “In fact, I just moved my desk so that now it’s directly below his!”
They resumed their aimless wandering. Each cubicle had a standard government nameplate — gray plastic with white letters glued on — stuck to it next to the entrance to the cubicle. Stevens read each one they passed, apparently hoping to find one bearing Chic’s assumed name, but he had no luck. All of the cubicles were occupied, and in each case, all Chic could see as he and Stevens passed by was the back of a man or woman bent studiously forward, all attention concentrated within the pool of light cast on the desk surface by the standard-issue desk lamp. At last Stevens stepped into one of the cubicles and said, “Excuse me.“
The inhabitant of the cubicle was a young woman, petite and dark haired and pretty. She turned with a badly veiled expression of annoyance from the thick three-ring binder in front of her. “Yes? Oh, Mr. Stevens. What can I do for you?”
“Judy, this is Jesse Bourne. He’s new here. He’ll be taking over the vacant position in the visa section. Jesse, Judy Melanius.”
They exchanged stiff greetings, formally polite on both sides. Judy seemed uninterested in both visitors and eager to get back to work. Chic compared her with Krista Graefenberg, and Judy did not survive the comparison well. Stevens, clearly oblivious to all such undercurrents, said, “I’m trying to show Jesse where he’ll work, but I can’t find the desk. And I’ve got to get back to my office. I have a very important conference with the ambassador coming up in an hour, and I like to be well prepared. Could you take over — introduce Jesse around and show him his desk?”
Judy sighed. “I suppose so.”
Stevens said, “You’re in good hands, Jesse. Judy’s one of our oldest employees. If you need anything more and I can help you with it, don’t hesitate to see my receptionist and make an appointment.” He hurried off gratefully.
“Well, let’s see,” Judy said distractedly, “you’re supposed to be reporting to Ed Stottelmayer, but he’s out sick today. I know the work’s been piling up over there, ever since Frankie left, so I’ll just take you over and you can start trying to get into it.”
“Stottelmayer,” Chic repeated. “There seem to be a lot of German names here.”
Judy shrugged. “Mr. Hencken prefers it that way. He says it increases his credibility with the Germans. ‘Bourne’ isn’t German. I’m surprised you were assigned here.”
Chic smiled at her. “A rotten apple in every bunch.”
She didn’t return his smile. “Usually more than one. This way.”
She led him to his cubicle, the desk of which was piled messily high with sheets of paper and looseleaf binders of various sizes and colors. “Jesus,” Chic said, “it’s going to take me all day just to find the deskpad.”
At this, Judy did smile. “We don’t have deskpads. They’d stretch our office supplies budget too far.”
She left and Chic sat down and prepared to tackle the pile on his desk.
The papers turned out to be identical forms. Each was an application for a visa to emigrate to the United States. Chic had been given only the shortest of briefings on his work here, but he had understood it would be his task to evaluate such applications on the basis of individual merit. As it was, though, the applications were only one page long and bore little more than the applicant’s name, address, age, and educational history. How, Chic asked himself, could he tell one applicant apart from another; in particular, how could he decide which few of them qualified for the meager ration of immigrant slots for this year? He had a feeling he’d be able to do little real work until he had a long talk with his superior, the missing Ed Stottelmayer.
Killing time, Chic spent the remainder of the morning organizing and straightening his desk and cubicle. This activity did nothing for the Reich citizens whose futures depended upon his decision, but it did do a lot for his own peace of mind. Finally everything was as much in order as he could hope for, given limited space and no storage other than the desk and the floor. Chic stood and stretched. He thought of the glamor and excitement of the budman’s life, as depicted in the perennially popular television show, and he grinned.
Standing, Chic could see over the partition behind his desk. For the first time, he realized that his cubicle was in the line of cubicles closest to one of the walls, an outer wall that was mostly window. He made his way to the window to get a clearer view.
The window looked out over Ernst Roehm Strasse toward the Italian Embassy across the street. Behind the neo-classical gray bulk of the Italian Embassy, and no more than a couple of kilometers away, was the shining green top of the Führerhalle. The radio spire atop the Italian Embassy bisected the dome almost precisely. Chic could easily make out the great stone world globe at the top of the Führerhalle and the enormous steel eagle perched on the globe, holding the world in its talons. Chic tried to figure out which direction to look in for the triumphal arch, but he couldn’t see it. Perhaps it wasn’t tall enough to show over the intervening buildings.
“Goofing off already?” It was Charlie Stevens, smiling to take the sting out of his words and show he was joking.
“All work and no play makes Jesse a dull boy.”
“Right you are. Say, I’ve been calling a couple of the places where our people sometimes room, and I think I’ve found a good one for you. If you’d like, after work I could take you around to look it over. It’s a little pension run by a Frau Gebhardt. I’ve heard good things about it.”
“Thanks. I’ll be happy to give it a look.” Chic decided to treat Stevens’ mild joke about goofing off as a warning and went back to his desk.
He spent another hour looking over the visa applications. What stories did they hide? he wondered. Why would any German want to emigrate? This was the nation others would eagerly emigrate to, as eagerly as Europeans had flocked to America at the turn of the century, if it weren’t for the strict racial standards the Reich imposed on would-be immigrants. This was where the jobs were, where the money was, where everything started — where the future was.
He arranged the applications in alphabetical order. That pleased his orderly mind. He flipped through them idly. The G’s formed the largest section; he looked at that group of forms, intrigued. So many names that began with “Gold”: Goldberg, Golden, Goldfarb, Goldhaus, Goldlieb, Goldmann, Goldstein...
“You doing anything about lunch?” It was Judy Melanius.
“Eating it.” Judy looked offended and turned to leave. “No, wait a minute,” Chic said quickly. “I’m sorry. I don’t have anything with me, and I don’t know where to buy anything, so I guess I won’t be able to eat lunch at all.”
“I was going to offer to show you the cafe I always go to. think it’s one of the best places for lunch in this part of Berlin. But if you’re the kind of guy who makes stupid jokes, forget it.”
“I’m really sorry. Let me buy you lunch as an apology.”
Judy nodded. “That’ll suffice. I’ll meet you back here in about half an hour.”
* * * * *
Later, they moved with the flow of pedestrian traffic down the sidewalk of Ernst Roehm Strasse. The crowd swelled with each office building they passed, as the workers poured out in search of lunch. The largest group, Chic noticed, had come from the front doors of the British Embassy. Now they were well past Embassy Row and into a region of department stores and restaurants.
Judy, though, had apparently been chewing on something mentally all this time, for she suddenly burst out, “Those Brits! They pay some of their Embassy people twice what we make, and they even pay them in Marks. I don’t know how they do it, with their economy in the shape it’s in.”
Chic said soothingly, “I guess it’s a matter of status. I mean, if they consider their diplomatic personnel to be very important, they’ll pay them a lot. In the States, we don’t rate very high. Not as high as, say, members of the Federal Police.”
“No one rates as high as Federal Policemen.” She added after a moment of thought, “Except maybe budspies.” Chic tensed unconsciously, but Judy returned to the starting point of the conversation. “You see those Brits going out to eat lunch every day, and everyone knows how much they blow downtown in the evenings and on weekends. Most of us can scarcely pay our rent and afford a lunch out once or twice a week.” She shook her head angrily. “Speaking of which, you must be doing all right if you can buy my lunch as well as your own.
She had hit near the mark. When the Ombudsman Commission was founded in 1957, it was exempted from Civil Service Commission salary standards and guidelines. Thus from the start, budmen had had considerably higher salaries than their fellow government workers. But even when the Civil Service Commission with its bulky apparatus was abolished in 1963, during President McCarthy’s second term, thus bringing patronage back into the government work force with a vengeance, it remained in the government’s interest to keep budman salaries ahead of everyone else’s. Chic Western, therefore, was very definitely doing all right. He smiled. “I have an uncle who’s a budspy.”
Judy snorted. “Sure you do.” They turned a corner onto Zwanzigsten Juli Strasse (that would be 20th July, 1944, Chic assumed) and walked for about half a block, until Judy said, “Well, here we are.”
The place was called, simply enough, Zwanzigsten Juli Cafe. It was small and unpretentious, both inside and out. Cheap, too, Chic guessed, and after their conversation, he wasn’t surprised.
The Twentieth of July Cafe was dark and crowded inside, filled with the buzz of conversation and the smells of solid, simple food. No Beef Wellington here, Chic was sure; no Krista Graefenberg either. At that thought, he felt a pang of regret, and he wondered if he would ever see or hear from Krista again, or how he could contact her.
It was hot and close in the cafe after the brisk chill of outside. Judy was recognized by the waiter, a harried young man in blue jeans, blue worker shirt, and apron, who signaled them to follow him and seated them at a table for two at the very back of the restaurant’s single room. A line of perhaps half a dozen people was waiting at the front entrance for seats; Chic could feel their hostile glances boring into his back as he and Judy took advantage of her special status.
“The wursts are all good here,” Judy said as they sat down. “I usually have a plate of wurst and sauerkraut and a beer. But I shouldn’t try to influence you.”
“No, you shouldn’t,” Chic agreed, grinning. He shrugged off his coat, letting it drape itself over the back of his chair, and then picked up the menu and glanced over it. It was mostly sandwiches, with only a few hot dishes, such as the wursts and sauerkraut and potato salad. The prices were, as he had expected, low. One exception was a mutton shoulder, the price for which was eight Marks. This dish was highlighted on the menu and came with various extras; clearly, it was the house special, the chef’s pride and joy and quite possibly the only fancy dish he knew how to prepare. “Since this is my apology,” Chic said, “let me order for both of us.”
Judy raised her eyebrows in surprise but said nothing. When the waiter showed up, Chic said, “We’ll each have the Hammelschulter.” He added an order for a bottle of good wine. The waiter’s neutral cordiality changed to deference. “Piquante Hammelschulter,” he repeated lovingly. He bowed from the waist and strode off on his mission.
Judy looked embarrassed. “It wasn’t really that big a deal, you know, Jesse,” she said.
“I didn’t want to leave any trace of hard feelings at all. I shot off my mouth stupidly, and now I want to make sure I’m apologizing adequately.”
“Oh, this is adequate, all right.” There was an awkward silence for a moment, and then Judy said, with an air of wanting to change the subject to something neutral, “So, Jesse, has Mr. Stevens found you a place to stay yet?”
“Yes. He said something about a pension run by a Frau Gebhardt. I’m supposed to go have a look at it this evening.”
Judy snorted. “He would pick Gebhardt’s. Her husband’s the local Blockwart, the Party block warden.”
“Well, that doesn’t bother me. Last time I was on assignment here, I spent six months in Munich and never even met the Blockwart.”
Judy looked surprised. “That’s unusual. Most of them are pretty diligent about regularly checking up — especially on foreigners.
“I guess I was lucky.” And I guess I should have had a far more extensive briefing in Washington.
Their wine arrived. The young waiter made a great fuss over the ceremony of opening the bottle, sniffing the cork, and pouring the first few drops of wine for Chic. Judy stopped him, telling him in German, “Oh, come on, Friedrich! You know me! Just pour the stuff out for us.”
The young man was clearly offended. He poured both glasses three-quarters full, put down the bottle, and left, giving Chic a quick, apologetic glance as he did so.
Chic grinned at Judy. “I think you just ruined the high point of his day.”
“So I won’t get special treatment any more, that’s all.”
“You probably won’t. Unless you’re with me next time.” They picked up their glasses and clinked them together. “Let’s see, now,” Chic said. “Ah, yes. To international amity and the continued success of our German hosts.”
Judy grimaced and said, “To liberty.”
“There’re many kinds of liberty.”
“No there aren’t. There s only one kind. Just ask the man who hasn’t got it.”
This topic seemed to have depressed her. As he drank his wine, Chic sought for something else to talk about. “I never did learn much about what a Blockwart is supposed to do. Something to do with Gaue and Kreise and so on, I gather.”
Judy said, “You mean to say they sent you over here without even the full standard briefing? Twice? You really must have an influential uncle.”
Chic smiled and shrugged, aware that he must look like an amiable fool.
Judy leaned forward. “All right, I’ll explain it to you very briefly. But listen carefully, because I detest talking about this stuff, so I’m not going to give you this lecture again. And you should know it, because the Party people here in Berlin are real sticklers. Maybe it’s different in Munich; I’ve never been there.
“See, when Hitler and his gang took over Germany in the early thirties, overnight the Party became the most important single institution in the country. If you wanted to do something, you went to your local NSDAP official, not your local government official. The Party man could go up through Party channels, where everything was done on the basis of personal relationships and debts rather than formal procedures, and then the order would come down to the local government people from the top to do what you had asked. It’s still that way to a large extent. That means that the Party divisions into which the National Socialists had divided the country are the ones that count. The old governmental divisions are still on the books, and most government agencies are still organized along those lines, but they’re getting less important all the time.
“So it’s like this. First there are the Gaue, or regions. There are about forty-five of those, if you count the General Government area. Which you probably should, since it’s getting more fully integrated into the Reich all the time. At the head of each Gau is a —”
“Gauleiter,” Chic said. “How’s that?”
“Very good, class. Then, each Gau is divided into regions, called Kreise. Somewhere around 1200 of those.”
“Kreisleiter.” He found he was enjoying the game.
“Exactly. Then the next level down are the local groups, the Ortsgruppe, of which there are tens of thousands, and then Zelle, or cells, which are small regions of cities, and then finally the local block of houses, each of which is overseen by a Blockwart.”
Their food finally arrived, and they both ate for some minutes, silently. Chic watched Judy surreptitiously, pleased at her obvious delight in the mutton. He too enjoyed it, but he found he enjoyed watching her, savoring her pleasure, even more.
At last he had satisfied his immediate hunger, and he said, “Sounds like I should be looking forward to meeting Herr Gebhardt. He’s the man I turn to to get things done, right?”
“Hmph. Only if you’re both a German and known as a vigorous supporter of the regime. Since you’re a foreigner, the main thing he’ll be interested in doing is snooping on you. Of course, the Blockwarte snoop on Germans, as well. Probably even more, since a disaffected German would be even more dangerous to the Party’s rule than a highly visible foreigner. Also, foreigners almost never have many contacts among the natives, which also makes them less dangerous.”
“Sounds like you don’t care much for National Socialism.”
“Care for it? I despise it!” But he noticed that she had lowered her voice.
“It’s got its drawbacks, I know,” Chic said. “But look what it did for Germany. Look at the shape the country was in before Hitler.”
“Rubbish,” Judy snapped. “One of the most common myths in the world, and the National Socialists repeat it every chance they get. The fact is, Germany was already starting to recover from the Depression when the National Socialists came into power. It would have gone on recovering without them. And there would have been no war, to boot. Anyway, what did the National Socialists do for the French or the Norwegians? Or the Jews?” At her last words, the fire died in her and she sat back and took a deep swallow of wine. “Powerful stuff, this.”
“In vino, veritas. You seem to know a lot about Germany and its history.”
“I should. I’m half German. My mother’s American; my father was German. I was born here. I have dual citizenship, on the books. I could even join the Party myself, if I wanted to. What a thought.” She smiled suddenly, then laughed, then leaned forward and dug her knife and fork into her food. “This stuff is wonderful. Thanks for the treat.” Her humor seemed fully restored.
For some time, Chic had been aware of a man sitting alone at a table next to theirs, his face hidden by the newspaper he was reading. Some intuition had warned Chic from the start that the man was eavesdropping on their conversation, but he had tried not to let that feeling intrude on his meal or his enjoyment of Judy’s company. Now their neighbor lowered his paper for the first time and looked directly at Chic. It was Horst-Dieter Gettner.
Neither man gave any sign of recognition. Each continued with his own concerns without any apparent reaction. Chic, though, was hiding a sudden and deep anger. The Gesipo was obviously keeping him under watch. Why? What reason and what authority had they to do so?
Then he told himself that that was a foolish question. The Gesipo, the Geheime Sicherheits Polizei, the Secret Security Police, just like their predecessor, the Gestapo, didn’t need anyone’s authorization to do what they saw fit to do. Or put another way, they had always had full and blanket authorization from the highest levels in the Reich to do whatever it pleased them to do. And no one within the compass of the Reich’s power was ever foolish enough to question their actions.
But Chic’s voice showed no trace of these thoughts or feelings. “You know, I certainly hope Mr. Stottelmayer comes in tomorrow. I don’t really know enough to do anything without instructions.”
“You political appointees are all the same,” Judy said, and Chic couldn’t tell if she was trying for comradely, joking insult, or if she were utterly serious. “No training, no background. Actually, your job is as simple as it can be. You just stamp ‘Rejected’ on each application.”
“On each — !”
“Well, sure. Why else did you think those applications got to your desk? People who’re permitted to emigrate get their applications sent over to us directly from the Reich Ministry of the Interior. Then they’re processed at some high level somewhere in the Embassy. The ones that go through our normal channels are the ones that don’t have a chance anyway, so those go through a much lower level. You.”
“But I don’t get it. What’s the Reich government got to do with it? We’re deciding who’s allowed into the U.S., not who’s being given exit permits by their government.”
“Oh, come on! Don’t be naïve. Ambassador Hencken toes the line very nicely. That’s why he’s kept his office for so long.”
“The nice, big one, you mean.”
With a noisy scraping of his chair and a busy putting on of his heavy overcoat, Horst-Dieter got to his feet and made his way out of the cafe. He brushed against Chic’s chair as he passed by Chic and Judy’s table, but he and Chic still ignored each other.
“Yeah, that one.”
Chic wrenched his mind back to Judy and their conversation. “So what would happen if I simply started approving those applications instead?”
“You wouldn’t last very long, that’s what. Frankie tried that. She was the one who had that job before you did, and she let her sympathy for some of the Jews who applied for immigration overcome her common sense. None of it got through the system, anyway. Someone noticed what she was doing and blew the whistle on her, and she was yanked from the job and sent home right away. She’s back in the States now, trying to make do on Public Assistance, and you know how inadequate that is.”
Chic grunted. He had heard about the situation of people on the dole in America, but only at third and fourth hand.
“Not only that,” Judy went on. “Before they could get her out of the Reich, three men broke into her apartment one night and raped her and beat her up.” Before Chic could say anything, she added, “I’m sure it was not coincidence.”
“Were they Americans?”
Judy shrugged. “Who can say? Frankie said they had German accents, but they could have been putting that on. The police claim to have investigated,” her voice and face were filled with scorn, “but nothing came of that.”
“If they weren’t Americans, then someone in the Embassy would have had to leak the story about her to the Germans.”
“So does that surprise you, Jesse? You are naïve! I can just picture Charlie Stevens making the phone call. It’s probably one of his duties — probably in his job description.”
Chic finished off his lunch and divided the last of the bottle between their two glasses. “Do you always go in for such gloomy conversations with your lunch?”
Unexpectedly, Judy laughed. “Good point. Actually, I almost always eat by myself. For that matter, I don’t eat out that often. Can’t afford it. I usually bring a lunch to the office and eat at my desk.”
“Well, we’ll have to change that. Thanks to my rich, influential uncle, I can afford to eat out all the time and treat others, as well.”
Judy grinned. “It’s a deal! But I suppose there’s a catch? In Germany, there’s always a catch.”
“No catch, no obligation, no payment required.” Until and unless I need your help with my mission. Budmen never tell the truth.
Back in Washington, Kremmling and the others would be getting out of bed and preparing for Monday morning at work. They would arrive to find that Jim North was absent on sick leave — his first such day off in the two years they had known him. During the coming days, their concern for him would change to suspicion about what he really was and then to sick fear, to dread, to panic, and finally to apathy, to resignation. The corruption Chic had uncovered was severe enough that there would surely be some death penalties.
On one early assignment, he had stayed on the job to watch what happened. It had been a terrible mistake, one he would never repeat.
* * * * *
On their way back to work, Chic reached into his inside coat pocket to reassure himself that his wallet was still there: a precautionary habit learned long ago in Washington. It was, but so was a stiff piece of paper; he knew that hadn’t been there before. After a moment of surprise, he realized where it had come from.
A chill wind had sprung up. Chic put his hands into his coat pockets for warmth. Judy did the same, and they moved slightly apart and walked together in silence.
When they reached the British Embassy, Judy stopped for a moment to watch the crowds of well dressed diplomats entering through its huge bronze front doors. The sight seemed to bring back her earlier resentment. “Damned Brits,” she muttered again.
“You’re not supposed to talk that way about an ally.”
“Right. I keep forgetting. Maybe instead of blaming them, I should blame both my uncles for not being rich and influential.”
“That’s the spirit. Choose your soul-destroying resentment wisely.”
They moved on, and as they entered the front doors of their own building, Judy said, “You say some strange things, sometimes. What kind of man are you, really?”
I’m a chameleon. “When you find out, let me know.”
Judy nodded. “I promise.” They joined a crowd waiting at the elevator, and their dialogue ceased. But later, as they rode up in an elevator jammed with people, she looked up at him with a frown and said, “And I think I’m going to try to find out, too.”
He smiled good naturedly, but her words made him feel uncomfortable and ever so slightly frightened.
* * * * *
As soon as he was alone in his cubicle, Chic drew the piece of paper from his pocket. It had nothing on it but a series of digits — a telephone number, Chic surmised. He smiled at Horst-Dieter’s ploy. Clearly, the man had seen too many movies about budmen. Chic remembered a recent one in which a message was delivered in a restaurant in precisely this way. The number might be Horst-Dieter’s work number, but Chic couldn’t risk calling him from the Embassy; he’d wait until after work and hope that Horst-Dieter would not already have left for the day himself.
After what Judy had told him about the applications on his desk and how he was supposed to process them, Chic found them even more intriguing. That afternoon, he read through a random sample of them with great care, trying to squeeze understanding out of the sparse information they bore. More than ever, he wondered what stories lay behind the standard answers to standard questions. The forms were mostly plain black and white, their only color the red, white, and blue of the shield beneath the frowning, martial eagle at the top. Did those bland pages hide desperate faces, eager faces, opportunists, confidence artists, spies? But he couldn’t tell, no matter how often he reread them.
Later in the afternoon, he tired of this game — this self-indulgence, as he chastisingly told himself. He wandered over to the window again and stared out for a while. The scene was impressive and stirring, but unchanging and ultimately boring. Airplanes passed in the distance, from huge passenger jets landing at or taking off from Adolf Hitler Airport, to small, slender, sleek fighter planes streaking past toward one of the many Luftwaffe fields scattered around the city. But on the street below, there was little motion. An occasional vehicle entered one of the Embassy buildings or left from it, but there were no pedestrians at all. Apparently, the busy crowds he had seen at lunch time were the only foot traffic this end of Ernst Roehm Strasse normally saw.
Except, Chic supposed, for morning and evening, when workers arrived at the embassies or left for the day. Some of those would be driving their own cars, but he doubted if there would be many doing that: Berlin was famous for its public transportation. And moreover, after what Judy had said at lunch, Chic doubted whether many Embassy workers — at least, in the American Embassy — could afford cars of their own.
Chic decided to use this spare time to do some preparatory exploring. A budman, they said, should always know his way around. On more than one previous occasion, knowledge of the more curious nooks and crannies of the building he was working in had been a literal lifesaver for Chic — or John Martinson as he had been in one case, and Hank Elbert in the other.
First he looked for the men’s room, a pressing need due to the wine and coffee he’d had at lunch.
He had to leave the large room which contained his and Judy’s and all the other cubicles and walk down the hallway outside it. This was the same hallway Charlie Stevens had led him down on the way to his desk, but Chic turned in the opposite direction because he remembered perfectly everything he had passed on the way with Stevens.
He walked past numerous locked doors with such titles painted on them as “Fire Control,” “Janitorial Closet,” “Telephone,” and so on. Each one also bore a sign in large, bright red letters warning unauthorized personnel to keep out; each was, according to the sign, equipped with endless automatic alarm systems in case of tampering. So far, it was all identical to what Chic had seen in numerous government office buildings in Washington — except that here the signs were repeated in German.
Toward the end of the hallway, just before the staircase at the very end, Chic found the men’s room at last. Unlike those in government office buildings in Washington, this one proclaimed not only GENTLEMEN, but HERREN as well.
The walls inside the men’s room were the standard government pale green, a color Chic had always considered sickening. The fixtures were ancient, war era or older. But they all had engraved on them the manufacturer’s name and location — Steiningen, Lübeck — so Chic was not at all surprised that everything worked smoothly and efficiently. He had lived in apartments in America which were new at the time, and the toilets there hadn’t flushed so quietly nor had the faucets worked so well. What is it about these people? he asked himself. Maybe they really are the Master Race.
Perhaps the green paint, though, was American, for it was peeling in places. In one place, where the paint was almost gone from an area of perhaps a fourth of a square meter, Chic gave in to his curiosity and brushed his hand across the wall. The paint fell away in a shower of flakes. The older surface beneath was in much better shape. It had been painted beige. Block letters were exposed where Chic had rubbed the paint away, parts of words only: ÄDER MÜSS.
Intrigued, he rubbed at the edges of the open space. Enough additional paint fell away to reveal a total of three words: RÄDER MÜSSEN ROLLEN. But that was all, and the rest of the paint was too firmly attached to the wall; it resisted his vigorous efforts. Chic frowned in puzzlement and resolved to ask Charlie Stevens or Judy Melanius about it later.
The rest of that floor told him nothing interesting. There were a couple of small offices and a room with a photocopying machine in it; the door to the latter room stood open. There was one room with a glass door beyond which stood some large, bulky computer equipment; although he could see the equipment through the glass, the door was locked and a prominent sign carried the usual warnings about unauthorized personnel. Considering the rarity of computers and their peripherals within the U.S. government and the astronomical purchase price of the machines, most of which of course came from the Reich and were subject to strict German export controls, Chic knew that this sign was to be taken much more seriously than the ones on the broom closets.
Chic hesitated for a moment and then decided to end his exploration with one floor. He had always striven to maintain a balance between gathering information as soon as possible on the one hand and not arousing his coworkers’ suspicions on the other.
And so he strolled back to Judy Melanius’ cubicle. She was, as when he had first met her, absorbed in her work with an almost neurotic intensity, a palpable air of tension, of fierce exclusion of distractions. But when she realized who was interrupting her, her initial annoyance disappeared. “Hello, Jesse,” she said. “That bored, huh?”
He admitted he was. “However, I do have a question. I noticed something in the men’s room that I wanted to ask you about.”
“I doubt if I’d know the answer. If you’re not potty trained by now...”
“Right. Seriously, though, the paint was peeling away in there, and in one place underneath the paint I found the words Räder müssen rollen. Does that mean anything to you?”
“I think it’s one of those tedious slogans the National Socialists used to come up with during the war. Something to the effect that Räder müssen rollen für den Sieg. ‘Wheels must turn for victory.’ Something like that.”
“Not very catchy, I must say. But what I don’t understand is what it’s doing on a wall in this building.”
“Oh, well, you see this building goes back a long way. It was an office building for the Party Secretariat during the war, sort of an adjunct to Party headquarters and the Chancellory. A lot of Nebel’s secretarial staff was actually located here. Then after the war, when we...” She paused, then smiled cynically and continued, “...reestablished diplomatic relations, we bought the building for our Embassy.
“Actually, as I understand it, the Germans offered the building for a good price because they wanted to get everyone, all the embassies, close together, along Ernst Roehm Strasse.”
“I wonder why it mattered to them.”
Judy shrugged. “No one ever knows what they’re thinking. It was convenient for us, though. Apparently, the Japanese Embassy was already in that building next door, and we pressured the British to buy the other one, just so we’d have them on either side of us.”
“For protection in case of high winds, you mean.”
“To make it easier for us to hand both of them their orders, without having to walk down the block.”
Chic frowned and put his finger to his lips. Judy gave him a. rueful little smile. He thought he read gratitude for his reminder in her face, but he knew that might be his imagination. “While I’m here,” he said, changing the subject, “do you have any kind of office manual or procedures book I can read? Sort of self-orientation.”
Judy grimaced. She stretched up to the shelves attached to the cubicle wall above her desk and tugged at a looseleaf binder jammed into one of the shelves. Chic watched her appreciatively. In some respects, he reflected, she didn’t compare badly with Krista Graefenberg at all.
Judy managed to get the binder out at last. It was a thick one, with improperly inserted pages sticking out in all directions and on the verge of falling out completely. “Be my guest. I actually keep it up to date, believe it or not. People keep borrowing it, though, and being careless with the pages.”
“I’ll be extremely careful,” Chic promised. “I’ll even put new hole protectors on the loose pages and hand it back looking neat and organized.”
She grinned at him. “You’re going to fit in perfectly around here.”
Later, sitting at his desk and staring unseeing at the procedures manual’s deadly prose, Chic decided that there was a lot of toughness about Judy Melanius, but it was of a very different kind than Krista’s toughness. Krista’s was physical, dangerous, frightening, and enormously exciting. Judy’s was more of the spiritual kind, admirable rather than arousing. But on the other hand, Judy’s toughness was mixed with vulnerability, which showed itself at times, surprisingly, unexpectedly.
Vulnerability was something Krista had not a trace of, Chic was sure. Krista might need a man physically at times — many times, Chic corrected himself — but she probably would never need him in any other way. And for that matter, any man would do. With Judy, though, the emotional relationship would be very different. And therefore very dangerous to me. I’d better watch myself.
He applied himself to the procedures manual dutifully forcing himself to absorb what it said. He was delighted to see that no mention was made of regular loyalty meetings. As for the rest, he saw nothing strikingly unusual or bothersome.
Judy didn’t know just how well he’d be able to fit in. That was, after all, both his job and his talent.
* * * * *
Chic must have been more absorbed in his study of the procedures manual than he had expected to be able to be, for he was surprised when Stevens showed up at his cubicle. “Hard at work, I see,” Stevens said approvingly. “Well, Ed Stottelmayer called in. He’ll be back tomorrow, so then you should really be able to start getting into it. Right now, though, it’s 5:30. Let’s go see about getting you your room.”
Stevens drove — the same luxurious Volkswagen QL406 he had used to pick Chic up that morning. This might mean that Stevens was using an Embassy car for his own commuting — converting government property to private use. It was too small a matter to occupy a budman’s time, but Chic nonetheless allowed himself a brief fantasy in which he terrified Stevens and then arrested him.
The pension was only a kilometer or two from the Embassy, in one of those residential areas which, in Berlin, alternated so unexpectedly with commercial and government districts. It was thus well within walking distance of the Embassy, a fact which pleased Chic mightily. Why Stevens felt he had to drive him so short a distance, Chic could not imagine.
They parked at the curb in front of a modest house, although somewhat less modest than those around it. As it happened, this was the only available parking space in that block on either side of the street: the commonness of family cars in modern Germany conflicted with the limited facilities for cars in such old neighborhoods as this one.
Elm trees lined the street on both sides, just beginning to leaf out. It was a charming setting, Chic thought.
Stevens led the way up the short front walk. “They speak English, the Gebhardts,” he said over his shoulder, “which is fortunate for me.”
“Is that why you recommended the place?”
Stevens laughed. “Why make things difficult for myself? If you’re staying here, I’ll be dealing with Frau Gebhardt regularly.”
Checking up on me, you mean, Chic thought.
Stevens ‘ knock on the door was answered almost immediately, as if they’d been awaited. A woman of perhaps sixty stood there, dressed conservatively and in subdued colors. She was a few inches shorter than either man, but she was taller than the average for American women. Her hair was almost gray, but what was not was blonde, and her eyes were appropriately blue. She smiled charmingly at the two men. “Ah, Mr. Stevens! And this must be Mr. Bourne. Do come in, gentlemen, please.”
Her English was almost flawless — much more fluent and more nearly unaccented than his German, Chic had to admit. He resented that fact.
Chic was unsurprised by the neatness of the inside of the house, and even though it was overdecorated, with nick-nacks of every kind on shelves and in glass-fronted cabinets, and with not a square inch of wall space that wasn’t covered by a photograph, he felt comfortable in the house, at home. A budman is at home everywhere. But conversely, a budman has no home, he reminded himself. And in fact, Frau Gebhardt made him feel uncomfortable, even though he could not have said why. Nonetheless, the house itself disarmed and charmed him.
Charlie Stevens and Frau Gebhardt were holding a low-toned conversation in one corner of the living room. Chic wandered over to one wall and examined the photographs. There were numerous faces — both sexes and all ages and a variety of period costumes — but there was among them a fair sprinkling of earnest young men in uniform. The uniforms too were from various eras, and some were dress uniforms and some were battlefield outfits. And some, Chic realized upon closer examination, were not military uniforms at all but were the elaborate costumes that had been so curiously common for various professions in prewar Germany. In a place of honor was the inevitable gilt-framed photograph of the Führer; photographs of uniformed men surrounded it like a guard of honor.
Chic became aware of his prospective landlady at his shoulder. “These are mostly my family,” she said proudly. “Although some of them are Herr Gebhardt’s relatives. That one,” she pointed to a weary young man in battle gear that could have been from either world war, “was my father-in-law. Franz Gebhardt. That was taken in World War One, right after Verdun.”
Stevens cut in with a note of impatience. “Jesse, Frau Gebhardt says the cost to you will be fifty-five Marks a week. That’s around eighty dollars. Think you can handle that?”
Chic noted that Frau Gebhardt was staring at him with some uncertainty, worried perhaps that the price might be too high. “Essgay,” he said absently. “No problem.” Frau Gebhardt looked relieved at gaining a boarder so easily at such a high price, while Charlie Stevens looked relieved at not having to bother with the whole matter any further.
“And of course,” Frau Gebhardt added quickly, “that includes your room with its own bathroom, and all meals served in our dining room. Oh, and I should also say that there’s a Catholic church just a few blocks away and a Lutheran church not much beyond it.”
Chic was tempted to say, “That’s fine, but where’s the nearest synagogue?” and watch her reaction, but instead he said, “Thank you, but that’s of no matter to me. I’m not religious.” At this, Stevens frowned disapprovingly and Frau Gebhardt raised her eyebrows in surprise.
“Well,” Stevens said, raising his arm to look importantly at his watch, “I’ve got to get going as quickly as I can. Jesse, do you need a ride to your hotel to pick up your luggage?”
“No. Thanks, anyway, Mr. Stevens. Some of the people I knew when I was stationed in the Reich before live in Berlin now. I’ll just call one of them up.”
“Ah, good. Old friends,” Stevens said hurriedly. “How nice. Well, then, if there’s nothing else, I’ll be off. Goodbye, Jesse, Frau Gebhardt.”
“Oh, one other thing, Mr. Stevens. I need some place to work. out. You know, a gym, something along those lines. I was wondering if the Embassy happened to have anything arranged with a. local place. A group membership, perhaps.”
Stevens said doubtfully, “A gym ... No, not that I know of. Is it that important to you?”
“Very.” Budmen stay in shape. Chic had been lucky so far, as Nickerson had pointed out to him in Washington, but on any assignment, there was always the possibility that he might find himself in a situation that only good physical condition and fighting skills would give him a chance of escaping, and he had no intention of letting either his condition or his martial training deteriorate. “A healthy worker is a happy worker.”
Stevens said sourly, “That makes you sound like a labor sympathizer.
Whatever you say, Charlie. You don’t know it, but you can’t touch me no matter what I sound like to you. Just you try to get me on the Delsen Act. You’d get a nasty surprise. Or would it be a surprise? Ambassador Hencken knows what I am. Does Stevens know as well? Oh, Hell. I’m really getting paranoid. “It’s very important to me,” Chic repeated.
“Well, then, I’ll look into it for you.” But he said it with ill grace. “Goodbye again.”
Chic and Frau Gebhardt watched Stevens from the open door as he hurried back to his Embassy Volkswagen and drove away.
“He’s such a busy man,” Frau Gebhardt said approvingly, shutting the door and walking back into the living room. “He always rushes off that way.”
“Very important in the Embassy,” Chic assured her. And angry with himself and me that he let his guard down that way when he first met me. “I think it’s wonderful that you have all these old photographs, Frau Gebhardt. My parents had very few of themselves or their relatives from early days — almost none.”
“Ah! How sad! I think it’s very important for people to know who and what their forebears were, don’t you? That’s a very important part of knowing who and what you are yourself, not so?”
Chic nodded. “Indeed.” Indeed. As a child, he had often wandered what his predecessors, his parents’ first set of children, had looked like and had wished that they had had photographs of them. Later he had understood that it would have been too painful for them to have such photographs on display. He had long ago considered the idea that the artwork they hung on their walls, the paintings he had grown up with and loved, was a substitute.
On a small shelf attached to the wall just beneath the photograph of the Führer there was a clear bottle, perhaps a half-liter size, about half filled with clear water. A thin layer of sediment covered the bottom. The top was heavily sealed with wax. Chic had noticed it before and could not imagine what it might be. Now he pointed to it and said, “If you don’t mind my asking, Frau Gebhardt, just what is that?”
“Don’t touch it!” she said in alarm. Then, seeing that he had no intention of doing so, she relaxed and apologized. “Forgive me, Herr Bourne. It’s just that that’s a real family treasure. You see, when I was girl, the Führer himself passed through our town. That was in ‘39, the summer before the war broke out, and I was only thirteen. I actually shook his hand!” For an instant, she was transported again, engulfed by the joy of forty-nine years earlier. She shook herself and continued. “I didn’t wash my hand for a week after that. Everyone came to our house to look at it. A neighbor suggested that I should wash my hand and save the water, and so I did. You know, Herr Bourne, a lot of women did that in those days, but most of them lost the water.” She spoke scornfully, contemptuous of such carelessness. “But I saved mine, as you can see. And there it is, right under his picture!”
“That’s truly remarkable, Frau Gebhardt.” Chic tried to think of something else to say on the subject but could not. “Perhaps I’d better telephone those old friends of mine and see about getting my stuff moved over here from the hotel.”
“Yes, of course, of course. But you know, it’s almost dinner time. I’ll show you where the telephone is, and then why don’t you tell them not to come for an hour or so? That way you can meet the other boarders and get a good meal into yourself.”
Chic smiled at her. “Yes, thank you. That would be good.”
“And my husband will be home from work soon, and he’ll want to meet you, too.”
The Blockwart. “Of course. I’m sure he does.” He smiled again.
The telephone was in the upstairs hallway, about halfway down from the stairway at one end, midway between the three closed bedroom doors on one side of the hallway and the other three on the other side. This no doubt made it convenient for the boarders, who had to share the telephone, but it bothered Chic, who wanted as much privacy for his call as possible.
He dialed the number on the piece of paper he had found in his coat pocket. It rang four times with no answer, and he was about to conclude that it was indeed an office number and no one was there, when at last it was answered. “Hauptampt,” a man’s voice said crisply. Headquarters.
“This is Jesse Bourne. I’d like to speak to Horst-Dieter Gettner, please.”
“One moment.”
The line went dead. Chic held on, assuming that he was still connected. Telephone equipment of German manufacture was used worldwide, and one of the primary reasons was its reliability — that even more than its innovativeness.
There was a click and then Horst-Dieter’s familiar voice. “Jesse! Good to hear from you. I’m on the road at this minute.” That explained the noises in the background: traffic sounds. “Idiot! Not you, Jesse.” Tires squealed. “There, that’ll show the fool. So you found my note?”
Chic laughed. “I saw that movie too. What if I had taken the coat to the cleaners without even checking the pockets?”
“Actually, you know, that number’s not any secret. It’s even in the phone book!” Horst-Dieter laughed at himself. “I just couldn’t resist the temptation. Cloak and dagger. I joined the Gesipo for it, and now I never get to do any.”
“Maybe you can help me out.”
There was a sudden edge of excitement to Horst-Dieter’s voice. “Of course! What do you need?”
“Not professional help, I mean. I’ve just taken a room.” He gave Horst-Dieter the address and the telephone number. “And now I need to get my suitcases over here from the hotel. I hate to impose, but since I don’t have a car...”
“I guess I could condescend to that.” Horst-Dieter laughed, but his disappointment was clear in his voice. “Sure. I could come right over there.”
“Could you make it in about an hour or so? I haven’t eaten dinner yet.”
“Essgay. See you later.”
* * * * *
There were four other boarders in the house, and there were six bedrooms in the rental area. Now Chic understood Frau Gebhardt’s eagerness to rent a room to him: before his appearance, her establishment had been suffering from a thirty-three percent vacancy rate.
He was surprised to note that of the four other boarders, two were women. Frau Gebhardt had not struck him as the sort to allow any mingling of the sexes under her roof. On the other hand, the two women were plain and middle aged, and the two male boarders were young but looked overworked to him — the sort of men who are chronically overworked — so perhaps it was unlikely that there would be any mingling of the wrong sort.
Frau Gebhardt spoke German in this gathering, for the benefit of the others. She introduced Chic and the other boarders to each other before the meal, which was plain but copious and which they ate seated around the large, old, walnut table in the Gebhardts’ dining room. Chic smiled and nodded and exchanged conventional pleasantries and instantly forgot the names of all four. He did, however, note with interest that both women and one of the men worked for government agencies, and that the second man worked for I. G. Farben, one of those huge Reich corporations so intimately bound up with government work that, at least to the outsider, it was unclear where the boundary lay — where government control and personnel ended and the corporate world began.
“And I hope you’ll get to meet my son, as well, when he comes home on leave in a few months,” Frau Gebhardt added. “He’s stationed on the Eastern Front, fighting the Reds.” Her voice was filled with pride. “That’s him, that picture right behind you.”
Chic twisted around in his chair. On the wall behind him was a large, framed photograph of yet another young man in battle dress. This one was a handsome fellow, and he wore a cocky grin, as though he had full confidence in his ability to destroy the Bolshevik menace all by himself.
Chic turned back towards Frau Gebhardt, who sat across the table from him. He smiled and said something appropriate.
“He’s such a wonderful boy,” Frau Gebhardt said happily. “Such a good boy. And a brave soldier, too. His captain has written to us to tell us so.” The other four boarders nodded in agreement and approval. “We named him Wolfmuth, but everyone here calls him Wolfie, and you must, too.”
Chic assured her he would.
The heavy, high-backed chair at the head of the table was still vacant, waiting for the master of the house. On the wall behind it hung a poster. It depicted three men in profile, as if standing shoulder to shoulder and seen from the side: in the rear, and highest of the three, Frederick the Great; next, in the middle, Bismarck; and finally, in the foreground, Adolf Hitler. Each looked straight ahead, with firmness, determination, and vision, into the future. The caption at the bottom of the poster read, Was der Kaiser begann, der Kanzler fortsetzte, und der Soldat abschloss: What the Emperor began, the Chancellor continued, and the Soldier completed.
They should update that old poster, Chic thought. Add Kurt Nebel in profile in the foreground. Then it could say, And the Secretary shined and polished.
The furniture in the dining room was all highly polished, too — and beautiful. It would have fetched exceptional prices in America and been snapped up by those few able to pay such prices. Chic knew that many German houses were graced by such handsome antiques, legacies of wartime, when German soldiers on all fronts had used military transport to send the choicest items requisitioned from civilian homes in the conquered lands back to their families.
Halfway through the meal, Herr Gebhardt came in. “No, no,” he said grandly when the other two male boarders prepared to rise. “Sit, sit. We mustn’t intimidate Herr Bourne with formality right from the start!” He came around the table with his hand extended, so that Chic was forced by common courtesy to rise to his feet to shake hands; he was thus the only one of the boarders rising for the advent of Herr Gebhardt. He resented the maneuver, even as it amused him.
Gebhardt was somewhat older than his wife, gray haired but ruddy cheeked, and tall, broad, and solid. He wore the uniform of a railroad official. His hand was hard and callused, his grip strong. “Jesse, not so? My name is Emmanuel. Emmanuel Gebhardt.”
But you may call me Herr Gebhardt, Chic added silently as he sat down again.
Gebhardt took his place at the head of the table and his wife quickly placed a loaded plate in front of him. “Aah!” he said in delight and dug in.
Later, he said, “So, Jesse, my wife tells me you’re American and work in your country’s Embassy?”
Chic confirmed what Gebhardt already knew.
Gebhardt sighed loudly. “Fascinating work! You know, when I was a boy, before the war, I was in the Hitler Youth in Mannheim, which was where my parents lived. Anyway, I made some very good contacts that way, and one of them was a man who worked in the Foreign Ministry, and I used to think I could use that contact to get into diplomatic work myself. That would have been wonderful, I think!”
“But you didn’t?” Chic provided the obviously awaited prompt.
“Aah, no. My parents didn’t have the money for university for me. And then there was the war, and of course I signed up right away. I was mustered out in ‘43, and there were lots of jobs doing reconstruction work. Anyway, I ended up working for the Reichsbahn, and I’ve been with them ever since.”
“But we can’t complain, can we, Emmanuel?” Frau Gebhardt said. “They’ve been good to us.”
“Oh, yes, indeed,” Gebhardt said. “Very good, indeed. And they’ve promised me that Wolfie — that’s my son — can get a job with them right away, as soon as he’s out of the army, if he wants. An office job, at that. Of course, he is talking about staying with the army, maybe making a career of it. That would be good, too.” To which sentiment, the others all signified agreement with solemn nods.
The meal continued that way, the conversation dominated by the Gebhardts, and mostly by Herr Gebhardt, and consisting of a mixture of family history and clumsy probes into Chic’s life and attitudes. I wonder, Chic asked himself, if Blockwarte get paid for this sort of thing. Or perhaps Gebhardt does it all out of love for the job.
Before the meal ended, Chic was rescued from further probing by the arrival of Horst-Dieter. He made his excuses and left quickly for the hotel. As he was exiting, Frau Gebhardt called after him, “Be sure to be back by ten, Herr Bourne! That’s when I lock the front door.”
Once they were on the way, Horst-Dieter said, “How did you manage to get yourself trapped there?”
“A fellow at the Embassy recommended it. You know, I haven’t even seen my room yet. I’ve been too busy answering questions.”
Horst-Dieter grinned. “I bet you could have roomed with Krista.”
“I’d be too exhausted to do any work.”
Horst-Dieter laughed aloud. Chic said, “The landlady’s husband, Gebhardt, is the local Blockwart. He seems determined to find out everything he can about me.”
Horst-Dieter laughed again. “That’s wonderful! Nothing like that in America, I’m sure. Maybe you should just tell him the truth and watch his eyes fall out.”
“‘So what do you do at the Embassy, Herr B.?’ ‘Oh, I’m a spy, Herr G.’”
“I insist on being present!” Then Horst-Dieter turned suddenly serious. “Listen, Jesse, I wanted to say something about what happened at the cafe. I assure you I wasn’t following you. It was pure coincidence that I was in there at the same time you were. Really. However, since it worked out that way, I thought I’d stay where I was and eavesdrop on your interrogation technique.”
“My —”
“And it was marvelous, fantastic, a real education for me. The way you got information out of that girl! And without her even realizing she was being pumped, too. Oh, it was wonderful! I think I learned more from listening to you work than from any ten classroom sessions at the Academy.”
“Um. Thanks. I ... Thanks.” If it made Horst-Dieter happy to think that, Chic decided, well, then, let him think that.
They were halfway to the Metropol when Horst-Dieter’s car telephone buzzed. He answered it, listened for a while, spoke in a low voice, and listened again. When he hung up, he looked annoyed and frustrated.
“Something wrong?” Chic asked.
“Oh...” He waved his hand. “Something’s come up, that’s all. I’ll have to leave you at the hotel. I won’t be able to drive you back to the Gebhardts’. But don’t worry; it’s all arranged. Someone else will be there to drive you and your luggage back to the pension. Hold onto that phone number I gave. you. That’s the best way to reach me.”
Horst-Dieter dropped Chic off in front of the Metropol and drove off, his amber tail lights blending quickly with the lights of other traffic in the busy street and finally disappearing into the dark. Chic went in and up to his room and gathered his small stock of luggage. Just as well, he reflected, that he hadn’t spent much time in this room: he hadn’t had a chance to unpack his possessions and spread them around; consequently, repacking only took him a few minutes.
He was just finishing when there was a knock at the door. He opened it, and his heart skipped a beat painfully. Krista stood in the hallway, smiling at him with both eagerness and a slight touch of uncertainty. “Hello, Jesse. Surprised to see me?”
“Very. And pleased,” he added quickly.
At his words, the trace of uncertainty disappeared from Krista’s smile, and simultaneously her smile broadened. She entered and closed the door behind her. “I was afraid maybe I’d offended you by the way I acted the last time I saw you. I told Horst-Dieter I’d come over here and drive you back to your pension, but I thought that maybe first I’d have a chance to make up for the way I behaved.” She looked pointedly at the bed.
“Unfortunately, I have to be back at the pension by ten. After that, the front door’s locked, and I don’t think the landlady gives out keys.”
“That is too bad. Of course, you know, Jesse, you don’t really need a rented room at all. You could just stay with me. It would make your liaison with the Gesipo a lot easier, and you’d have much more freedom of movement.”
“I’m tempted. But the Embassy people seem to be a straitlaced lot. I don’t think I should do anything that would scandalize them. And they seem to have picked out this pension deliberately so that they can keep an eye on me. I’ll play along with them for now.”
Krista sighed. “Essgay. Well, let’s get this out to the car and get you checked out.”
At the Gebhardt’s she came inside with him, carrying one of his cases easily. Frau Gebhardt greeted them in the front hall; she smiled when she saw Chic but frowned when she saw Krista.
“Another old friend from my earlier time in the Reich, Frau Gebhardt,” Chic said. “Krista Graefenberg.” The two women exchanged frosty smiles.
Chic and Krista carried his luggage up to his room. The key was in the lock. On their way out, he locked the door behind him, thinking that the lock was totally inadequate and that it was a good thing that on this assignment he didn’t have with him any of the usual budman equipment. He was leaving nothing in any way incriminating in the room.
Frau Gebhardt was still waiting in the front hall. As the three of them stood awkwardly together, Krista turned to Chic and said, “You know, Jesse, I live quite near here. Come on over with me and we’ll have a quick drink to your new job.”
“I probably shouldn’t.”
“Oh, come on!” She caught his hand and squeezed it. To Frau Gebhardt, she said, “We all used to have to work so hard to make Jesse have a good time!”
Frau Gebhardt pointedly looked at the clock hanging on the wall beside the door. “I lock the front door in a half hour, Herr Bourne.”
“Oh, dear,” Krista said. Then she added sweetly, “In that case, what time do you unlock it in the morning?”
Scandalized, Frau Gebhardt said, “Why, why — six thirty, just before breakfast.”
“Essgay,” Krista said. She pulled Chic out of the house behind her.
Frau Gebhardt stared furiously at their retreating backs for a moment, then slammed the front door with a crash that must have been audible within the Führerhalle.
Chic and Krista were still giggling fifteen minutes later in Krista’s apartment as they slid into bed.
* * * * *
On Tuesday morning, just as Chic was getting settled at his desk, Charlie Stevens showed up. “I’ve got something here for you, Jesse. Sort of part of your orientation.” He handed Chic a small, leatherbound book. “You can read it during working hours; no problem with that. In fact, I think it’d be a good idea: you want to read it as soon as possible. Not that there’s going to be a test, or anything.” He laughed, then grew instantly serious. “But you know, being aware of this sort of thing is part of what Ambassador Hencken means when he says we must all be good guests of the Reich.”
“This sort of thing” turned out to be a biography of Kurt Nebel — official and authorized, of course: Chic had no doubt that no other kind had ever been published in the Reich, and probably not in any of the countries, such as America, which valued the Reich’s good will. And almost certainly not in those countries, such as Great Britain, which might not treasure that good will but which must live in the Reich’s shadow.
The book was beautifully bound and printed, reminding Chic of the Reich-manufactured briefcase he had had to destroy at the end of his previous mission, and the English it was written in was as eloquent and fluent as that of any well educated native speaker. The photograph at the front of the book was a standard official portrait, one Chic had seen many times before, although for the first time he was able to judge how closely it resembled the aging man of iron he had seen at the parade. The history the book contained was not new to Chic, either, and he leafed through it idly.
Kurt Nebel had been born in 1912, which made him, Chic calculated, seventy-six. Which also meant that at the time of the Triumph in the Snows, he was only thirty-one. Chic had never thought about it that way before, but now it occurred to him that when Nebel was the age Chic was now, he was already assuming control of an empire. For a moment, the comparison made Chic feel washed up. But then he reflected that compared to Alexander the Great, Kurt Nebel was an underachiever.
To attain his powerful position, Nebel had had to outmaneuver Martin Bormann, no mean opponent. Nebel had been one of Bormann’s Assistant Secretaries, but unlike the others, he had not accepted the sycophantic role Bormann had demanded. The book didn’t describe the struggle between the two men in terms of a battle for power, but Chic could read between the lines. At the top levels, he reflected, governments didn’t differ very much from country to country and from age to age. There had been a very similar struggle for power in the United States in 1963 between the members of the White House inner circle after President McCarthy’s assassination. Somehow, though, it seemed of less significance that Murchison had won out in the early sixties than that Nebel had done so in the early forties.
The death of the Führer on the Russian front in March of 1943 had elevated the internal political warfare to a new pitch. As Bormann took over the running of the external war, he could not avoid shifting more of his workload onto Nebel and the other Assistant Secretaries to the Führer, and that had led to the expansion of the size of the Secretariat and the further dilution of Bormann’ s authority. But still Martin Bormann remained in control, along with his allies, Keitel and Lammers; together, they were the so-called “Committee of Three” which had controlled Adolf Hitler for some time before his death. It was the fortuitous failed bomb plot of 20th July, 1944 which gave Nebel, supported by Speer and Goebbels and eventually Himmler, the opportunity he needed. (Goering was an early Nebel ally, but Goering, so Bormann announced, committed suicide the day after learning of his beloved Führer’s death. “He fell on his sword in order to follow his leader into Valhalla,” was the way Bormann put it.)
For well over forty years, the nature of the Reich had been determined by the National Socialism of Kurt Nebel. The Nazism (a word sedulously avoided these days, as was “Nazi”) of the Führer had become increasingly irrelevant since July of 1944. The more extreme and distasteful ideas of the older generation had been phased out and the milder, technocratic, cosmopolitan world-view of Nebel and his peers — youthful comrades such as Albert Speer — had come to the fore. This was “Nebelismus” — “Nebelism.” Nebelismus, at least in theory, shunned what was lower-class in the earlier Nazism; most especially, this included anti-Semitism. (The book was remarkably frank on this score.) Krista and Horst-Dieter were beginning to convince Chic that this contention was quite true.
There was an irony in Nebel’s name that, to Chic, seemed profound. Long ago, he had read the reminiscences of an old anti-Nazi German living in exile in Australia. The man had written that Germans, during the late 1930’s, the height of the Führer’s influence and importance, had been living “in einem Nebel” — “in a fog.” Their thoughts were clouded by the propaganda-saturated atmosphere, the miasma of lies and controlled news. “We moved in einem Nebel,” he had said. But it was Herr Nebel, Mr. Fog, himself who had brought that era to an end. It had proved indeed a kurt Nebel, a short fog, short-lived.
So it was still called National Socialism, National Sozialistismus, and many of the outer trappings still looked the same as in the old days, as in the pictures in the history books and the picture painted by Chic’s parents, but perhaps it was outward show. Perhaps in fact what went on inside, behind the facade, was fundamentally different — from the old days and from Chic’s preconceptions. He already hoped he would find that that was so.
Chic sighed and closed the book and put it aside. What he didn’t need on this assignment — on any assignment — was emotional involvement or questioning or self-doubt.
* * * * *
Chic took Judy Melanius to dinner at the Zwanzigsten Juli Cafe again, for want of knowing of any place better other than the Gesipo-saturated restaurant where he had eaten with the Betteman party. After looking around and satisfying himself that Horst-Dieter wasn’t there and that they weren’t under Gesipo surveillance, he turned the conversation to Kurt Nebel, Nebelismus, and the ways in which the modern Reich was a better place to live than the Germany of the thirties. He told himself he wanted to discuss these matters with her as a form of background check, a way of determining her true feelings about wider issues; but he wasn’t sure that that was the real reason.
He raised the subject of the old Reich versus the new hesitantly, knowing Judy’s feelings about National Socialism, even the current variety. He was simultaneously surprised and amused to realize how this girl had managed to cow him.
Judy washed down her mouthful of sandwich with a swallow of beer and said, “Hmph.”
“Hmph?” Chic grinned at her.
“They’re really getting to you, aren’t they, Jesse?”
“Meaning?”
“Meaning you’ve only been in the Reich for a couple of weeks, and already your brain’s been washed.”
“I think that’s a bit strong.”
“I don’t.” She reached across the table and took his hand, squeezing it to give her words emphasis and perhaps a bit less bite. It was a non-sexual gesture, but Chic was surprised by a sudden wave of arousal that flooded him at the touch — the first time they had touched in all the days since he had met her. “Listen,” she went on, releasing his hand, “you think Germany’s a better place to live now than fifty, fifty-five years ago? Ever heard of ‘the German greeting’?”
Chic shook his head.
“That was the official name for it. You’ve seen it in movies. You know: right hand up, palm forward, accompanied by the words ‘Heil Hitler!’ Well, the underground joke among Germans in those days was that the true German greeting was the quick look around, to check for anyone listening, before you began a conversation with a friend. And that’s what you did just now, before you began talking about Nebelismus.”
“We do that in America, too,” he protested. “That’s the way things are.” Which was true enough, but he could hardly tell her why his — and therefore theirs — was a special case: why he had much more reason to anticipate and fear and guard against surveillance than the average man.
Judy nodded. “And that’s part of my point, too.” Her sandwich was forgotten, and her beer was going flat. “Remember what America was supposed to be?” she asked angrily. “The land of freedom, the place where people went to escape Old-World oppression. Look at it nowadays. We’re just a minor-league version of the Reich.”
“I seem to have a knack for touching your raw nerves.” Chic realized suddenly — or allowed himself to acknowledge — that there was much more of her that he wanted to touch. “However, I do think you’re going overboard now.”
Judy sat back and stared at him for a moment. “Think about that movie we just saw.” It had been Riefenstahl’s Triumph in the Snows. “It was full of lies. There is that difference between them and us: they lie to themselves about their past, and we lie to ourselves about our present.” She leaned forward again, pushed her beer and sandwich impatiently aside, and said in a low, intense voice, “Lies. We are corrupted by our accommodation with evil.” Her eyes held his for a long moment, and then her gaze drifted aside and she stared into space.
Chic waited, but Judy didn’t seem to be emerging from her brown study. He prompted her. “So the movie was all lies?”
“Yeah. Well, maybe not all. Maybe only ninety percent.”
But it had been a magical experience for him, a fact he kept to himself. “The basic story is true, though. The West was frightened by what almost happened at Stalingrad, and Roosevelt and Churchill agreed that stopping the spread of Bolshevism was the most important thing. That’s why they made peace with Germany.”
Judy snorted. “The basic story.” She swallowed a large mouthful of beer. “Sure. The Roman Empire rose and fell. The Normans conquered England. The Spanish Empire rose and fell. The French Revolution happened. Napoleon. The British Empire. The war. Die Sackgasse. That’s the basic story.” She swallowed more beer.
“Western European history compressed between two gulps of beer. A lot simpler than what I had to learn in school.”
“Fuck you,” Judy said. She had never spoken that way before. Was it the beer, Chic wondered, or the passion of her story? “Jesse, haven’t you realized yet, at your age, that the basic story, the outline, doesn’t count? It’s the details that matter. That was the point of what I just said.”
Chic found that he was upset at her being angry with him; her good opinion was more important to him than he wanted it to be. But at the same time, he was bored with the conversation: he didn’t want to spend his time with Judy talking about the past, about the war, about National Socialism, about philosophical issues. He searched for words that would direct her attention to more personal matters. “To tell you the truth, I enjoyed the movie. I thought the photography was remarkable, especially considering the conditions some of those scenes must have been filmed under and also the fact that the prints are — what? — around forty-five years old. Leni was always wonderful technically. This is probably her masterpiece. I enjoy good movies. I noticed in yesterday’s newspaper that there are a lot of old classics playing in Berlin. We could try to see all of them.”
But Judy was not to be so easily manipulated. “It’s good because the toughest scenes were shot in a studio. Did you think they really took cameras to the front in those days? Come on, Jesse! You’re so goddamned naïve! And that’s the whole point, don’t you see that? They take you in too easily. It’s the details that count, like I said.”
“‘As I said.’”
“What?”
“Not ‘like I said.’ ‘As I said.’ That’s a detail, too.”
Judy stared uncertainly at him for a moment, then decided to be amused. “Touché. Not bad. Anyway. The details tell the real story. For instance, remember that scene where Hitler argues with General Zeitzler? Where the general wants Paulus’ Sixth Army to hold the line in front of Stalingrad regardless of Russian counterattacks?”
“Yes, of course.” A dramatic scene it was, too: Zeitzler arguing with nineteenth-century zeal that the lines must be held, that the Russians were using up their manpower and would soon run out of energy, and the Führer countering passionately that the lives of Germany’s youth were more important than a few kilometers of Russian soil, that retreat would in fact strengthen the German position by shortening both the front and the supply lines.
There were gruesome scenes of the German soldiers’ sufferings. They had been sent out with unlined boots, ordinary uniform caps and combat helmets, and unlined wool mittens to a land where, during the winter, the temperatures reached minus forty degrees Fahrenheit. The Germans suffered frostbite followed by gangrene. They pulled down their trousers to defecate, and they died because their rectums froze. Their wounded were put aboard hospital trains for treatment and transport home, but the locomotives froze up and the wounded soldiers died of the cold in the stalled trains.
Why had this been allowed to happen? the Führer asked. He raged at his subordinates for letting his young boys be subjected to these horrors. Why, he wanted to know, were German youths sent out so unequipped? Why had no one known that the ground grew so hard from the Russian cold that digging into it with shovels would prove impossible and the Germans would have to fire artillery shells directly into it to try to gouge out trenches? His generals, shamefaced, refused to meet his eyes. He had ordered changes. During this scene, Judy had leaned toward Chic and whispered, “What a guy!”
Now she said, “I’ve read some memoirs of some of his underlings. I mean the ones who got sick of him and left Germany after the war and went into exile. And from what I’ve read, it was the other way around. It was Zeitzler who wanted the troops withdrawn from Stalingrad during the winter of ‘42, and Hitler who insisted that they should be left there, that not an inch of Russian soil should be given up. If he hadn’t given in at last to Zeitzler, who knows what might have happened? The Russians could have wiped out the entire German Sixth Army at Stalingrad. A third of a million men. Things could have been different.”
“Well, it doesn’t matter in the end, does it? They withdrew to a better position so that they could defend their lines, and they made it through the winter. So who really cares who said what? It’s what happened in the end that counts.”
Judy looked to the ceiling as if in a vain quest for strength and support. “Don’t you see that it does matter just who said. what? It matters that Hitler wasn’t a hero who cared deeply about his people, that he was in fact a monomaniac who would have gladly doomed a third of a million young German men to a terrible death just to satisfy his personal need for glory.”
“Why does it matter?” Chic asked stubbornly, admitting at last that he wouldn’t get her off this topic until she had had her say or she fell asleep from the beer she was swallowing constantly. Did she have some psychological problem that made her drink so much beer, he wondered, or was it simply that she wasn’t aware of how much she was drinking, was just swallowing it thoughtlessly to keep her throat moist for the arguing? That was a mistake a budman would never make: budmen stay sober.
“It matters because it says something about what the Reich is. If it was founded by the sort of heroic men portrayed in that movie, and if their reasons were so noble, then it’s a good place after all. But if I’m right and the movie was all lies and Hitler and his cronies were evil, then how can this country be good?”
“I suppose an evil man can found a good society,” Chic said uncomfortably.
“Like Hell.”
In the Riefenstahl film, Churchill and Roosevelt were very unheroic figures. Roosevelt, confined to his wheelchair, was dazed and indecisive and easily manipulated by the cigar-smoking, alcoholic Churchill. In profile, Roosevelt’s nose was hooked and enormous, while Churchill’s scarcely existed. When Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s personal emissary, spoke to the two men to suggest a peace treaty, the two Allied leaders listened in silence to the tall, dapper man with his heavy eyebrows, prominent cheekbones, and deepset eyes, and then Churchill capered about the room like some gross monkey, spilling cigar ash everywhere. The whole scene was, to Chic’s mind, the single weak moment in the film, the false note. He was sure neither Roosevelt nor Churchill had been as Leni portrayed them; to him, they were both heroes, as his schooling had taught him to believe.
“It wasn’t even Hitler’s idea to make peace,” Judy interrupted his thoughts. “It was his generals’. They’d had enough of him. They were sick of him. They could tell he was leading Germany to disaster.”
“Well, they were obviously wrong, weren’t they?”
“Only because they got rid of Hitler,” Judy insisted.
Chic laughed uneasily. “The Russians did that.”
“Maybe. But anyway, there were plots against Hitler’s life constantly. Some of the plotters were genuine war heroes from the. First World War. Real patriots. You know they must have had a powerful motivation.”
Jealousy, if the film was to be believed. It had shown those behind one conspiracy, the one that had come closest of all to successfully assassinating the Führer, talking angrily about his successes on the war and diplomatic fronts. These soured, bypassed Prussian noblemen of the Army High Command hated to admit that the soldier, the World War One corporal, had been right so often where they had been wrong: from the remilitarizing of the Ruhr to the conquest of France to the invasion of Russia, the Führer had, by instinct and through the force of his will, chosen the right path for Germany while they had foolishly counseled caution and holding back.
All of this had been shown dramatically in the Riefenstahl film. But most dramatic of all had been the final, stunning episode, the Triumph in the Snows itself.
“You’re going to want to see her latest epic,” Judy said, in a voice in which sarcasm warred with intoxication. “I was just reading about it. It’s called Triumph in Space. I wonder why she doesn’t come up with a really different title? Anyway, it’s all about how the blond supermen conquer the universe because of the unstoppable force of their will and their superior genes.”
The sarcasm was lost on Chic, who was thinking again that the Germans really did seem to be a superior race. He was also thinking it curious how Judy’s semi-intoxicated state was inducing in him feelings of pity and protectiveness instead of the contempt he usually felt toward drunken women. He said, “She’d have to go some to beat the climax of the movie we just saw.”
After the near-miraculous retreat from Stalingrad, the German Sixth Army had still been in some danger, thanks largely to the cowardice and ineptitude of its commander, General Paulus. As the film showed, the new defensive lines further west had been much better, but still the Russians had pressed their increasingly desperate attacks throughout that winter.
The Führer himself paid a visit to the front lines, in March of 1943, to cheer up the men, to bring them better clothing and supplies, and to confront the broken Paulus and try to instill in the man some of his own courage.
But while he was there, the Bolsheviks suddenly launched an entirely unexpected attack. (The implication was clear that, had Paulus’ intelligence service been what it should have been, the attack would have been anticipated and quickly repulsed.) The outpost where the Führer was cheering up his men was surrounded, cut off from the rest of the German army.
There followed hours of terrible fighting, much of it hand to hand in the bitter cold, the snow, and the dark. The Führer was always in the front of it, the thickest of the fighting, personally helping the wounded and beating back the Slavs, demonstrating again the sheer physical courage that had won him his medal in the First World War. But inevitably, numbers made the difference and the Slavic hordes overran the German defensive line. The scene faded out to hoarse shouts in the background and a flurry of snowflakes in the foreground.
When the Germans managed at last to retake the position, all were dead but the Führer, and he was dying. Surrounded by the heaped-up bodies of the Russian soldiers he had personally killed, he lay in the blood-drenched snow, staying alive by force of will until his own soldiers could find him. Rallying, he told them that he could now at last die happily, surrounded by Aryan faces and not the bestial faces of the Slavs. The Führer used his dying breath to implore his soldiers not to fail the Fatherland and National Socialism and the Master Race. Faintly in the background Wagner sounded.
Judy was swaying in her seat. “What bullshit,” she muttered. “What crap. He probably died on his knees, begging for his life. I bet he wasn’t alive any more when the Germans retook the position, not once the Russians had gotten their hands on him.”
“Still, if the Russians had managed to break through the lines there, instead of being held up by that outpost, who knows what might have happened?”
“They would have destroyed the Reich!” she suddenly shouted. Patrons at adjacent tables looked at her, frowning.
Before she could say anything more, Chic was at her side, pulling her to her feet. “Time to go, kiddo.” Why, he asked himself, was he getting involved with this troubled woman? I’m not involved, he told himself.
It was a Friday, and they had walked to the movie theater after work and then to the restaurant. But now he hailed a taxi to take her home.
Judy staggered and hit her head on the door of the taxi as Chic helped her in. After a moment’s hesitation, he climbed in after her. He had intended to give the driver the address of her apartment and pay him in advance, but it was clear to Chic that she would never be able to get up the stairs and into her apartment by herself. Little as he wanted to spend more time with Judy — rather, frightened as he was of spending more time with her — he could see he had no choice.
In her apartment, he half-carried her to her bed and laid her on it, arranging her arms and legs in what seemed to him to be a comfortable position, and then he turned to go.
Suddenly, Judy sat up. She looked and sounded sober again, but clearly it wasn’t her normal, everyday conscious personality speaking. “Don’t leave me! Oh, God, I’m so fucking lonely. Don’t leave me.
And so the budman violated the precept and became involved.
* * * * *
Morning dawned painfully bright and early. Chic opened his eyes and instantly remembered where he was and felt overwhelmed by embarrassment and stunned by awkwardness. He turned his head cautiously to avoid waking Judy. Her eye were wide open and watching him. What should he say? Good morning, or perhaps Nice day? Or I’m sorry? Sorry for taking advantage of you, sorry for implying something I didn’t mean and don’t want, sorry for being the coldhearted, unfeeling man I am. He said none of those things, waited for her to speak first.
She closed her eyes and winced. “Oh, Christ, my head. Why didn’t you stop me?”
“You’re an unstoppable force.”
The curious, almost bizarre, thing was that he couldn’t remember if they had made love before falling asleep. She wouldn’t remember, no doubt, but he should: he had been sober. He could remember every detail, every touch, every movement and feeling and sound of his two nights with Krista Graefenberg. And he was a budman. I’m a very sick man in some ways. Judy seemed to have dozed off again. If he could slide out of bed without disturbing her, perhaps he could get out of her apartment safely and then back to his room, and then when they saw each other again at work on Monday, they could try, after the initial awkwardness and embarrassment, to put their relationship on its earlier basis of friendship once more. That would be the wisest course, he told himself, beyond doubt.
But before he could move, Judy opened her eyes again and turned to him. She put her arms around his neck and pressed herself against him, kissing his face softly and gently and murmuring endearments. He responded almost automatically, holding her tightly and returning her kisses. Suddenly Chic found himself astonishingly aroused, desperately in need of sex. He gripped Judy even closer and turned her onto her back, rolling on top of her and pressing down against her.
Judy gasped. “Careful! My head’s fragile!”
How could sex with any other woman be more passionate than sex with Krista? And yet this was: more passionate, more satisfying, deeper and sweeter — and more frightening. Judy lacked Krista’s skill and strength and vigor. But Judy’s very smallness and weakness, her sexual dependence on his lead and dominance, her emotional need for him, her clinging to him even after their lovemaking was over — all of these kept him excited long after his breathing had returned to normal, excited and moved. Sex with Krista had been sweaty, erotic wrestling, mutually pleasurable, intensely physical. This had been making love.
They lay clasped together silently, Chic on top, his arms locked around Judy, her arms and legs locked around him.
At last Judy said timidly, “Can I get up? I have to go to the toilet.”
Chic lay on his back, hands beneath his head, fingers laced, listening to the tinkling sound from the small curtained alcove nearby as Judy divested herself of the previous evening’s many beers. How had she held it in this long? he wondered. And what was he to do next? Well, budman, he told himself, you’ve really done it this time.
“You know,” Judy said to him, while the tinkling sound continued, “I really want you to move in here.”
Oh, Christ, Chic thought. Judy flushed the toilet and pushed the curtain aside. Chic lay with his eyes closed and his face expressionless. He was holding his breath, as if any movement or sound or hint of feeling on his part would imply something to her.
Judy sat beside him on the bed and began playing idly with the hair on his chest. “But Ambassador Hencken’s such a tight-assed prude that we’d both get in trouble. I’m afraid we’re going to have to maintain separate places. I’m sorry.”
Chic caught her hand and brought it to his mouth and kissed it tenderly. Why did I do that? “I’m sorry, too.” What savoir-faire! What a smooth-tongued serpent you are! What banal hypocrisy. “I guess even my uncle might not be able to help me if I overdid it.”
“Or want to?”
It was a curiously perceptive question. Would they ever abandon him if he stepped too far beyond the bounds the Commission never defined but which certainly existed? It was one of those awful thoughts that make one feel as though the earth has vanished and he is about to begin an endless fall: a thought not to be thought, an idea not to be entertained.
“In fact, you know,” Chic said, “maybe it would be best if I got myself back to my room now. It’s pretty clear that Frau Gebhardt is keeping Charlie Stevens informed about my actions, and I’ve already — I mean, I’ve stayed away all night, this time, so I’d better go back and be obsequious to her.” He had realized belatedly that while Krista would probably be amused to hear about his involvement with Judy, Judy would not be pleased to know about Krista. Not that he could tell her about Krista, anyway, without having to extend his lie about his previous assignment in the Reich, and the more details he had to give about that fictional period in his past, the greater the chance that he would introduce inconsistencies into the fabrication. He supposed that Krista would be delighted to learn about this Ombudsman technique for winning the enemy’s confidence and getting information from the opposing camp. Not that Judy’s the enemy or in some opposing camp. Nor was he in her bed through calculation, as a technique to get useful information from her. He suspected that it might be better for him if he were.
“Oh, yeah, Chuckie-Buckie,” Judy said.
“What?”
“That’s what we call him. He’s always bucking.”
“You mean for promotion?”
“Right. But not hard enough to throw Hencken off his bum.”
“There’s a crude side to you that I hadn’t suspected.”
“There’s a lot to me that you hadn’t suspected.”
“Will I get to see it?”
“Stick around.”
“I’d better not.” He climbed out of bed and stretched and picked up his underpants from the floor and began pulling them on.
“Yuck,” Judy said. “Don’t you want to shower first? And maybe have breakfast before you leave?”
“I’ll do that at the Gebhardts’.” To shower and eat breakfast at Judy’s apartment would be too reminiscent of his two mornings with Krista. Chic felt a strong need to keep the two affairs as different, as separated, as possible.
He dressed and only then noticed the disappointment on face. He bent and kissed her warmly — more warmly than he felt, he thought. Judy brightened and stood up and embraced him. “Hope I don’t drip you on your pants,” she said, pressing against him nonetheless.
They kissed again and stood embracing silently. Chic stroked her naked back tenderly. Finally he said, “I’ll see you at work on Monday morning, I guess.” My God, what a conventional thing to say. It was the sort of thing one said to a coworker upon leaving work on Friday evening.
“Long before that, I hope,” Judy said. “I thought you could go back to your room and placate the Gebhardts and then come back over and we could spend the day together.”
What could he say — that he couldn’t come back because he had spy work to do, because he had to spend his weekends working on uncovering the leak in the Embassy workforce? How wise the injunction that budmen never get emotionally involved!
And yet even budmen need time off, time for recreation, time for play, time for ... affection. “Give me a couple of hours,” he told her, and once again they indulged in a long, warm, and this time more passionate kiss, and then Chic disengaged himself and left.
* * * * *
Judy and Chic spent Saturday together, and then in spite of what he had said about Frau Gebhardt — and what he had inwardly resolved — Chic spent Saturday night with Judy as well. Sunday it seemed natural to also spend with Judy.
Sunday night he insisted on sleeping alone in his room at the Gebhardt house. He said something about needing to actually sleep, for once, which seemed to flatter Judy enough so that she wasn’t hurt. She laughed, in fact, and said, “Yeah, if you were in my bed, I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands off you even if I promised to. It’d be like last night.” And she threw her arms around his waist and buried her face in his chest.
They were in the zoo at the time, the huge and justly famous one the postwar government had built at the southwestern end of the Kurfürstendamm. Chic responded to Judy’s embrace but wished she would restrain herself in public and keep her gestures of affection (growing more extravagant and disturbing by the hour) for the privacy of her apartment. How could he doubt that the Gesipo had him under constant surveillance, no matter what assurances Horst-Dieter had given him? It bothered him to think of those competent, cynical men and women recording these embraces and discussing them, perhaps with laughter, over elegant group dinners like the one he had shared with them upon his arrival in Berlin. He hadn’t seen Krista since all of this had begun, and he wanted to tell her about it himself, not have her told by someone else. (But wasn’t he, he wondered, ascribing to Krista feelings of jealousy and possessiveness she probably didn’t have? No doubt she saw Chic only as a partner in pleasure, and she surely had many other partners with whom she could replace him.)
More important was his concern that Horst-Dieter be able to contact him if necessary; Judy’s presence would make that very difficult, and perhaps impossible. Most important of all was Chic’s inability, while with Judy, to do his real job: he was neglecting it, and that neglect was upsetting him increasingly.
They left the zoo and walked slowly down the Kurfürstendamm hand in hand. They were both oblivious to the noise of traffic and the cold wind blowing down the wide street: Chic was obsessed with the problem of Judy, and Judy was all to clearly obsessed with Chic. They turned down a side street and wandered idly, wordlessly, lost in their separate worlds and separate worries.
“Look,” Chic said. “A restaurant. Want to grab something?”
“Yes. You.”
“I mean, want to eat something?” He hid his momentary annoyance.
“Same answer.”
Chic smiled self-consciously and led the way in. The restaurant was crowded, noisy, filled with happily overweight Germans stuffing themselves from vast platters. Chic could smell hot rolls and heavy liquor. The other customers were expensively dressed. That’s okay, he told himself. The Commission can afford it.
Avery serious young headwaiter led them to a table. It was covered with a smooth white tablecloth with a yellow border and set with sparkling glasses and heavy silverware. Laughter erupted at a table nearby.
Chic picked up the menu and began to scan it. He had been only slightly hungry when they had entered, but the sight and smell of all that food, and the enthusiasm with which the other customers were devouring it, and the cheerfully noisy atmosphere were combining to make him feel ravenous.
The menu was something of a disappointment. The dishes listed were ordinary, much less interesting than the decor had led Chic to expect. He picked out a couple of possibilities and then looked around at the restaurant and its patrons while Judy continued to scan her menu. Across the room from them, an older woman was eating alone. She was at least in her sixties, Chic thought, perhaps even in her seventies, but still elegantly handsome, with fine, clean facial bones and hair that was still blonde and healthy. Chic was watching her, inventing a history for her, when Judy suddenly slapped her menu shut.
He looked at her in surprise. She had dropped the menu on the table as though it had burned her hands. Her face was pinched and angry. “Come on, Jesse. Let’s get out of here.”
“What? But —”
“I’m leaving.” She stood up and struggled back into her coat. “Are you coming, or are you going to stay here and be a pig?” She headed for the door, brushing hastily past other patrons.
Bewildered, Chic put his menu down and stood to pull on his coat. The headwaiter appeared beside him. “Something is wrong, sir?” Concern warred with offended dignity in face and voice.
“Uh, yes, I’m sorry. My companion is ill very suddenly,” Chic said. Leave off the “very suddenly,” he decided as he hurried after her, and it wasn’t really a lie.
He caught up with Judy outside the restaurant. She had obviously been waiting for him, assuming — or hoping — that he would indeed follow her out. “Upset tummy?” he asked pleasantly.
Judy grimaced. “That’s about right. Didn’t you read your menu?”
“Well, I didn’t think the prices were that high.”
“Don’t make stupid jokes, Jesse!” she snapped. “I meant that little bit in the very beginning about the history of that place.”
Chic shook his head. “I was too hungry to bother.”
“Maybe you ought to start thinking with your head for a change, instead of your appetites.”
If there was ever a man concerning whom that is an unjust accusation, Chic thought, then I am that man. “I’m waiting,” he said with enforced calm.
Judy calmed herself as well, with an effort that was far more visible than Chic’s. “According to what it said about this restaurant, it used to belong to Alois Hitler, the Führer’s brother. They’ve kept it going since his death as a kind of monument to ... to the holy family. And that woman you were staring at is your favorite movie director.”
“And that’s all?” Chic was astonished. “Because of that, you’re going to leave without eating anything?”
Judy stared at him grimly for a moment and then said, “I don’t compromise with the Devil.” She turned away and walked off rapidly.
Sometimes he serves a good supper, Chic thought but decided not to say aloud. There was one good thing about her adamant and open opposition to National Socialism and all its trappings: no one who made so little effort to hide her loathing for the Reich could possibly be involved with the leak at the Embassy; the person actually responsible would much more careful not to show his true feelings and thus draw attention to himself.
He ran after her and put his arm around her shoulder. Judy stiffened, but then relaxed and put her arm around his waist. They walked back to her apartment that way, and then they made love, and then Chic left to return to the Gebhardt house, thinking as he walked home alone in the dark and the cold that every time they made love, it was more emotional and deeply unsettling, and every time he entered her, it was like reaching, after a long and confusing journey, the place he belonged.
* * * * *
Toward the end of May, summer arrived in Berlin with remarkable suddenness. The cold, damp weather departed seemingly overnight, and the city became as sweltering and smelly as Washington. Chic was disappointed. He had been looking forward to the gentle, lovely spring weather he had read about, with the linden trees leafing and the citizens emerging from their winter solitude. He was also disappointed because he wanted Berlin to be different from Washington, and superior to it.
Perhaps the citizens of Berlin felt a greater sense of freedom and saw wider possibilities when summer came, but for Chic Western, the boundaries of his life were still defined by Judy Melanius’ love and constant attention, and those boundaries seemed to him to be shrinking daily.
He began to treasure the nights he spent alone in his room at the Gebhardts’ rooming house, to look forward to those nights, to see them as symbols and hours of freedom. And yet during those nights, he spent many hours lying awake missing the warmth of Judy’s body, the sound of her quiet breathing, the strange and wonderful sense of being asleep and yet at the same time being aware of her presence.
On a Monday, they were eating lunch together at the Zwanzigsten Juli Cafe, as usual, when Judy delivered the surprise she had been saving. They were both eating wurst and sauerkraut and beer, because Chic had decided to stop drawing attention to himself and to stop risking arousing Judy’s suspicions by spending too much money. Throughout the meal — indeed, throughout the morning leading up to lunchtime — she had very obviously been hiding something that gave her great pleasure. She had even stopped at his cubicle a few times to stroke his cheek and smile at him, and once to kiss him quickly, incautious behavior she would never have risked earlier.
“Okay,” Chic said at last around a mouthful of wurst (lately it was beginning to sicken him), “spit it out.” He swallowed and added, “Not literally.”
“I’m going on vacation,” Judy said with an inappropriate smugness.
“You need a vacation,” Chic said approvingly. “Where to?”
“Koenigsberg.”
“Koenigsberg,” Chic repeated. “That’s somewhere in the East, isn’t it?”
Judy nodded. “Near the Baltic. Beyond Danzig.”
“Must be pretty, this time of year,” he guessed, puzzled. “Is that why you’re going?”
She grinned at him. “Guess again.”
“I can’t,” he said in some annoyance. “Why don’t you just tell me whatever it is you’ve been holding in all day?”
Judy was openly hurt, but she said nothing about that. “I have relatives living in Koenigsberg. My grandparents — my father’s parents — as well as various uncles and aunts and cousins from that side of the family.”
“Oh, yes, that’s right. Your father was German. That’s where he was born, then, in Koenigsberg?”
Judy shook her head. “Of course not. That was Poland back in those days, remember? Before the glorious expansion of the eternal Reich, I mean.”
Too much beer again, Chic thought worriedly. He wondered if he could change the subject to something safer, and he glanced around quickly, but none of their neighbors seemed to be paying attention to what Judy was saying. Fortunately she was keeping her voice down, for a change: her anti-National-Socialist diatribes tended to be loud, and to get louder as she got more deeply into them. Chic doubted if he would be able to change the subject: she seemed fixated on this one.
Before he could even try, Judy spoke again. “After the Poles all ... um, disappeared, the Reich started moving good Aryans into the area. The General Government, they call it. But you knew that, didn’t you?”
Chic nodded. He would just have to wait it out.
“Yeah, well, my father objected, but he was still just a kid, really, so he carried no weight. His parents didn’t give a shit, though. It was free land and good jobs, and they’ve been there ever since. Even when the partisans killed my father in sixty-three, that didn’t phase them. That was the fault of the partisans, not their fault for being there. And maybe the Reich government for not pacifying the General Government earlier.” She shrugged off the bitterness as quickly as it had descended on her. “But I get along with them now. Better than I do with my mom.”
“She’s in New York, right?” Chic thanked God for the opening.
“Right. New York. The Big Rotten Apple. She’s the worm in it.”
“Poland,” Chic said. “That’s where my parents came from originally. I didn’t tell you that, did I?”
“No. You didn’t. So you’re really a Polack, huh? I wonder why Herr Hencken didn’t object to you being assigned here.”
“I suppose I’m not really a Polack. Actually, my parents were Jewish.” And he cursed himself — not for revealing the shame of his ancestry, for he thought he could cope with that now, but for blurring the line between his real and his assumed personae. It was a potentially dangerous misstep.
“Jewish!” Judy said delightedly. “A Jew! God, you people are as rare in the Reich as ... as ... as Polacks. Almost. Christ, the Koenigsberg Melaniuses are gonna croak!” She laughed heartily, leaving Chic completely mystified. “This is what I’ve been trying to get at, Jesse.” Suddenly, Judy was embarrassed; it was not a mood he was used to seeing her in. “See, my Grossvater und Grossmutter are good folk in spite of what I just said. And I like my cousins and uncles and aunts and the rest. That’s why I want you to meet them.” She was grinning at Chic.
For a moment, Judy’s meaning didn’t register, and Chic stared at her wordlessly. Then he realized what she meant, what she wanted, what she had just declared she intended, and he still stared at her wordlessly. Finally he gathered his wits and said, “I don’t have any vacation time available, Judy.”
She waved a hand. “Get your uncle to fix it for you.”
“Uh-uh. I try not to ask favors from him unless it’s really vital.”
“This isn’t?”
Chic paused and considered his words carefully. “He wouldn’t think so. And I’ve got things to do here in Berlin, you know. I can’t just go off to Koenigsberg for a holiday, even if it is beautiful.” He hated himself for the pain he saw on her face and the feeling that he was betraying her, that he had led her to expect something he was now not willing to give.
For a long moment, they looked at each other silently. At last, Judy said, quietly and calmly, “You bastard.”
She wiped her mouth neatly and deliberately with her napkin, and then she pushed her seat back and stood up and walked from the restaurant, leaving her meal unfinished.
Chic knew better than to follow her. He finished his meal without haste, unaware of the taste of the food or the other people in the restaurant. He chewed mechanically and swallowed until the plate was clean, and then he pulled Judy’s plate over and worked his way through what she had left. Then he finished his beer, and then hers, and then he ordered another.
Christ, he thought, what a fucking mess. Christ, what an understatement.
* * * * *
Judy made no attempt at a rapprochement during the afternoon and neither did Chic. He went home that evening thinking that at last he could get back to doing what he was supposed to be in Berlin to do, or that he could, that evening, do nothing more strenuous than read a book if he wished to, and instead he spent the evening staring at the four close walls of his room and the night trying to sleep.
Judy was not at work the next morning. Chic found a pretext for asking Judy’s supervisor, Marty Whitman, when she would be in.
“She won’t,” Whitman said in a surprised tone. “I thought you knew, since the two of you ... seem to have lunch together so often.” Whitman had the grace to look embarrassed. “She started her vacation early. She won’t be back until after the first of the month.”
Chic forced a grin. “Nope. Guess she forgot to mention it.”
He left Whitman’s office and headed for his desk, then changed his mind, choosing instead to continue the exploration of the building he had begun on his first day at work but then never completed. This was, after all, his proper duty; so he reminded himself. That it would provide a distraction was a secondary benefit.
He walked along hallways and up and down stairways, trying to look carefully, intently, to notice and remember — what he was so good at doing — but he found he couldn’t focus his attention properly.
As Chic was heading back toward his office, he made a mistake that showed him just how distracted he was. Instead of turning into the wide doorway which led to the large room containing his cubicle among many others, he opened the door before that one. Chic was used to relying on his memory to guide him through the building without conscious thought; one trip for familiarization was all it took for him to know the building’s layout completely. This narrow, closed door even looked very different from the one he wanted.
Annoyed at himself, Chic gave the small room beyond the door a quick, automatic visual check. It was a storeroom of some sort, cramped, stuffed with dusty, massive metal cabinets painted the standard nauseating green. The room had an indefinable smell that was more than dust and that made Chic think of age and secrets. He entered and closed the door quietly behind him. There was a light switch on the wall near the door — a very old one that had to be rotated rather than flipped up and down — and the naked bulb in the ceiling was dim with dust and low wattage. How long, he wondered, had these cabinets been here?
Conceivably, like the men’s toilet, these were legacies from the original inhabitants, the members of the wartime Party secretariat, the cabinets later painted over by their new American owners. Conceivably — but it was more likely, he knew, that the cabinets had been brought in when the Americans had bought the building. He tried the handles of the cabinets gently, but they were locked securely. What was in those drawers? The budman in him longed to know, while the obedient citizen in him warned that he was stepping beyond the bounds of his assignment. Or would be so stepping if the drawers and doors had been unlocked.
Chic knew from past experience that sometimes the most useful information wasn’t contained in file cabinets or supply lockers but rather under or behind them: things that fell off the top of the furniture and were kicked under cabinets and then abandoned because no one was aware of what had happened or those who did know were not willing to take the trouble to retrieve what had been lost.
These cabinets, though, had no spaces under them for things to be kicked into. They sat on the floor so firmly, in fact, with such precision of fit against their base, that Chic wondered again if they weren’t of German manufacture rather than American. Similarly, there was no space between adjacent cabinets. He hesitated.
He didn’t want to make any noise. He was breaking who knew how many Embassy regulations by being in this room despite the stern warning signs on its door. If he carelessly got himself caught, he would be able to avoid punishment by revealing his true employment, but then his elaborately prepared cover and alias would be worthless. In fact, word of the presence of a budman would get around the Embassy very quickly, and it would probably be impossible to insert another Commission operative into the place.
But he knew he couldn’t pass up the opportunity to look at this place closely; the chance might never come again to explore this particular room. Chic removed his jacket and tie and shirt and began working at easing the cabinet nearest the door away from the wall. It didn’t move easily, but at least when it did move, it did so almost noiselessly. Must be German, he thought. The floor’s perfectly flat, and so is the bottom of the cabinet. Damned thing weighs a ton, though.
The airconditioning in the building was barely adequate under the best of circumstances. This room didn’t seem to be airconditioned at all, and Chic was soon covered with sweat, and the dust he was raising stuck to the sweat. Noise might not be a problem, he realized, but his appearance when he left the storage room would be.
There was nothing behind the first cabinet. Doggedly, Chic began on the next one in line.
In the end, he was rewarded only with what seemed to be a personal letter in German, two folded pages in an envelope, written in black ink still unfaded but in a small, cramped, old-fashioned hand that made the Gothic script hard to read in the dim light. He put the pages back in the envelope and then laid the letter on his jacket. He took deep breaths of the dusty, hot, underoxygenated air for a while and then returned to his work, this time pushing the cabinets back into place. He hoped no one would notice the marks he was leaving in the dust on the floor; he was past being able to do anything about it.
When he finished at last, Chic was dizzy and his knees were shaking. An old, forgotten personal letter seemed a small reward for the effort and the risk.
The hallway was as empty as usual, and Chic was able to reach the men’s room carrying his shirt and jacket without being seen. After washing up and putting his jacket on, he looked at himself skeptically in the mirror. Well, he thought, a budman would be able to tell you’ve been up to something, but none of these people are budmen. Or so, at least, he had to assume. He pressed his hand against his chest to feel the crackling of the old letter in his inside pocket. It wasn’t much payment for what he had just put himself through, but at least it was something he could feel, something solid and real.
At home that evening, after supper, he called the number Horst-Dieter had given him. After the customary pause, when Horst-Dieter came on the line and said crisply, “Gettner here,” Chic said in English, “Let’s party.”
Horst-Dieter burst into laughter and replied, also in English, “What sort of places did you want?”
“Fleshpots.”
Horst-Dieter laughed again. “Essgay. Tuesday is my fleshpot day. I’ll pick you up in a half hour.”
* * * * *
They drove bewilderingly across the city in Horst-Dieter’s Volkswagen, and there were the same curses at other drivers and the same irreverent observations about national monuments as during their first drive across Berlin together. “You really love your native city, don’t you?” Chic said.
Horst-Dieter whooped. “Ja, ich bin Berliner, and I’m proud of it! Citizen of the greatest city on Earth! Capital of the most powerful nation on Earth! Home of the most wonderful race on Earth! Ja, ja, ja!” he sang, and then burst out laughing.
“I see you started celebrating early. How did you ever rise so high in the Gesipo?”
“You mean because of my loose tongue?”
Chic nodded. “Some day, you’ll just disappear. I’ll be sorry to see that.”
Horst-Dieter sobered suddenly. “People don’t disappear in the Reich nowadays. You’ve been reading too many old spy novels. Nowadays, they just have accidents. What will happen to me is I’ll have a tragic traffic accident, or something like that.”
Chic snorted. “A traffic accident! You’re going to do that all on your own, without any help from your agency.”
Horst-Dieter laughed again, cheerful once more. “Oh, Jesse, but how I’ll enjoy myself until that time comes!”
They pulled up in front of a nightclub whose neon lights spelled out Kabarett der Komiker. “I expected it to say ‘Fleshpot,’” Chic said.
“It’s a recreation of a famous nightclub from the Weimar days. Hot stuff, back then. Aah, smell the alcohol!”
Chic almost could. Inside the noisy, smoky place, Horst-Dieter led the way with the confidence of familiarity. It took a moment before Chic realized how surprising it was that the air was smoky. This was truly pre-Führer Germany, in this little enclave of reinvented Weimar. They ended up at a table where Krista was waiting for them.
Chic stopped awkwardly. He hadn’t seen Krista since he’d become involved with Judy — hadn’t even spoken to her, since he didn’t know her telephone number and had no other way of contacting her. But Krista seemed relaxed enough. She stood up and stepped up to him and gave him a quick hug and kiss. “Jesse! This is so nice. Hordie called me up right after you called him, so of course I included myself right away.”
“Hordie?”
Horst-Dieter shrugged and made rueful face. “That’s me. You know how it is.”
I’m not sure I do. Chic nodded and sat down. “So, my old German friends, are we all set to begin our evening of decadence and dissipation?”
“Oh, yes,” Krista said. “In fact, I’ve even got a girl in mind for you, now that your girlfriend is out of town.”
“What?” Chic gaped at her.
Horst-Dieter giggled. “Oh, yes, Herr Bourne. We know what you’ve been doing. Interesting fringe benefits you budspies have. When I saw the two of you together at the Zwanzigsten Juli, I thought you were interrogating her. But it wasn’t verhören, it was verheeren — or maybe verhärten.” It was a slightly awkward pun, but it had levels of meaning: “Not interrogating, but ravaging — or maybe hardening.” But “verheeren” meant “ravaging” in the sense of devastating, or laying waste, and “verhärten” meant “hardening” in the sense of hardening one’s heart. Horst-Dieter giggled almost hysterically at his own joke, and Krista looked at him with tolerant amusement, as one might look at a naughty but amusing child.
Chic forced a smile, hiding as best he could how uncomfortable and guilty Horst-Dieter’s witticism had made him feel. “Where’s the waiter?” Chic said abruptly. “I need a drink.”
“Don’t we all?” Horst-Dieter said. He held his hand high and snapped his finger. “You’re right: let’s not waste time on word plays.”
A waitress appeared and took their order: beer for Horst-Dieter, bourbon for Chic, and cognac for Krista. As they waited for their drinks, Krista said, “But this is just the right place for word plays. Before the war, there was a comedian who used to perform here, and he used to make clever jokes at the expense of the National Socialist bigwigs. I mean, it wasn’t really here: it was in the nightclub this was modeled after.”
“What happened to him?” Chic asked.
Horst-Dieter grinned. “What do you think?”
Their drinks arrived, and they all drank quickly and wordlessly, in strange and sudden awkwardness, and then they signaled the waitress for another round.
“Reichsminister Hermann Goering was one of his favorite targets,” Krista said suddenly.
“What? Whose?” Chic said. “Oh, that comedian, you mean.”
Krista nodded. “Once, when Goering’s second wife was pregnant, this guy told the audience that Goering had decided, if the baby was a boy, to name it Hamlet.”
Horst-Dieter snorted with suppressed laughter. “This is a good one!” he warned.
Krista looked momentarily annoyed at the interruption and then continued, “The reason, he said, was because ‘Sein oder nicht sein: dass ist die Frage.’”
Horst-Dieter began laughing hysterically, but for a moment Chic didn’t get the fifty-year-old joke. To be or not to be: that is the question, he repeated to himself. Well, that’s Hamlet’s famous line, all right, although I guess I’ve never heard it in German before. Krista was staring at him expectantly. And then it came to Chic: sein could mean ‘to be’ or ‘his,’ and so the comedian was also saying, “His or not his: that is the question.” Chic laughed and managed to turn his laugh into something extended and realistic, enough at any rate to satisfy Krista.
The second round of drinks was delivered to their table, and they all drank silently again. To be or not to be, Chic thought, unable to purge the gloomy prince of Denmark from his mind. What to be or what not to be: that is the budman’s question. Thus does conscience make cowards of us all. He tried hard but could not remember any more lines from the soliloquy, except that slings and arrows were involved somehow, and something melodramatic about the pale cast of thought. Sicklied o’er. That’s right. Sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought. “Gloomy fellow,” he said out loud. “The original Black Prince.”
“No,” Horst-Dieter said, “Othello was the original Black Prince.” He laughed. “Well, there’s nothing rotten in Denmark any more. Not since we got rid of all the Danes!” He bellowed laughter and slapped the table.
“Oh, Hordie,” Krista said, but this time there was something in her tone that made Horst-Dieter stop laughing immediately and mutter an apology and raise his stein to his mouth to cover his embarrassment. At this, Krista softened and she reached over and tousled his hair.
Chic watched expressionlessly. Well, I was otherwise occupied, he reminded himself. I guess the Gesipo people have to sleep with each other because they can’t trust anyone else. Of course, he didn’t actually know that the two of them were sleeping together, but then he considered how high Krista’s libido was and how forthright and aggressive she had been so shortly after meeting him, and he smiled at his own naïveté; rather, at his attempt to deceive and soothe himself. “Tame evening so far,” he said. “I thought this was a fleshpot. All I see so far is a bunch of people sitting around drinking and talking and smoking.”
“Yes,” Horst-Dieter said with wide eyes. “Isn’t it wild?”
Chic laughed. Nothing would keep Horst-Dieter down for long. At the double meaning in that thought and the image of Krista and Horst-Dieter it gave rise to, Chic winced.
“Fleshpots in the Reich are very sedate,” Horst-Dieter said. “After all, this isn’t the Orient. Unfortunately,” he added sotto voce, then looked nervously at Krista, but she was staring at the front door and frowning.
“I told Heidchen to meet us here,” she said.
Heidchen! I hope she’s not little in the same way Klein-Karen is.
“Aah! Here she is!” Krista stood up and waved to a young woman who had just entered. As the newcomer headed their way, threading her way between the tables, Horst-Dieter said to Chic, “She’s not Gesipo, so watch your tongue when you’re with her. Watch your tongue,” he repeated, and then laughed almost hysterically.
“Jesse, this is Heidemarie Koerner,” Krista said, as Chic and Horst-Dieter rose to their feet. “I’ve told her all about you.”
“Didn’t you leave anything for her to discover?” Horst-Dieter asked, and then he began laughing again, until tears ran down his cheeks, and he collapsed into his chair. The other three ignored him.
Chic and the two women sat down and chatted about inconsequential matters while Chic and Heidemarie examined each other. Not bad, he admitted. Not Krista or Judy, but not bad. Heidemarie was of average height, slender, very blonde and blue eyed, and quietly pretty. Her face became transformed, though, as she began to talk about an upcoming celebration. Her enthusiasm burned from her, making her almost beautiful; it was infectious and impossible to ignore.
“Next Tuesday,” she said. “I can hardly wait. Der Tag des Friedens. I think it’s my favorite festival of all, even including the Führer’s birthday. I hope you don’t mind my saying that?” she said anxiously.
“No, no, it’s all right,” Krista said in a soothing tone. “Go on, Heidchen.” And Heidchen did, at some length.
By this time Chic had boldly cadged a cigarette from a customer at an adjacent table and was puffing away madly, trying to make up for the weeks of deprivation.
You’ll love Heidchen, he told himself. She’s got a wonderful personality. All the girls adore her.
The Day of Freedom. Is next Tuesday June 14th already? He calculated mentally and realized that it was. Forty-five years since the official end of the war on the western front. It still went on in the East, in the form of die Sackgasse, but as far as complacent America and her subject allies were concerned, the war had indeed ended on June 14, 1943. A generation from now, we won’t even bother commemorating the date. Almost everyone who was alive then will be dead already. How long can you go on celebrating ancient history? Of course, there was the Fourth of July in America, and similar dates in other countries, similar excuses for excess and self-congratulation and patriotic displays. People seemed to need at least one day like that. But the Germans didn’t really need this particular one, did they? They had so many other days to celebrate. There seemed to be one practically every week. He blurted out the thought. “You celebrate so many different days in this country! Don’t you ever get tired of it?”
Heidemarie stopped in the middle of a sentence and stared at him in confusion. Krista watched the two of them with interest, rather like a cat watching two birds and wondering which to pounce on first, or whether it could possibly get both at the same time.
Horst-Dieter laughed loudly yet again (his laughs grew louder with each round of drinks), and said, “You’re right, young fellow! Oh, how we love that stuff! It’s bread and circuses, Jesse, don’t you see? Let’s see: we’ve got Peace Day next week, and then the week after that, on 20th June, we recall the capitulation of France, and then two days later, the invasion of Russia, and then at the end of the month, on the thirtieth, there’s the Martyrdom of Ernst Roehm. And that’s just June!”
He had been speaking rapidly, without drawing breath, and now he paused to inhale deeply. “Oh, I could go on, Jesse! Of course, most of them aren’t done on the scale of the big ones, like the anniversary of the Führer’s death, the one you saw when you came here. Most of them are small; that’s why you probably haven’t noticed them. If we did them all on the scale of the Führer’s death day, why, we’d never get anything done!” He went off into another peal of laughter until Krista’s hand tightened on his upper arm, and he gasped suddenly and fell silent.
They left the Kabarett after another round of drinks, because Krista said she knew a place that was more interesting. Chic was relieved at the respite provided by the move from one place to another: with alcohol, Heidemarie had been warming up, moving her chair closer to his and putting her hand on his leg repeatedly, but he had been unable to respond, even though he had tried. Sein oder nicht sein, he kept repeating to himself. His thoughts were dissolving in a fog.
The evening itself was becoming enveloped in a fog — in einem Nebel, Chic told himself. The second nightclub was noisier than the Kabarett der Komiker, and more crowded and even smokier. It also had a woman dancing unenthusiastically on a table, doing a basic bump-and-grind, but she was fully clothed when they entered and she seemed determined to stay that way. It too was an attempt to recreate Weimar days.
One of Chic’s companions (he was no longer sure who was speaking at any one time) told him that there was a great fascination with the Weimar Republic among their generation — not with the political system, but with the cultural atmosphere. This nostalgia for a time a generation or more before their birth also had something to do the presence back then of the early Party giants and the passion of the days of struggle. Life had been much more exciting back then. Now the Party was in the hands of old fogies who showed no sign of dying and letting these younger people into power. This was quite an irony, because in its early days the National Socialist German Worker’s Party had been the party of youth, led by a young man and appealing to the young.
They had another round of drinks, and then they left in search of yet another nightclub, this one recommended by Horst-Dieter.
Later, they tried a few places that Heidemarie had heard of from unidentified friends. The night became for Chic a blur of driving, stumbling into a night spot, drinking, smoking, watching the entertainment, and then stumbling out again to head for another place. As the evening aged, more skin became evident, both on the entertainers and the customers. The places they were visiting were still not the fleshpots of Chic’s imagination, but as the hour grew later, the resemblance increased.
Everything became a succession of images for Chic: lighted city streets at night, bustling crowds, bright lights, being in a car roaring down those streets, nightclubs, twisting bodies, smoke, noise, alcohol, both the taste and the smell of it, customers wearing uniforms of various kinds, customers wearing suits, customers wearing nothing at all. Then there was a long period of oblivion, of no images or thought at all, and then an overheated body thrusting against his, naked skin touching his, someone gasping next to his ear, alcoholic breath, then dizziness and sleep.
* * * * *
The sun was well up when Chic awoke. In front of him was a low coffee table, and on it a well-thumbed, dog-eared book, the title writ large upon its spine in gothic letters. Chic frowned and squinted and closed his eyes, squeezing them shut, then opened them again, but he still couldn’t make the blur go away sufficiently for him to read the words. His bladder was hurting.
He managed to get to his feet, although the motion made the world spin anew. He had been lying on a couch. Ahead of him was a doorway. He staggered through it and down the short hallway outside. At the end of it was a small bathroom, containing a toilet, a sink, and a minuscule shower. He pulled the door shut behind him and sank down on the toilet with a groan of both relief and pain.
Finally he roused himself enough to urinate and then, after long consideration (thoughts wouldn’t move through his mind; they were immobile and empty of content), he had a shower. At the end, he turned the water all the way to cold. It helped for a moment, giving him a temporary alertness. The two towels in the bathroom were both dirty, but Chic grimaced and used them.
This wasn’t Krista’s apartment; where was he? He walked back down the hallway. He passed a partly open door and, after only a brief hesitation, pushed it open. Before him was a bedroom, and lying uncovered on the large double bed, naked, limbs tangled, both so soundly asleep they could have been dead, were Krista and Heidemarie.
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