
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      The Alex Kovacs Thriller Series, Books 1-3

    

    




      
        Richard Wake

      

    

    
      Manor and State, LLC

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          
            Vienna at Nightfall

          

          
            
              Dedication

            

            
              Untitled

            

            
              Chapter 1

            

            
              Chapter 2

            

            
              Chapter 3

            

            
              Chapter 4

            

            
              Chapter 5

            

            
              Chapter 6

            

            
              Untitled

            

            
              Chapter 7

            

            
              Chapter 8

            

            
              Chapter 9

            

            
              Chapter 10

            

            
              Chapter 11

            

            
              Chapter 12

            

            
              Chapter 13

            

            
              Chapter 14

            

            
              Chapter 15

            

            
              Chapter 16

            

            
              Chapter 17

            

            
              Chapter 18

            

            
              Chapter 19

            

            
              Chapter 20

            

            
              Chapter 21

            

            
              Chapter 22

            

            
              Chapter 23

            

            
              Untitled

            

            
              Chapter 24

            

            
              Chapter 25

            

            
              Chapter 26

            

            
              Chapter 27

            

            
              Chapter 28

            

            
              Chapter 29

            

            
              Chapter 30

            

            
              Untitled

            

            
              Chapter 31

            

            
              Chapter 32

            

            
              Chapter 33

            

            
              Chapter 34

            

            
              Chapter 35

            

            
              Chapter 36

            

            
              Chapter 37

            

            
              Chapter 38

            

            
              Chapter 39

            

            
              Chapter 40

            

            
              Chapter 41

            

            
              Chapter 42

            

            
              Untitled

            

            
              Chapter 43

            

            
              Chapter 44

            

            
              Chapter 45

            

            
              Chapter 46

            

            
              Chapter 47

            

            
              Chapter 48

            

            
              Chapter 49

            

            
              Chapter 50

            

            
              Chapter 51

            

            
              Chapter 52

            

            
              Chapter 53

            

            
              Chapter 54

            

            
              Chapter 55

            

            
              Chapter 56

            

            
              Chapter 57

            

          

        

        
          
            The Spies of Zurich

          

          
            
              Part I

            

            
              
                Chapter 1

              

              
                Chapter 2

              

              
                Chapter 3

              

              
                Chapter 4

              

              
                Chapter 5

              

              
                Chapter 6

              

              
                Chapter 7

              

              
                Chapter 8

              

              
                Chapter 9

              

              
                Chapter 10

              

              
                Chapter 11

              

              
                Chapter 12

              

              
                Chapter 13

              

              
                Chapter 14

              

            

            
              Part II

            

            
              
                Chapter 15

              

              
                Chapter 16

              

              
                Chapter 17

              

              
                Chapter 18

              

              
                Chapter 19

              

              
                Chapter 20

              

              
                Chapter 21

              

              
                Chapter 22

              

              
                Chapter 23

              

              
                Chapter 24

              

              
                Chapter 25

              

              
                Chapter 26

              

              
                Chapter 27

              

              
                Chapter 28

              

              
                Chapter 29

              

            

            
              Part III

            

            
              
                Chapter 30

              

              
                Chapter 31

              

              
                Chapter 32

              

              
                Chapter 33

              

              
                Chapter 34

              

              
                Chapter 35

              

              
                Chapter 36

              

              
                Chapter 37

              

              
                Chapter 38

              

              
                Chapter 39

              

              
                Chapter 40

              

              
                Chapter 41

              

              
                Chapter 42

              

              
                Chapter 43

              

              
                Chapter 44

              

            

            
              Part IV

            

            
              
                Chapter 45

              

              
                Chapter 46

              

              
                Chapter 47

              

              
                Chapter 48

              

              
                Chapter 49

              

              
                Chapter 50

              

              
                Chapter 51

              

              
                Chapter 52

              

              
                Chapter 53

              

              
                Chapter 54

              

              
                Chapter 55

              

              
                Chapter 56

              

            

          

        

        
          
            The Lyon Resistance

          

          
            
              Part I

            

            
              
                Chapter 1

              

              
                Chapter 2

              

              
                Chapter 3

              

              
                Chapter 4

              

              
                Chapter 5

              

              
                Chapter 6

              

              
                Chapter 7

              

              
                Chapter 8

              

              
                Chapter 9

              

              
                Chapter 10

              

              
                Chapter 11

              

              
                Chapter 12

              

              
                Chapter 13

              

              
                Chapter 14

              

              
                Chapter 15

              

            

            
              Part II

            

            
              
                Chapter 16

              

              
                Chapter 17

              

              
                Chapter 18

              

              
                Chapter 19

              

              
                Chapter 20

              

              
                Chapter 21

              

              
                Chapter 22

              

              
                Chapter 23

              

              
                Chapter 24

              

              
                Chapter 25

              

              
                Chapter 26

              

              
                Chapter 27

              

              
                Chapter 28

              

              
                Chapter 29

              

              
                Chapter 30

              

            

            
              Part III

            

            
              
                Chapter 31

              

              
                Chapter 32

              

              
                Chapter 33

              

              
                Chapter 34

              

              
                Chapter 35

              

              
                Chapter 36

              

              
                Chapter 37

              

              
                Chapter 38

              

              
                Chapter 39

              

              
                Chapter 40

              

              
                Chapter 41

              

              
                Chapter 42

              

              
                Chapter 43

              

              
                Chapter 44

              

            

            
              Part IV

            

            
              
                Chapter 45

              

              
                Chapter 46

              

              
                Chapter 47

              

              
                Chapter 48

              

              
                Chapter 49

              

              
                Chapter 50

              

              
                Chapter 51

              

              
                Chapter 52

              

              
                Chapter 53

              

              
                Chapter 54

              

              
                Chapter 55

              

              
                Chapter 56

              

            

            
              Afterword

            

            
              REVIEW

            

            
              About the Author

            

          

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Vienna at Nightfall

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2018 by Manor and State, LLC.

      

      All rights reserved.

      

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      This is a work of fiction. All incidents and dialogue, and all characters with the exception of some well-known historical figures, are products of the author's imagination and are not to be construed as real. Where real-life historical figures appear, the situations, incidents, and dialogues concerning those persons are entirely fictional and are not intended to depict actual events or to change the entirely fictional nature of the work. In all other respects, any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Mary,

        My true love, my best friend, you are the person who gave me my life.
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      The American Bar on Kärntner Durchgang was where we often began the night. It was all sharp angles and geometric patterns and dark wood and a green-and-white marble checkerboard on the floor. Masculine. It was a tiny place, a bar and three tables and not much else, including women. But it was where we drank Manhattans and got fortified for our pursuit of the aforementioned women, albeit somewhere else.

      "The starting blocks," was what Leon called the place.

      We hadn't gotten together, the three of us, in nearly two months, mostly because I had been traveling so much but partly because Henry had been occupied with a certain Gretchen, a porcelain doll, and a clingy one—until, that is, she got a better idea of how Henry's family made its money. It wasn't the first time this had happened, and he shrugged it off in what had become for him the time-honored fashion: a bottle, a 48-hour monastic sulk, and then, all better. Anyway, there we all were, two Manhattans deep.

      "So where was this trip?" Leon always asked, mostly because he said he found my life in Vienna so dull by comparison.

      "Dresden, Koblenz, and Stuttgart," I said, trying to suppress a smile. Trying and not succeeding.

      "Koblenz? Isn't that . . .?"

      "Yeah, the Gnome." I couldn't help but grin.

      I was a magnesite salesman, which was about as exciting as it sounds. My family owned a mine in Czechoslovakia. My father ran the business, and my shit of a younger brother sat at his elbow. I lived in Vienna and serviced 24 of our clients in Germany and Austria, visiting twice a year, about 120 days on the road altogether. My Uncle Otto, who taught me the business, kept a half-dozen clients in his semi-retirement.

      Most of our clients were steel mills, because of their blast furnaces—they used magnesite in the lining—and in those days, in Germany, the furnaces were working overtime. The Little Corporal had been very good for business. Most of the trips followed a familiar rhythm. I got to the place early in the afternoon, and most of the owners liked me to tour the plant while they chatted and joked with their workers. As if I cared whether they hated him to his face or only behind his back. Then we would go back to the office, where I listened to the owner complain about deliveries and such. Then I tried to get him to up his order by 5 or 10 percent. Ten percent had become my standard ask of our German clients—10 percent every six months—and I was getting it; Heil, etc. And then, when the work part was over, I took the owner out to dinner, followed by whatever, all on my expense account. Some were more interested in the whatever than others.

      In Koblenz, Ewald J. Gruber owned the local steel mill. He was five-foot-nothing and stooped over besides, 70 years old, impressively unattractive, and truly believable as something you would put in your garden to ward off evil spirits and for nervy squirrels to piss upon. The Gnome.

      But here was the thing about Ewald: He liked them young, and blond, and tall—really tall. I handled the introductions and, in exchange, I got my 10 percent order increase, plus the funniest thing I would see on the whole trip: little Ewald and his six-foot Brunhilda, hand in hand as they left the café.

      "This time was a little different," I said. "This time he wanted two of them—12 feet of blonds, five feet of Gnome, no stepladder to help. I managed to make the arrangements with the girls, and when they left the café, I told them they had to do something for me. He was walking between them, holding each of them by the hand, and just at the door, they lifted him up and swung him through the air, both feet off the ground."

      At which point, I reached into my breast pocket and pulled out the photograph that the bartender had snapped: the blonds, the Gnome, both feet off the ground. Leon spit out a stream of his Manhattan.

      “Alex Kovacs, I can't believe you do this for a living," he said.

      "Somebody has to."

      We grabbed our coats and got ready to head to the Stardust, where there would be a band and some women and some dancing. It was a 10-minute walk, give or take, which was almost pleasant in November in Vienna if you were adequately fortified. Very quickly, though, we saw what looked like trouble ahead. In the late autumn of 1936, trouble in Vienna tended to be accompanied by a swastika, and it was this time. Well, a little swastika; the government had banned the party a couple of years earlier, which drove the Nazis underground, but they were still scampering in the dark. They didn't wear the full brown shirts with the red armbands anymore, just little buttons with the hooked cross.

      Henry and Leon walked a little more quickly in the direction of the scrum on Lisztstrasse. Four or five knuckleheads, one holding a bottle, surrounded a single man, pushing him, yelling at him, taunting him. He was probably a Jew, or at least he probably looked like one. Leon was a Jew, and even though we were still a hundred yards away, I could see where this was headed.

      "Leon, let this one go. There's five of them," I said.

      "Fuck no."

      "The police station is two blocks down—let's just go get a cop."

      "Fuck that—the cop will probably help beat him up."

      Leon was running now, Henry right with him, me a step behind. We got there, and there was a lot of yelling. Thankfully, no one was armed—especially after Henry de-bottled the one guy and smashed the schnapps against the wall. Leon was soon swinging with both fists, and Henry was whaling on this one fat Nazi. I managed to identify the guy on the other side—in bar fights, or any kind of group fight, there is inevitably at least one—who had no interest in fighting, either. It goes unspoken, but you both know that neither of you is going to throw a punch. What tends to happen is that you each grab the other guy by the lapels, and shout a few indignant fuck yous at each other, and if you play it just right, your jacket is minus a button, or maybe has an easily mended tear along one of the seams. So no real damage is done, but you have a small sartorial badge of honor.

      Which was how this one was going to end, that is, until one of the Nazis pried a loose paving stone up out of the street and brained Leon. It staggered him, and it cut him above the eye, and blood ran down his face and dripped into the gutter as he tried to steady himself on one knee. Henry found a stone of his own, and, as he picked it up, a police wagon careened around the corner. Four cops piled out.

      The Nazis ran. The cops did not pursue them. Instead, they stood there—shiny helmets, green capes, superior attitudes—and questioned us. Particularly this one scowling giant who smelled of beer, among other things.

      "Let's see some identification, gentlemen."

      "You've got to be kidding me," I said.

      "Does he look like he's kidding?" said his sidekick, who was more normal-sized except for his smirk, which was as enormous as it was well practiced.

      "They were beating up this kid, and we were rescuing him," Leon said, "and my head is bleeding, and you're—"

      "You're a Jew, yes?" It was the smirker.

      "Listen," Henry said, taking a step.

      "Identification, now," the giant said, taking a bigger step. It was not a request.

      So, identification it was, followed by our names getting copied into one of those little leather-covered cop notebooks, followed by a lecture about brawling in the streets, followed by a warning that it had better not happen again. Within five minutes of talking, the smirker managed to use the phrase "the Jewish element" five different times. He looked at Leon the entire time, never even once acknowledging the kid who was still on the ground, head between his knees, cowering against a building. The cop probably couldn't tell that I had grabbed Leon from behind by the waist of his pants and his belt, to reinforce the importance of not taking a swing at these guys. Leon knew this drill well—every Jew in Vienna did—but a little reminder never hurt.

      Then it was over, the cops piling into their wagon and speeding off, their fun for the night now complete. As we got him to his feet, the Jew we’d rescued finally had a chance to thank us. He was just a kid, not 20 years old. He could barely get the words out, he was so shaken. He had pissed himself but seemed fine physically. He said he was okay to get home.

      Leon, though, was going to need stitches.
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      Leon wasn't really cut severely, as it turned out. It was messy but not that deep. A nurse had taken a quick look and said a doctor would be with us soon. The conversation quickly turned to fights in the past.

      "The first fight you ever dragged us into?" Henry asked.

      "Moi?" Leon said.

      "It was Caporetto," I said.

      "You guys fought together in Caporetto?" the doctor said as he walked into the room.

      Henry said, "We won, call it by the right name: Karfreit."

      "Nah, Caporetto sounds nicer," I said, turning to the doc. "We fought in the battle, but the fight I'm talking about happened in a café near Caporetto."

      This was in September of 1917, about a month before the Italians graciously ran like babies down the mountain as we chased them. Our army was resting and resupplying, and we’d had a night free in Klagenfurt. We’d learned over the years that Leon would fight about anything, for good reasons and bad reasons. Most of the time, though, the fights were for female reasons, which could be good or bad, depending.

      We had only known each other for about a month. Leon talked a good game, but, seeing as how we literally went days without even glimpsing a woman, it was all talk as far as we were concerned. Until that night in the Falling Leaf. It was a pretty prosaic name for a standard-issue shithole, but the place did have the two prerequisites for soldiers on a night off in town: a lot of beer and, at a nearby table, a supply of giggling girls.

      We flirted with all of the skill and energy that three 18-year-olds could muster, which is to say, with more energy than skill. Henry and I devolved into what we believed was charming goofiness, and we got our share of laughs. But Leon played on a different level, a first-division game. He zeroed in on the prettiest, and the blondest, and the least Jewish of the three—although to be entirely accurate, the closest any of these girls had come to a Jew was in the pages of Leviticus. He locked eyes with her and wouldn't let go, even when talking to somebody else. It was masterful.

      When the blond got up to use the facilities, Leon immediately followed, and Henry and I were left at the table with our two new friends. It was clear that we were going nowhere with them, and would settle for a peck on the cheek at the end of the night and a pleasant nocturnal memory later on, but that was fine. Because Leon would have a story to tell, and it would be the kind of story that we could get him to tell and retell, adding new details with each recitation, a new moan here, an extra fondle there. It is true that traveling armies are fueled mostly by manpower and horsepower, but the under-appreciated accelerant is sexual bragging. Just the week before, we had marched all the way from Wolfsberg to Völkermarkt—maybe 10 miles—without even realizing it, so enraptured were we by Corporal Friedhoffer's tales of the summer he spent working in a bakery with two twins from Steyr.

      So it was all delightful until a man burst through the front door, glanced around, zeroed in on the two girls sitting with us, and bellowed, "Where is she?"

      In subsequent years, we would encounter this type of situation multiple times on our nights out with Leon. Dozens of times, once or twice a year, easily. It would become a game for Henry and me. The guy came into the café, started looking around, got increasingly agitated when he couldn't find the female he was seeking, and Henry and I would make eye contact and give each other a sign: one finger meant boyfriend, two meant husband, three meant father.

      Three fingers were the worst. And although we hadn't yet developed the code, that first night would have been three fingers. He wasn’t sober, and was starting to pat the knife on his hip—yes, the knife. The girls said the lovely Heidi was in the bathroom and that they would go get her. We grabbed an empty glass from a nearby waiter—who typically would have been affronted by our impudence, but who this time was very happy that someone else was taking care of the matter—and our new friend sat down, the beer calming him almost instantly. The three girls were back in a minute, the blond so sufficiently put together that only in your imagination could you see where Leon's hands had been. The subsequent conversation was as awkward as you might expect, and Henry and I drank up and waved for the bill and started for our coats. It was going to be a clean escape, until we prepared for our final swallow and everyone raised their glass for a farewell toast. It was then that the old man got this quizzical look on his face, and then the anger built in the boiler, and then came the accusatory shout as he pointed at the table: "Whose glass is that?" Followed quickly by, "Where is he?"

      It was all instinct at that point: I grabbed the knife and Henry took a single swing at the old man, which dropped him back in his chair. I literally threw our money at the waiter, and we ran. We ran all the way back to our camp, probably more than a mile, where we found Leon waiting for us. In the end, our story was better than his.

      The emergency room doctor was laughing and shaking as he stitched up Leon. Leon said, "Hey, Doc, calm down. You sure you're okay to do this?"

      "It's six stitches along your eyebrow—my father was a butcher, and he could have done it. No one will ever see."

      "Where was your father's shop?" I asked.

      "Jokl's, on Fruchtgasse," he said. And then it all clicked in.

      "Are you Karl Jokl?"

      "Yes," he said, tying the final knot and snipping the suture with a tiny pair of scissors.

      Karl Jokl had been an assistant professor of surgery at the university. His name had been in the newspapers multiple times over the years, commenting on new techniques and such. He had even been a government minister for a time, advocating for prenatal care for mothers. They’d built a lot of clinics when the Social Democrats were in charge. They were all closed now, though. And now Jokl was stitching up a brawler on a Friday night, the only doctor in the place, with more brawlers undoubtedly to come.

      He saw the question before it was asked.

      "It's all they'll let me do now. I never had a private practice, you see—I was always in academic medicine, and then I worked in the government. But when it came time for me to be a full professor, well, they call you into the office, offer you coffee and cake, and tell you that the professorship just isn't possible. You know, 'Because of the current situation,' and they suggest that it's time to leave the university, except it isn't a suggestion. This is all I can do, the only job I can get, repairing street fighters on a night when no other doctor wants to work. I'm ashamed to admit that I was hoping you were more seriously hurt so I could have a chance to operate on you. So this is me, stitches on the Sabbath; my mother would cry. She was so proud. She cut out the first newspaper story that mentioned me and framed it."

      Leon was seething, and Jokl patted him on the arm. "Stop," he said. "I have other options. I could go to Paris tomorrow and live with my cousin if only I didn't hate him so much. But he did make the offer, and I am thinking about it. But what about you, my friend? You will continue beating up Nazis in the street until you run into one with a knife?"

      "I am a journalist," Leon said. "Die Neue Freie Presse."

      "So you will try to tell the truth until they take the printing presses? It is hopeless, I fear, but it is our only hope. Truth."

      Jokl hugged Leon, and then he was off to his next patient. Leon put his shirt back on and, miracle of miracles, there was no blood on it; there was only one small drop on his jacket sleeve. He looked in the mirror, combed his hair with his fingers, and smiled. He looked as if he had been in a fight, but he didn't look as if he had lost.

      He turned from the mirror and said, "I don't feel like dancing anymore. But maybe one more at the Louvre?"
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      Café Louvre was a newspaper hangout at the corner of Wipplingerstrasse and Renngasse, really a foreign correspondents' hangout. Leon first went there to make contacts, and later started bringing Henry and me. Newspapermen are a little smarter than average, and a little more cynical than average, and a little more disreputable than average. In other words, our kind of people.

      The American correspondents were at their regular table in the far corner. A group of visiting American students had kind of joined them, getting sloppy, yelling about Hitler. Even if they weren't speaking English, that's how you knew they were Americans: the yelling. On the subject of Hitler, the rest of us mostly tended to mutter and whisper.

      It was nicely crowded, comfortably warm. The adrenaline from the fight had gone, leaving a quiet glow. We hadn't seen the sun in a week, which wasn't all that unusual for Vienna in November, but depressing nonetheless. You fought the black feeling in places like this, with a glass in your hand, in a crowd where you didn't tend to look at anybody in particular but still felt as if you were seeing everything.

      Which, I imagine, was how I noticed this guy walking toward my table from about 50 feet away. I was sitting alone, as Henry had just left for the bathroom, and Leon had invited himself to sit with three blonds a few tables over. He said it was one of the rules of Shiksa Roulette—a game of his own invention—that there needed to be an odd number of shiksas for the single Jew to have a chance. He was fingering his stitched-up eyebrow, and they all seemed suitably impressed.

      The guy reached the table and introduced himself as Robert Something-or-other, and he was the Vienna correspondent for Prager Tagblatt.

      "Do you know the paper?"

      "Of course," I said. He already seemed to know that I was from Czechoslovakia, or he wouldn't have come over, but I told him anyway and offered a seat. The social dance.

      We began chatting. I asked him about the latest with Schuschnigg, which is really a question about the latest with Germany, which is where every conversation seemed to end up, and he told me a bunch of stuff that I had already read in the papers. He asked me about my work, and I filled him in on the fascinating life of a sales representative for a magnesite mine. As I was droning on about blast furnace linings and maximum temperatures, I caught him staring at a nearby brunette's nearby ass, and he caught me catching him, and he shrugged and said, "Maybe in a little while."

      After a quick laugh and an uncomfortable pause, he leaned in and said, "Look, I have something to tell you."

      "I kind of sensed that."

      "A representative of the government in Prague would like to speak with you."

      "About what? My company has an office in Brno. I really just take care of the accounts in Austria and Germany. I can give you the number—"

      "It's not about the mine. It's more delicate than that."

      There was nothing delicate about what I did. It was just sales. Which I tried to explain to a newspaper reporter who clearly wasn't listening, who was digging into the meat of his hand with his thumbnail with enough force that he was near to drawing blood.

      "Look," he said. "The guy they want you to meet," and here he leaned in uncomfortably close and whispered, "is from the intelligence services."

      "What are you talking about?"

      "I'm telling you what I know. They want to talk to you about something. They want you to meet a guy on Sunday at 1:30 in Stephansdom."

      "What?"

      "You go in the main door, head up the right aisle," he said, and now he was reciting quickly from memory, the words tumbling out, faster and faster as if he was afraid he would forget if he slowed down.

      "Just in front of the third pillar, a man will be kneeling and praying. There will be a copy of Die Neue Freie Presse in the pew in front of him. If the paper is there, you sit in that row and don't turn around and look at him. If the paper isn't there, you keep walking."

      "You've got to be fucking kidding me."

      He assured me that he wasn't fucking kidding me. He said that if there was a problem, the guy would be there at the same time the following Sunday. If I didn't show up then, they wouldn't bother me again. And then the guy walked away, this time not looking as he passed the nearby brunette with the nearby ass, and grabbing his coat and hat from a rack and heading for the door, not saying goodbye to anybody.

      The whole thing didn't take five minutes. Henry was back from his piss as it was ending. "Who was that guy?" he said.

      "Newspaper guy from Prague. Wanted to know if we had a common friend. We didn't."

      We ordered another drink and talked about nothing. Actually, Henry talked, and I nodded over my sudden preoccupation. Why the hell would the Czech intelligence service want to speak with me? I could tell them where to get drunk in Graz, or where to get laid in Düsseldorf, but those weren't exactly state secrets. And as for magnesite: Yes, it had military uses, but I knew as much about the stuff as anybody who could read an encyclopedia. This just didn't make any sense.

      Meanwhile, Henry was talking about Leon and the three blonds. "Has he given the signal yet?"

      "I haven't seen it, but I haven't been paying attention."

      The signal was just a tug on his right earlobe. When he did it, Leon needed help. That is, he was doing well but needed companions for his girl's friends before they would let her leave. It was a pretty standard strategy. Sometimes it even worked.

      "There it is," Henry said, as Leon tugged his earlobe.

      "Do we have to?"

      "What's wrong with you?"

      "I don't know. I just don't feel like it tonight."

      "You have to come. Just me doesn't work."

      So we went over. Mine was cute, as it turned out, and all three of them looked like they came from money. We ordered another round, and it was all charmingly inane. It became pretty evident that this wasn't happening for Leon after all when the girls went to the bathroom together and then sat in different seats when they returned, but then an odd thing happened. Mine, Johanna, sat in the same seat, leaned in, and asked me if I would be her date on Saturday night at the opera in her family's box.

      "Saturday like tomorrow?"

      "You're probably not busy," she said.

      "What's on the program?"

      "Why do you ask?"

      "It's an appropriate question, I think."

      "It's an appropriate question for someone who cares. You don't impress me as someone who cares. When was the last time you attended the opera?"

      I laughed. The last time was on a school field trip, when they took us backstage and showed us the big costume wardrobe, and I got a big laugh from my mates by grabbing one of those blond Brunhilda wigs and putting it on when the professor had his back turned.

      "'Attended' is such an imprecise word. I can tell you that I walk by the opera every day and admire it. It's a very handsome building."

      She smiled for a millisecond. "That's what I thought. Be outside the main entrance at seven. I'll meet you there."

      It suddenly occurred to me that I had never actually agreed to go, but now it was certain that I was going, regardless. During the walk home, I played the conversation over in my head and still hadn't come to any conclusion when I saw Hannah, our secretary, bundled up and sitting on the steps of my building, a handkerchief balled in her left hand. She was crying.

      "Hannah . . ."

      "Oh, Alex. . . . It's Otto. He's dead."
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      We hugged each other for I don't know how long, out there on the steps in the cold. We cried together. I believed I was closer to Otto than anyone on the planet, to the man who made me what I was as an adult, for better or for worse. Hannah believed she was closer to Otto than anyone, her lover for years, though unacknowledged publicly.

      She didn't know much. A telegram had arrived at the office from the Cologne police, a detective, Adalbert Muller. It said that Otto's body had been found two days earlier "within the jurisdiction," and that he would appreciate being contacted "at your earliest convenience" to arrange for identification of the body and its release from the city morgue. When we got inside my apartment, I tried the contact phone number, but there was no answer, hardly a surprise at 11:30 p.m.

      And then we sat, with a bottle from the cupboard, two glasses and our shared grief, still raw and unformed. We could only guess at what had happened. A heart attack was the most likely. Otto had suffered what he passed off as "a flutter" a few years earlier. The doctor had no real explanation and prescribed some rest. Otto stayed off his feet for precisely 24 hours and then never mentioned the whole thing again.

      "I'll call in the morning and then get on a train," I said.

      "I should come with you."

      "I don't know."

      "You shouldn't have to do this alone."

      "You're not going to help me with the identification—there's no way I'm going to allow you to do that. And the rest is just a long train ride."

      "He loved that train ride," she said, and then went silent. I loved that train ride, too, when it was on one of the days of the week when the Orient Express connected Vienna to Cologne. It was one of the things Otto had taught me, to love luxury. Or, rather, as he said, "To love the finer things but also to appreciate them. To live humbly but to splurge extravagantly. That is a perfect life—especially when the splurge is on your expense account."

      Otto had taken me in when I was in high school. I was 16 and came to visit for the summer with my favorite uncle and thought I knew everything. I found out I knew only one thing: that I had no desire to go back to Brno and sit in an office with my father, learning the mine's account books. To this day, I can't believe he let me stay. Just before graduation, the army called. That's where I met Leon and Henry. Our outfit was transported back to Vienna after the Armistice, and I was determined to stay with Otto and learn his end of the business: the sales and the clients. He agreed immediately when I asked, and so did my father, who likely knew that my brother, Ernst, was a much better fit for the other side of his partner's desk. Ernst's nose had always been a better fit up Papa's ass than mine ever was.

      And that's how it began. For the first six months after the war, in between a bit of schooling—finishing at Akademisches Gymnasium at one point, a semester of university later—I traveled with Otto everywhere, learning the paperwork requirements and the caring and feeding of the clients, from the office meeting to the evening debauchery to contact between visits, just to make sure everything was okay. I learned about a French cognac named Hennessy and a Leipzig madam named Clarissa and the fine art of padding an expense account. Or, as Otto used to say when he was filling out his monthly form, "When you hit your knees before bed, always remember to thank the Almighty for the man who invented the taxi cab."

      Soon, Otto was giving me a few of my own clients, mostly the smaller ones where the head of the firm was younger. Within a couple of years, we were splitting things pretty evenly. A couple of years after that, Otto was in his mid-fifties and starting to give me more and more work. I would have taken it all if he'd let me, and not for the money, because while I did enjoy the commissions, I craved the freedom of being out on the road even more.

      Somewhere along the way—I think it was about 1925—Otto hired Hannah to handle the office. I don't know when they started sleeping together, but I became aware of it about five years ago. It coincided with Otto giving me another bunch of his clients, and I understood. He kept a handful of the mine's oldest and most significant clients, but that was it. He was 63 when he died.

      "I have to call my father," I said.

      "It can wait till morning."

      "I think you should stay. There's plenty for you to do here. There's a funeral to plan. There are clients to inform. Maybe you can get a little lost in the details. Maybe it will help."

      Otto hated my father, who was his brother. It was the first thing we shared. He understood entirely in 1917, when I explained why I couldn't go home. Otto was the older brother by a year, but he never got along with his father, either, and mocked his father’s conservatism at every turn. The way Otto told it, this one time Otto ordered a steak in a restaurant, his father made a face and shook his head, and Otto yelled loud enough for the whole place to hear, "Austerity should be a temporary condition, not a way of life!"

      So, when Grandfather Jakob died, he left the mine to my father, 100 percent, against all tradition. Otto was furious, but my father refused to give him even a small percentage. Otto worked for a salary and his commissions and nothing more—except, that is, for the expense account. And just as his father had cut Otto out of the will, I had no doubt that my father had cut me out of his own. So I did as Otto taught me. I lived the same life. I held the same grudges. I embraced the same pursuit of life's finer experiences while simultaneously keeping my distance from almost all of life's people, never coming close to marriage, not really interested in taking the leap between acquaintance and friend anymore.

      That was me. That was Otto. Only the relationship with Hannah broke the pattern, but even then only partly. They didn't hide their love, but they didn't announce it, either. Marriage was never considered, at least not by Otto.

      "Do you know, Otto never spent the night at my flat?" Hannah said.

      "What? That seems . . . impossible."

      "He never stayed. He never slept. He got dressed and left—1 a.m., 3 a.m., it didn't matter."

      "So he was protecting your reputation?"

      "He was protecting himself. Whatever he was doing, everything in his life, he always had one eye on the exit."

      I found a small photo album in a desk drawer—the three of us on a day out in Grinzing. For some reason, the owner of the Pine Bough had a camera and sent Otto the photographs. There we were, clowning with the band, posing with pyramid-shaped glasses filled with spring wine that went down like lemonade but kicked the next morning like a mule. In the shot I liked the most, Otto and Hannah were dancing, her eyes closed and her head resting on his shoulder. It was the last picture in the book, and as Hannah stared at it and cried, I read the little note that Otto had penned on the flyleaf: Grinzing, 1934. A grand life. In his formal correspondence, he signed with a great flourish, "Otto A. Kovacs." But on personal notes like this, it was always a capital O with three parallel lines beneath it. When I saw that, I started crying.

      "I see that signature, and I think of this note he once left on my desk. I was still just a kid, just back from a trip, and—remember Richard Gruber? From Saarbrücken? The old prick gave me a bad time about something, but he was still a pretty big client back then, and I was worried, and I told you about it, and you must have told Otto. And he left me this note that said, Fuck Old Gruber. And make sure to put an extra bottle of wine on the expenses for your aggravation."

      We talked and laughed and cried until four. I left Hannah asleep on the couch, warmed by a comforter. I went to bed and awoke to a knock on my door at ten. Hannah was gone. At the door was a messenger delivering the train tickets to Cologne that she must have ordered.
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      The police headquarters in Cologne where I was to meet Detective Muller and view Uncle Otto's body was at Schildergasse 122. It was a scary-looking building with a tower on one end that looked like a gun turret, with vertical slits just wide enough for a sniper and his weapon, and which offered subtle vantage points in every direction. In all, it was a perfect architectural manifestation of the Nazi relationship to the German people, a relationship built not on trust but on the simple calculus that you never know who’s watching. If the tower hadn't already been there, the Nazis probably would have built one.

      Muller's office was on the fourth floor. My heart was already pounding as if I was having a panic attack, and the four flights of stairs just amplified what was going on in my chest. Muller greeted me when I walked in, offered me a chair and a cigarette along with condolences that were somewhere north of rote but decidedly south of compassionate. I didn't smoke, but I took it.

      He opened a file folder on his desk, then began talking. "Here's what I know. On the morning of Wednesday, November 18, 1936, the body of Otto Albert Kovacs, identified by the contents of his wallet, was found floating in the Rhine River, hung up in the reeds along the western bank at Mullergasse, near an athletic field, not far from the South Bridge. Given the currents, we believe that Mr. Kovacs jumped off the bridge and took his own life between the hours of midnight and 2 a.m. on the 18th."

      I was stunned. I had spent the previous 36 hours convincing myself that it was a heart attack, that there was nothing more nefarious going on than Otto's criminal neglect of his own health. Or just bad luck. Or just life and death, and that it was his turn, his time.

      Suicide seemed impossible. "Was an autopsy done?"

      Muller arranged the papers in the file. "The coroner examined the body but did not do a full autopsy. This is standard for deaths where the circumstances appear somewhat clear and where the deceased is not a German citizen. He did say that there was no evidence of stabbing or shooting or any other obviously fatal wound. And we did find the body in the water, after all."

      "But this would be so out of character—"

      Muller interrupted, and in a tone that was suddenly even further south of compassionate. "Mr. Kovacs, in my business, you come to learn quickly that many people have troubles that are buried deep below the surface. Mental problems. Relationship issues. Financial concerns . . ."

      "My uncle Otto had no financial problems. He was in a loving relationship. Mentally, there were no signs whatsoever. He was witty, charming, generous—"

      "Mr. Kovacs, you do not impress me as being naïve or unworldly. You know people have problems they keep bottled up. You undoubtedly stew about issues that none of your close friends are aware of—not issues that would lead to suicide, but issues. We all have them. When does an issue become something bigger? None of us knows. And besides, I deal in evidence."

      "That you spent exactly how long accumulating? An hour? Two?"

      "The facts are what they are, sir. I find them to be compelling. Think about it—he was dead in the river, the examination of the body was unremarkable, and he was found down-current from the bridge where we see a suicide a month, maybe more than that. And you know what? The bodies all drift to approximately the same spot on the riverbank, all within about a city block of each other."

      "But—"

      Muller closed the file and stood. "It is the opinion of this department that the case will be closed once you identify the body and arrange for its transport back to Vienna. Are you prepared to do that now?"

      He began walking, not waiting for an answer. The morgue was in the basement. It was very much like in the movies: cold, white tiles, doors in the wall containing bodies on stretchers. I waited at some distance, and watched as two attendants opened the eighth door in the long wall and retrieved a stretcher, the body covered in a white sheet. They hoisted it up and carried it to what was clearly the viewing area—a metal table in one corner. In what was already a blindingly well-lit room, the light in the viewing area seemed even brighter. Muller and I approached tentatively. One of the attendants did the honors and pulled back the sheet. It was Otto.

      The whole thing was over in a few seconds. The attendants gave me the name of a local mortuary, and the arrangements were made to have Otto's body transported on the same train with me. I didn't cry, probably for a lot of reasons having to do with male vanity. But the reason I was half-smiling when I walked out of the police headquarters was the sudden realization that it was Wednesday, which meant that Otto's final ride home would be on the Orient Express.
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      Hannah decided that Otto would not have wanted a big funeral, mostly because he always said he didn't want a big funeral, and so there wasn't one. She did not put a notice in the newspapers. There was no wake. The priest agreed to do his business in a small side chapel—Hannah and I, my father and brother in from Brno, Leon and Henry, the three other guys in Otto's bridge foursome, and some random old man who wandered in off of the street and out of the cold. His name was Max. He smelled. The only part of the day that Otto would have liked was Max.

      We split into two cars for the drive to the cemetery. My father and brother got the bridge partners, and the rest of us took the other car. Max begged off.

      Silence would have been too painful, so Hannah began the round of inanities.

      "Your father looks good," she said.

      "Too bad he doesn't look sad."

      "That's not fair. You don't know—"

      "I know. Trust me, I know. The only thing he's worried about is Otto's clients. He started asking about them, and when I would visit them, but I shut him off."

      "When?"

      "Just now. In the fucking chapel."

      I started laughing. So did everyone else.

      "You know what your brother asked me?" Leon said. "If you had found Otto's will yet. And how much I thought his apartment would sell for."

      Henry joined in. "I talked to him for about 5 minutes outside. It's probably been five years, but your brother is the same asshole as ever. I've got to admit, though, that he's a prosperous-looking asshole. He looks like he's gained 50 pounds."

      It was probably 20 pounds, but I appreciated the sentiment. Inane had given way to cruel snark. It was my friends' little gift on a stressful day. Plenty of people have family issues, and the blame for most of them can be spread around pretty liberally, but not here. It was one of the aspects of my life of which I was most confident. Otto was not to blame, and I was not to blame. We were the victims in this family struggle, and we were the survivors, and we had the better lives, and we were happier. Except Otto was dead, and we had become me, and I was alone.

      After the cemetery, there was a big, somber lunch at Griechenbeisl, big family-style trays of sauerbraten and dumplings the menu advertised as "light as clouds." Mine tasted like clouds filled with wet cement, but maybe it was just my mood. I couldn't wait to put my father and brother on the train, after which we commenced the serious drinking. Hannah stayed with us for one, and then was hit by the inevitable wave of exhaustion. Which left me, Henry, Leon, and the issue that none of us could shake.

      Or, as Leon abruptly said amid a conversation about the SK Rapid center back with two left feet, "You know, the suicide explanation is utter bullshit."

      Henry smiled. "Not just everyday, run-of-the-mill bullshit? All the way to utter bullshit? Is that the highest form? No, that's not it. The highest form in Leonese is 'complete and utter bullshit'—isn't that right?"

      "Fuck you. You know it's bullshit, too. There's no way Otto jumped off that bridge."

      "I know," Henry said. I could barely hear him. And then everything got very quiet. I was suddenly hit by the same wave of exhaustion that had hit Hannah, and Henry and Leon appeared to be getting swept under as well.

      I had felt the way they felt about the suicide: that it wasn't possible, not Otto. I had sat in the magnificent bar car of the Orient Express for most of the trip home—the bartenders tending to me in shifts—staring out the window at the passing night, and then the dawn, cocooned amid the wood paneling and warm lighting, coddled by the white-jacketed deliveries of double Hennessys. Suicide? There was just no way. But if not that, what?

      My mind started to change when I talked to Hannah. I didn't know how to tell her what the Cologne police jackass had said, and I’d been working on a little softening preamble, but I was still kind of drunk when we sat down, and I just blurted it out.

      I had expected Hannah to melt, but she didn't. She just got quiet for a minute, clearly thinking, and then said, "He had a doctor's appointment last week."

      "His heart?"

      "I don't know, but I don't think so. At least, I asked him and he said no."

      "So it wasn't just a routine checkup?"

      "Otto? You know better than that, Alex. He never had a routine checkup. All he would tell me was, 'Doc wants to run a few tests. No big deal.' So I said, 'You mean you had another appointment and didn't tell me?' He said, 'We're not married, you know,' and then he put on his coat and left."

      Hannah was crying. "It was the last thing he said to me. He got on the train to Cologne the next day."

      Maybe he had gotten terrible news from the doctor. It was at least possible. So there was that, and then there was the phone call I’d received the next day from the man at Oberbank. He identified himself as the executor of Otto's estate, and asked me to come to his office for a reading of the will, the sooner, the better. So I went that afternoon.

      Werner Schmidt was about as old as Otto. It turned out he was president of the bank.

      "I've known Otto since we were both in our twenties and unmarried. I used to tell him that the only reason I got married was that he had exhausted me, but he never stopped."

      "He stopped a little, in the last few years, finally. There was a serious woman in his life. Which makes me ask: Why isn't she here?"

      Schmidt opened the file on his desk. "Because you are the only beneficiary."

      Nothing for Hannah? It didn't seem possible. Otto still did a bit too much of his thinking with his little head, even at 63, but he truly loved Hannah. I was sure of that. How he had not provided for her seemed incomprehensible.

      But as Schmidt read the whereas-es and therefore-s, it was clear that it was all mine—all being his three significant assets: his bank account, the deed to his apartment, and the contents of his safe-deposit box. Schmidt shoved a piece of paper across the desk at me. It contained the balance of his bank account, which was more than I expected by a factor of about three. God bless the taxicab, indeed. Between that and the proceeds from the apartment, I had just crossed from upper middle class to lower upper class, which is the bridge between striving and worrying to striving and, well, not worrying. Even after giving a good piece to Hannah, I would still be able to live a more comfortable life than I had ever expected.

      "The instructions were for me to empty the safe-deposit box and give you the contents," Schmidt said, pushing an oversized mailing envelope in my direction. Then there were two pieces of paper to sign, one acknowledging the reading of the will and my acceptance of the proceeds from the estate, and another allowing them to combine Otto's bank account with mine. With that, Schmidt stuffed my copy of the will into the big envelope and sent me on my way with a solemn handshake and a dirty laugh about a story from a time long ago, involving him, Otto, and a sophomore named Gretchen. But I was barely listening, suddenly preoccupied with excitement about the money I had just inherited from a loved one whose body wasn't yet in the ground. When I realized what I was thinking, I felt shittier about myself than I had in a long time. But I kept returning to the money all the same.

      When I got home, I opened the envelope from the safe-deposit box. It contained the copy of the will and another envelope with my name on the outside. Inside was a letter to me and a bank book from Brust & Co., a bank in Zürich. I opened the cover and saw that it was a joint account, in Otto's name and in Hannah's. Thank God. He had taken care of her after all.

      I read the letter.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Alex,

      Well, kiddo, this is it. You have always made me proud, the son I never had—a sappy cliché, yes, but true nonetheless. I sometimes worry that I gave you too many of my bad qualities, especially my rootless tendencies, but your loyalty to Leon and Henry always heartened me greatly. You are a good friend and a good person, and you also know a proper champagne for celebrating the signing of a new contract with a client. You are a man in full.

      Take care of Hannah for me. Do not give her the bank book yet. Do your best to make it contingent on her leaving the country. The money will do her no good once the jackbooted vacationers arrive. She wants to stay, but you have to convince her. That is your task now, the only thing you can do for me anymore.

      Except this: There is a bottle of Hennessy prepaid in your name at Café Louvre. Drink it with Leon and Henry, every drop.
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        * * *

      

      He signed it with the capital O and three lines underneath.

      As we drained the bottle, I told Henry and Leon about the mysterious doctor's appointments. I kept the rest of it pretty much to myself, except to tell them the date on the letter in the envelope: November 11, a week before he died.

      Henry tried to knock down the implication. "Come on. Even if he was sick, the Otto we know would have set up a second room in the hospital where he could give all of his women a goodbye shot."

      We all laughed, but just for a second. The waves of exhaustion just kept coming. As we drank the last of the Hennessy, I finally said, "It might not be utter bullshit."
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      The tuxedo, thankfully, was not in a ball at the bottom of my closet—the odds were even-money that it was—which made this a lucky day. I had last worn the tuxedo about six months earlier at a wedding, and pulling it from the closet and looking at it on the hanger, well, it was a summer wedding, and I had barely worn the jacket at the party, and even though it hadn't been pressed, it looked okay. I sniffed it and barely caught the scent of the perfume worn by a bridesmaid named Trudy, whose hugs that night were desperate but not amorous; she was so drunk she could barely walk. I still felt privileged that she’d waited to throw up until after she got out of the taxi.

      Being in my late thirties and perpetually single made me a valued commodity on most invitation lists. There was always a spinster, or a homely cousin, or a girl on the rebound who needed sitting next to. Truth be told, Henry and Leon were the same age and of the same marital status, but I was the safer invite: because Henry was continually in and out of love—plus the fact that his father was a small-time mobster; because Leon was renowned as a hound who couldn't be counted on to make conversation with Cousin Hilda for very long, plus the whole Jewish thing. Hitler and the Nazis might have raised it to a governmental art form, but the Viennese didn't need lessons from anyone in the craft and practice of anti-Semitism. Certain people would never—never!—consider inviting Leon to a family wedding, no matter how much he had charmed them at a café.

      As I walked from my flat to the opera, I wondered if Johanna was one of those people. She certainly fit the bill. I didn't know her last name, but given how she was put together, plus the family box at the opera, I guessed there was probably a "von" in there somewhere. They wouldn't say it out loud—the whole "von" thing wasn't really done anymore, not since they whacked the nobility after the war—but you just knew that the whole lot of them were still clicking their heels and calling each other Count von Whatnot when among friends. You know, like when they were at the opera.

      Our original first date never happened because of Otto's death. This was a rescheduling after another meetup at Café Louvre. I made sure to be early, partly because Johanna was so intriguing, and partly because she was legitimately frightening. It's a good thing, too. Right at seven, the big car pulled up to the curb. The chauffeur hopped out and hurried around to open the door and out came Johanna first, her hair done up, her fur down to just above her splendid calves; her mother next, an older version of Johanna but with a tiara; and then the old man. As I walked over to greet them, I noticed: Christ, he was wearing a cape—black on the outside, red underneath.

      Johanna put out her gloved hand and said, "Mr. Kovacs, so nice to see you again. May I present my parents, Karl and Cecelia Westermann. This is Alex Kovacs."

      Greetings all around, and then we were part of the flow of people headed inside. We got to the door, and there were no tickets; a nod from the old man to the ancient usher seemed all that was required. And then we were inside, where even the lobby areas looked expensive—no scuff marks on the marble floors, red damask everywhere. Johanna took my arm and led us up the staircase and then to the left.

      "I'm glad you were on time. Mother and Father don't wait for anybody."

      "Somehow, I'm not surprised."

      "Meaning?"

      "Nothing. But I do have to apologize that my cape is at the dry cleaner's."

      "It's a pity your trousers haven't been there recently."

      "I think they look fine."

      "I imagine you would."

      Arriving at the box, an attendant opened the door and greeted Johanna and her parents by name. Sitting down, the magnificence of the sight really did hit me: the ornate stage, the circular seating area, lots of deep reds and gold leaf and a massive chandelier. The Westermanns' box wasn't in the best position, but it was close—on the second level, near the side of the stage. This stuff didn't impress me, but I was impressed. Johanna could tell.

      "Close your mouth," she said. "Act like you've been here before."

      Soon, the lights went down, and the performance began. It was Carmen, which the program informed me would last approximately three hours, including the intermission. The woman who played Carmen had a beautiful, powerful voice in my first-time-at-the-opera opinion, but her body was her most impressive feature in the same way a battleship is impressive. This was one big woman. I felt a small concern for the opera company, and how the extra yards of fabric in all of her costumes must eat into the nightly take.

      I was starting to doze when Johanna woke me by gently resting her hand on mine. This was okay with me. I was enjoying her company. The more she belittled me, the more she intrigued me.

      As we walked to the bar for a drink during intermission, I asked her, "So it's really von Westermann, right?"

      She smiled. "But not anymore."

      "I bet your father still uses it."

      "Only when he's been drinking. So, only every day. Starting at lunch."

      "Beats working. So what is he, a count?"

      "No, only a baron," she said, smiling again. "But enough with the inquisition. Champagne for me, please."

      I returned with two champagne glasses to find the old man holding two of his own, and Johanna and her mother making their way to the powder room. Which left us stuck in a situation that is never not awkward. Good thing I made small talk for a living.

      "Baron, the view from your box is magnificent. How long have you been a subscriber?"

      The old man smiled at the honorific and stood just a little straighter. "Call me Karl," he said. "I don't even know how long we've had it—it's been in the family since before I was born. Families kept them forever, until recently. It is one of the pities of our age."

      After the war, the nobility was put out of business. The Habsburgs' property was confiscated by the state; that’s how this became the Vienna State Opera instead of the Vienna Court Opera. The minor nobility, without a court to whom it could pay obedience in exchange for its lifestyle, was left to wither. Most of them were financially sinking, throwing a country home over the side this year, a couple of gardeners the next. Some of them were said to have taken the drastic step of actually going to work for a living, although most of that work was said to involve long lunches and enthusiastic glad-handing on behalf of one bank or another. But I was in no position to judge, seeing as how that's pretty much how I made my living.

      Which is what the baron asked me about. I emphasized the part about being the scion of a Slovakian mining family and glossed over the part about personally knowing the proprietor of at least one shady café in 20 different cities between here and the Rhine. We were interrupted at one point by a Herr Doktor Klein, who offered some platitudes admiring the onstage scenery and then made his excuses.

      Johanna's father caught my eye, and then shot a glance at the retreating Herr Doktor, and then quickly brushed the side of his nose with his index finger, just a quick flick, the universal, unspoken shorthand for Jew. Okay, then.

      Just as I began to pontificate on the many industrial uses of magnesite, Johanna and her mother returned, and the lights flickered, and we went back to the box.

      "That seemed to go well," she said.

      "What did you expect?"

      "He can be pretty intimidating."

      "I'm more afraid of you."

      After the allotted time, the performance finally ended, and everyone cheered as if it had been a great success. As the attendant helped Karl on with his cape, though, he said out of the side of his mouth, "I think that cow has put on 50 pounds since we saw her in Don Giovanni."

      As we got outside, I asked Johanna if she'd like to get something to eat, and she did. I asked her parents if they would like to join us, and they did not. Within seconds, the car appeared, and the Westermanns were gone.

      "Is there anyplace you'd like to go in particular?" I asked.

      "You must have something to eat in your flat. Let's go there."

      I had half of a stale loaf of bread, a few slices of liverwurst, and four bottles of beer. Which we did consume, eventually.
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      Six or seven streets fed into Stephansplatz. I counted them once in my head, then remembered another one, then resolved to make the circuit around the cathedral and count them accurately, then realized I didn't actually care. So, six or seven, not precisely like spokes in a wheel but close enough—with the enormous Stephansdom at the center.

      If I had paid more attention during physics class, I might have understood the reasons for the phenomenon of the wind tunnel. But all I knew for sure was that, when you were walking there on what you considered to be a sort of breezy day, once you exited a feeder street and entered the main square, “sort of breezy” became one of those newsreels from Kansas. It was a powerful, comical phenomenon—comical because it left pretty much every man who entered the vortex stooped forward, with a hand clamping his hat to his head.

      That Sunday was even funnier, or maybe I was still in a good mood from my night with Johanna. Because there was an open truck parked on Goldschmiedgasse, with a half-dozen 20-year-olds wearing swastika armbands (completely illegal) and waving a Nazi flag (also completely illegal) and hectoring passersby to give the Nazi salute (also completely illegal). I know, a laugh riot. But I stood and watched for a minute; this wasn't a common sight in Vienna, but it wasn't an uncommon one, either. I watched from about 150 feet or so, and saw an old, head-shaking woman ignore the young Brownshirts, and I smiled. But the thing that made me laugh out loud was when a scrawny 40-year-old man tried to ignore them, got stopped by one of the kids, who leaped from the back of the truck into his path, and then relented with a Nazi salute—at which point, the hat flew off of his head into the wind and swept down Goldschmiedgasse. As he chased after it, my guffaws were taken away in the same wind, camouflaged by nature, unheard by any of the Brownshirts.

      You took your laughs where you could get them in February of 1937 in the country that shared a border with Germany and that was featured on the first page of Mein Kampf. First page, second paragraph, to be precise:

      "German-Austria must return to the great German mother country, and not because of any economic considerations. No, and again no: even if such a union were unimportant from an economic point of view; yes, even if it were harmful, it must nevertheless take place. One blood demands one Reich."

      I had lived in Vienna for all of my adult life. It was an odd thing: I considered myself a Slovak, and my loyalty was to Czechoslovakia first, but I had never actually lived in Czechoslovakia. It was just part of Austria-Hungary when I lived there as a kid. At the same time, I talked about Austria and got involved in loud arguments about Austria—always in private places—and always used the word "we" to describe Austrians. I did it reflexively, primarily when I was arguing against Anschluss, extra-especially when I was drinking and arguing. The Czech loyalty was an intellectual thing and a fiber-of-my-being thing, but I never got the ancient anti-Austrian bias that generally came with it. I loved Austria. It could be confusing, except it wasn't, seeing as how my two loves shared the same predicament—that is, a border with the Corporal.

      All of this had been running through my head in the hours since the invitation to meet the spy had been re-delivered last week—same bar, same messenger, same everything. There was never any doubt that I was going to meet the man. Part of me wanted to do something meaningful—not to say arranging a threesome every six months for the bald, walks-with-a-cane president of the biggest steel manufacturer in Stuttgart wasn't meaningful. He was our biggest client, after all, and the size of his magnesite order seemed to correlate pretty closely with the attractiveness of the women I managed to wrangle for the occasion. But there was meaningful, and then there was truly meaningful, something I had been thinking about a lot since Otto's death, and doing something for the people of my homeland trumped my work as a procurer, however skillful. Exactly what that truly meaningful task might be was what had me baffled as I pulled open the big, heavy door of the cathedral.

      On a Sunday afternoon, well after the last Mass, there seemed to be two kinds of people inside: well-dressed families, undoubtedly from the country, doing a bit of religious sightseeing; and old ladies. So there were two of the latter, heads covered, swaddled in scarves, kneeling at the Wiener Neustädter side altar and staring up at the carved figures or the Virgin Mary after lighting candles. And there was this tableau of the former: a mother shushing her giggling daughters while the father grabbed a three-year-old boy by the collar before he could sprint up the center aisle, after which husband and wife made eye contact that said clearly, but without words, "Let's get the hell out of here." Holy, holy, holy.

      Meanwhile, I was standing in the back and looking up the right aisle and counting the pillars and seeing no one. But the pillars—they were enormous—did block the view of some areas, which I imagined was the whole point of the exercise. Even though my right hand, which held my hat, was shaking noticeably, and even though my bladder was suddenly speaking to me, I began walking up the right aisle, as instructed. I went slowly, making a show of stopping and admiring the stained glass and the statues, really selling it to who knows who. And when I got to the third pillar, there was indeed a man in the pew, kneeling and praying. And in the row in front of him, there was indeed a copy of the newspaper. And, well, what the hell? I kneeled down, careful to look forward at all times. There wasn't anybody within a hundred feet of us.

      Quickly, the man spoke in a loud whisper.

      "Were you followed?"

      "How the hell should I know?"

      "Christ. Do you think you were followed?"

      "Look. I'm not a—"

      "I know what you are. And I know what you're not. Just listen. Your government needs your help—"

      "But—"

      "Just shut up and listen before you turn me down."

      So, I listened. The request was simple enough. What it amounted to was, he wanted me to be a courier. He said that my job got me into Germany on a regular basis, and that it got me there without suspicion, and that, because magnesite had both industrial uses and military uses, it got me into contact with influential business people, who, in turn, were in contact with prominent military people. And some of those people had information that could be helpful to the Czech government, and that he wanted me to be available to carry that information back to Vienna.

      I finally spoke. "But isn't that dangerous?"

      "Don't you carry lots of documents on your trips—contracts, order forms, schematics?"

      "Yeah. Sometimes two briefcases full, depending on the trip."

      "And has anyone at the border ever looked in one of your briefcases?"

      "One time. The Nazis opened one."

      "And?"

      "They looked, saw a bunch of papers and folders, and closed it."

      "You see what I'm saying. The danger is minimal to nonexistent for somebody like you. Your company provides an essential material for German industry. They can't build a steel mill without your shit, and they don't have any of their own, which means you are essential to the German military buildup. Nobody is going to bother you."

      Truth be told, I had often thought the same thing. Once, I even put it to the test. It was only a couple of months earlier, for Leon's father, right before he left Vienna. They wouldn’t let you leave Austria with much currency—almost none, truthfully. So after he sold the family home, Leon’s father took the proceeds and bought diamonds, and then he gave me the diamonds, and I traveled with them on one of my trips to Saarbrücken. After meeting with my client, I went over the border to Metz, changed the diamonds for francs with a prearranged broker, and then deposited the francs into a prearranged bank account. The whole time, the diamonds were either in a money belt or in a half-assed false bottom in my briefcase. No one at any border crossing looked at me for more than a second before stamping my passport and waving me along.

      Still, though, this was different. If I had been caught with the diamonds, I would have just said they were mine and played dumb. I might have had to bribe somebody to get out of trouble, but there wasn't really any risk. There was no way to play dumb, though, about a couple of pages of German military information hidden in the middle of the August magnesite delivery schedules. There was no way to bribe your way out of something like that.

      "I don't know . . ." I said, finally.

      "Christ. Do you know how important this is?"

      "I think I do, which is why I'm not sure. Can you give me some time to think about it?"

      "Look, we need to know before you leave for Cologne on the fourteenth."

      "How the hell do you know when I leave for Cologne?"

      "What do you think, that we're amateurs? This is serious. We are serious people. Think hard, Herr Kovacs. Two weeks. We'll contact you. Now you stay here for five minutes. Say a prayer."

      I heard him get up as I continued to stare straight ahead, fixing on the massive altar in the distance.
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      The Vienna office of Kovacs Mining Company was one room on the second floor of a building filled with one-room offices—an accountant to the left, an architect to the right, an unnamed tenant at the end of the hall whose clientele tended toward the quiet and the desperate. I was pretty sure it was a place where Jews worked out their financial arrangements before they left town. That is, how they hid their assets.

      Ours was a nice-sized room, just the one room. Other offices had divided their space, with a receptionist and a small seating area in front and a private office through a door. But seeing as how Otto and I went to the clients instead of the clients coming to us, we went with a more open concept: one room, two desks, one shared by Otto and me, one for Hannah. That way, she could look out the window onto Falkestrasse.

      I didn't go to the office, other than to file my expenses, make travel arrangements, pick up money for an upcoming trip, or deal with my father. Once a month, it was a phone call. The rest of the time, it was correspondence by mail. Hannah took care of all of the paperwork details in between.

      This day was for expenses. Or, as Otto used to say, "You always eat three meals a day on the road, even if you don't."

      That's when he wasn't saying, "Add 20 percent to every expense—it's the only compensation you get for being away from home."

      And when he wasn't saying, "If you're not smart enough to steal a good living from your father, you're no good to him as a salesman, anyway."

      It had been a couple of months, and my emotions still seesawed when I thought about Otto. Hannah seemed to be doing fine, except she often found the subject of Otto awkward. Sometimes she talked about him endlessly. Other times, she avoided mentioning him altogether, even when telling a story where his name should have come up naturally.

      I walked into our office with the standard office greeting, begun by Otto, continued by me.

      "Hey, baby, how's business?"

      Hannah lit up. "I was wondering if you remembered."

      "How could I forget?" It was Otto's birthday. We always went to lunch together, and had a few drinks, and told all of the old stories, which generally meant making fun of my father and brother.

      "We going to Café Central?"

      "Reservation is made," she said. "But first we have to get a couple of things done."

      She looked down at the expenses, focusing in for a second, shaking her head. "You know, the day is coming when your brother is going to refuse to pay one of these. You should have heard him last month—"

      "Which is what you have told me every month for the past 11 years. And he has paid every time, and he will continue to pay, and the reason is simple: If he fires me, he’ll either have to start making the sales calls himself, or he’ll have to hire someone else to do it. And if you have learned anything about our family over the last few years, it is this: that the only people we trust less than each other are everyone else. To this day, I can't believe they let you handle their money."

      She snorted. "Enough. Let's get through this."

      She opened a file full of letters from various clients I hadn't seen in a while. We set the dates for my next visit, and Hannah would write them to confirm. Next was a file with letters from clients asking questions about their orders, or with specific delivery issues, or whatnot. I dictated replies as Hannah took shorthand.

      "Okay, Linz next week," she said. "You’ve been putting this off, but we need to make the arrangements today."

      The trip to Linz was going to be maybe the worst of the year. It was going to be one night in a hotel, two stops, both unpleasant. At the first stop, we were going to get fired by Ulrich Bain & Co. There was no way around it; we had messed up an order, and they were unhappy with the price accommodation we made as a result. But it wasn't just that. The guy I dealt with, Herr Ulrich Bain himself, was just about the most odious of the Nazis I was forced to deal with, and I just couldn't kiss his ass anymore, and he resented this fact. Then, after he fired us, I would have to visit a quarry for sale on the edge of town—not because we were going to buy it, but because the owner was somehow an old acquaintance of my father's, and we were just showing the old guy some respect.

      Hannah looked down at the paperwork. "Why is this guy firing us again? We could give him more of a discount. Isn't it worth a try?"

      "You want the real reason or the one we're telling my loving father?"

      "The real reason."

      I told her about the Nazi flag in his office, and the picture of Hitler on the sideboard next to the tray of schnapps, and the map on the wall with the red pushpin stuck in at Braunau am Inn. The anger in her eyes was apparent by the time I was finished.

      "So what do we tell your father?"

      "Blame the bad shipment from the mine that started it all. Make it his fault."

      She reached into her desk drawer for the train timetable. It wasn't necessary. Before she got it open, I just started dictating: three o'clock train to Linz on Thursday, six o'clock return on Friday night. One night in the Hotel Wolfinger. No need for a lunch reservation on Friday; the Nazi is firing us, so the Nazi is picking up the tab.

      That was enough. We went to lunch, got drunk, told all of the old stories and cried a little.
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      "A schnitzel for two marks. Two! And it's good!" Leon dug in.

      "A two-mark schnitzel and a room full of reporter assholes. Who could beat it?"

      Leon looked at me with faux disapproval. "Now, now. You like reporter assholes. You like all kinds of assholes. You like me, after all. And do you own a mirror, by the way?"

      It was like this most nights at Café Louvre. The big fat American from United Press had his own table in the far corner, his stammtisch. Michael Stern. In the unofficial foreign correspondents' clubhouse, Stern was their unofficial ringleader. He had a typewriter at the table and used the café as his office many days. The others either worked from home or in their cubbyholes in the telegraph office across the street, from which their copy was sent. Well, not all of it. The really urgent breaking news could be dictated over the phone to London and passed on from there. Routine breaking news, with a short shelf life, went by cable. The stories without any urgency were typed up and dropped in the mail because it was so much cheaper. Or, as one of the correspondents told me, "As long as this whining, broke former Habsburg count doesn't die between now and publication, what's the difference? His whining will be just as whiny two weeks from now."

      Besides Stern, at the table tonight were Rand from Chicago, Hillary from Philadelphia, and Watson from the Manchester Guardian. I never asked for the first names. Watson was the guy they seemed to respect the most. You could tell because they all listened to him when he talked, rather than just showing off with some worthless nugget they said they heard from Schuschnigg's cook's husband in a café in Floridsdorf. As if any of them would set foot in Floridsdorf.

      Heading to and from the lavatory, they would pass our table and offer Leon a nod or a wave. When it was her turn to parade by, the woman from Chicago leaned in and whispered something in his ear, and he seemed on the verge of blushing. This was borderline historic, because Leon didn't blush.

      "Was that as dirty as it looked?"

      Then Leon did blush, a little. "She said, and I quote, 'What wouldn't I give right now for a brief encounter with a man of the circumcised persuasion. If you can think of anybody, let me know.'"

      "Jesus, she's pushing 50."

      "Jesus has nothing to do with it."

      "You mean you're thinking about it?"

      "A source is a source. And the night is young."

      Behind Leon, Vivian Montreaux and her husband, the French ambassador to Rome, walked in and were escorted to a booth on the other side of the café. She was unmistakable, even with her back to us, even from 50 feet away, because of her long red hair. She never saw Leon, and neither did her husband. This was all probably for the best.

      "What are they doing back in town?"

      Leon, his mouth full, answered anyway. "Not sure. But the French chef de mission dropped dead the other day. He's been here forever, and the funeral's tomorrow."

      "You seen her since?"

      "First time."

      Until about two years ago, Leon worked for Der Abend. In a city with 22 newspapers, from serious to scandal sheet, Der Abend leaned heavily toward the latter. They had an editor there named Jurgen R. Jager, and Leon used to tell stories about him that had me pissing myself. Like this: Jager had a rule that every photo that accompanied every story about a car accident had one requirement—a young woman with big breasts standing there and solemnly surveying the wreckage. One photographer, Dieter, had a sister who qualified and was always on call, in case he couldn't round up somebody appropriate from the immediate neighborhood. When he used his sister for the third time in three months, Jager caught him. "Dieter, from now on, fresh tits," he bellowed, but then he giggled. "Although I have to admit that I will miss what has been on offer."

      Then there was the time Jager insisted on calling a murder victim an "Innere Stadt matron" even though she didn't live anywhere near the tony mansions of Innere Stadt. One of the reporters even pulled out a map and showed him. "It isn't close, boss."

      Jager thundered, "It's close enough." And then he walked away, giggling. And, yes, he got his "Innere Stadt matron" headline.

      This is the stuff Leon did, and he did it well. But he always wanted more: politics instead of society fluff, a serious paper, a nod from the Manchester Guardian at Café Louvre. And Mme. Montreaux was how he got it.

      It was simple enough, really. Working the society beat one night—Der Abend was equal parts breasts, sports, and boldfaced names of the wealthy and privileged—Leon was leaning against one of the bars at a charity function of some sort in the Palais Auersperg. He ended up chatting with a young guy who was also hugging the bar, as bored as Leon was. It turned out his name was Herman Lutz, and he was the nephew of the German ambassador. He was 24, learning the diplomatic business—shuffling meaningless paper during the day, drinking free drinks after work at the stultifying reception du jour, the usual stuff. It was nothing—one drink, 10 or 15 minutes, a couple of stories, trading experiences about favored dance clubs, with Leon currently preferring Koenigen and Herr Lutz enjoying Mariposa. That was it. Leon wrote 400 words, including 28 names, and his work was done.

      Until two weeks later, on a lazy Thursday afternoon, when the entire diplomatic corps was in the parliament listening to Schuschnigg prattle on about something or other and then cabling their advice to their governments. Leon just happened to be about 300 feet from the French ambassador's residence, when the door opened, and none other than Herr Lutz walked out, stopped, leaned back in, and embraced a woman whose face Leon could not see but who had a head of splendidly long red hair.

      With that, the rest of it worked pretty simply. First Leon confronted Lutz at Mariposa. He thought the kid, who was a little bit drunk and who had a tiny brunette waiting for him at a small table, was going to cry. The next morning, he confronted the good mademoiselle at Demel, her regular café. She did cry. The deal was pretty plain. Leon didn't want state secrets, but he wanted political gossip from both of them, or else. Herr Lutz's services lasted three months until he abandoned the idea of a career in the diplomatic service and left town, returning to Heidelberg to obtain an advanced degree in biology. Mme. Montreaux lasted six months before she managed to get her husband transferred to Rome. But in that time, Leon broke a ton of political news and developed a variety of new sources—because that's how it works: When you start to know stuff, all kinds of people become attracted to you and begin to whisper into your ear. That success enabled him to get a job writing politics at Die Neue Freie Presse, which was probably No. 1 in seriousness.

      Leon was good, and the other journalists all knew it, and these nights at Café Louvre were now ventures into a world that Leon used to covet, but in which he now clearly belonged.

      He surveyed the place as we got another drink after dinner. And then he hit me.

      "So, are you going to do it?"

      "Do what? I'm not circumcised."

      "Are you going to spy or not?"

      I had not told anyone. Not Johanna, not Henry, no one. I could barely admit it to myself. I generally did about 75 percent of my yearly drinking in the 33 percent of the year I spent on the road, but I had been drinking every night since the meeting in Stephansdom. I was honestly frightened and just didn't know what to do.

      When I asked him how he knew, Leon said, "I'm insulted you'd ask. I mean, I do this for a living. And they should never have used that chinless weasel from Prague to approach you—and to do it twice. He was embarrassingly easy to crack. As soon as I saw him approach you the second time, I knew it would be a cinch. So you are going to do it?"

      "First off, fuck you. You didn't tell anybody, did you?"

      "Our secret."

      "Then I'll tell you the truth: I don't know what to do."

      "You know what the right thing to do is, though. And that's all that matters."

      "I don't know what's right."

      "Yes, you do."

      "It's more complicated than you think."

      "Why, is Daddy going to be mad?"

      "I repeat: fuck you."

      "So what do they want you to do?"

      I explained what the guy in Stephansdom said. We talked a little about the risk. He pushed. I pushed back.

      "If they asked me, I would do it without thinking," he said.

      "I have a lot more to lose than you do."

      He got quiet. I got quiet. We drank some more. I left. The woman from Chicago was still at the correspondents' table in the corner.
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      I had been to the restaurant in the Hotel Weinzinger in Linz a half-dozen times. The food was okay but only okay. The decor dark and formal. The waiters old and decrepit. Nothing about the place was memorable, but I did enjoy the walk down to the Danube, which the hotel overlooked. Of course, this would be my last visit. I wasn't going back to a place where I got fired.

      I was playing it out in my head during the train ride, how it was going to happen. I was about 98 percent sure, partly because of the botched order, partly because I could no longer hide my disgust from Herr Ulrich Bain.

      Don't get me wrong—I kissed plenty of Nazi ass in the course of doing business. I would do the salute when I was in Germany and got cornered into it, mainly when there were military people in the room. Of course, I always made it quick and weak, convincing myself that it wasn't the same as the heel-clicking, stiff-armed assholes. I drew the line at laughing at Jewish jokes; I’d perfected a kind of eye roll/change the subject combination that got me out of those situations every time. I also would go out of my way to avoid the public displays of Nazi affection that seemed to pop up all the time; you couldn't take a walk after lunch in Munich without running into a parade where, if you didn't salute, you got slugged by a Brownshirt, or worse. I always managed to duck into a shop or an alley to avoid those things. But business was, well, business.

      Except for Herr Ulrich Bain. He was worse than the Germans. A lot of people in Linz were. Hitler was born in Braunau am Inn, but he spent some of his youth in Linz, and the citizens seemed to be quite proud of their favorite son. I was actually in a bar once with a client where one guy said Hitler once slept in his house, another guy said Hitler once kissed his aunt when they were kids, and the owner of the bar said that Hitler used his bathroom. So proud, they were.

      Anyway, the last time I was in Herr Bain's office, he was complaining about the messed-up delivery, and accepting a discount on the next delivery, but refusing to be placated, refusing to let it go. He was over at the sideboard, fixing us a drink and preparing to complain some more. I was fine enough with that. It was the job, after all. But then he did what he always did. He picked up the photo he had on the sideboard—which was in a much more expensive frame than the picture of his wife—and sat down with it in his lap. Then he looked down at it, and then he looked at me, and then he pointed at the photo and said, "The day will come, and it will come soon, when Austria knows the greatness of his leadership—"

      I had heard the speech about six times before. It never varied. So this time I interrupted, picking up the speech mid-sentence, even adopting Bain's pinched accent. "—And the genius of his vision, and the purity of the Aryan race."

      Bain was stunned; his mouth opened, then closed, then his whole face twisted in fury. You could disagree with a Nazi— sometimes they even kind of enjoyed the argument—but you could never mock them. Suffice it to say, I drank up. I'm not sure either of us said anything after I shrugged and said, "Well, it is a memorable sentiment."

      So now he was going to fire us. Lunch was set for noon. There was a particular protocol to this sort of thing. You ordered a drink and talked about the weather. You ordered the meal and talked about your families. You spent the better part of an hour avoiding the obvious subject until the waiter brought the coffee. It was an agonizing dance, especially when you knew all along that you were going to be on the receiving end of the bad news, but it's what you did. He wanted to make this as civil as possible in case he ever needed us again. We wanted the same thing. Business is business, after all, and that was the ritual.

      Walking the several blocks to the Weinzinger, I was determined to just shut my mouth and endure the lunch. Then I got about a block away and witnessed Bain, across the street and with his back to me, screaming at an older man in a white apron standing outside of Goldberg's Delicatessen. Goldberg, probably. Another man was yelling, too. A policeman watched from about 50 feet away.

      All I could hear was garbled anger, except for the, "Fucking kike!" that shot clearly out of Bain's mouth as he turned halfway toward me. More yelling followed. Goldberg raised the broom he was holding and menaced it in Bain's direction. The policeman bellowed, "Goldberg!" and that was enough for the old man to holster his weapon. He turned and went back into the deli. Bain and the other man laughed, shook hands, gave each other the Hitler salute and walked away in different directions, another job well done by the master race.

      It is difficult to describe what I felt as I watched: anger, sorrow, helplessness, inevitability. It is hard to love such a shitty country, but I did, even if it was my adopted home. And I couldn't stand the idea of Hitler officially sanctioning every lousy impulse in the Austrian character, and making life impossible for people like Leon and Hannah.

      At that moment, the only thing keeping the Germans on the other side of the border was Mussolini, who would likely object to Hitler swallowing us whole when he was still hoping to take a nibble out of us himself. But who knew how long that would last? Il Duce could get distracted, or bought off by Hitler—at which point, Austria would become a delicious lunch. Our army wouldn't last 24 hours against Germany's, if for no other reason than the fact that they wouldn't have the nerve to shoot all of their cheering brothers and cousins waving the Nazi flag.

      So what were you supposed to do? I could ask a hundred people not to tell me any Jewish jokes, and it wouldn't matter. Leon could get in a street fight every night of the week if he wanted and it wouldn't matter. Hitler was too big for any of us to stop—and he was coming, and everybody knew it. We just didn't know when. A country might have been able to stop him. An individual, though? Leon talked all the time about "the human imperative to resist." But all it got you was brained by a paving stone and a half-dozen stitches, and that's if you were lucky.

      Anyway, Bain went into the hotel. I waited two or three minutes and then followed him. He checked his coat and hat. I decided not to check mine at the last second, brushing past the man at the reservation stand and approaching his table.

      "Herr Kovacs."

      "Herr Bain. You're here to fire my company, am I right?"

      He was taken aback. This wasn't how it was supposed to work. "Well, yes I am."

      "Thank you. And go fuck yourself."

      I turned and walked out, not waiting to see or hear his reaction. I was elated as I reached the sidewalk—it always feels good to tell somebody to go fuck themselves, especially when the retort isn't in the form of a balled fist.

      My next appointment wasn't for two and a half hours, and I realized I had just missed lunch. I got a sandwich at Goldberg's.
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      The little local train from the Linz station got me to Mauthausen in about 20 minutes. Rather than taking a taxi to the quarry, I decided to walk. It was about two miles, but it was a nice day. The path wended through clusters of small homes built into the hillsides and on ridges that overlooked great valleys. The quarry was pretty far away; up in the distance, ruggedly imposing.

      How my father knew Edgar Grundman, the owner of the quarry, was a mystery to me. The old man never traveled anywhere. Maybe Grundman had been to Brno at some point, I didn't know. All I knew for sure was that the Kovacs family had no intention of getting into the granite business.

      "Who would we get to run it—you?" the old man said on the phone, laughing. It might have been the only time I had heard him laugh in a year.

      "So why do I have to listen to him?"

      "Just be polite when you turn him down."

      "But this is a waste of time."

      "You have plenty of time. Just do it."

      I was slightly winded as I reached the quarry. Herr Grundman was waiting for me at the door.

      "I was watching you. That's a good walk in city shoes."

      I looked down at my brogues, shined every week, now covered in gray dust. "City shoes? Country shoes? What's the difference?"

      "The blisters on your feet when you take them off tonight will be explanation enough. You know, there is a world outside the Vienna city limits. You probably think a big nature adventure is a trip to get drunk in Grinzing."

      He was right, but so what? Outside of Vienna was a world full of Hitler-loving anti-Semites.

      "This is a pretty area," I said. "The quarry has a rough beauty that is hard to imagine if you haven't seen it."

      The office was a working foreman's office, not an owner's office. Work schedules and delivery notices were posted on the wall, along with an Ottakringer beer calendar that featured two attractive swimsuits. A broken piece of some bit of machinery was disassembled on a side table awaiting a reworking of the mechanical jigsaw puzzle.

      "You still get your hands dirty every day?"

      "Not really. I supervise, mostly. But I like the work. I like being in the middle of it."

      This isn't how my father ran the mine. He only showed his face outside the office to yell at people. My father wore city shoes always.

      "So if you still enjoy it, why are you selling? And how do you know my father?"

      "That's two different questions. I'll start with the second one. I have never met your father in person. I did know your mother."

      Mama got the Spanish flu and died in 1918. It was God's last, worst joke. The war that was supposed to last six months lasted more than four years. And near the end, just when everybody thought it was going to be safe again, the flu epidemic wiped out millions more. They buried her before I was discharged. I didn't even get a photo of her.

      "We met at a Fasching ball in Vienna in 1894. I was 19. She was 17. If I close my eyes, I can still see the dress she was wearing: pink, very light pink, with a ruffle at the hem. To say I was smitten doesn't begin to explain it. Well, maybe it does. She was in town for two weeks, and we saw each other every day—balls, the opera, coffees. I know it was quick, but we were both very much in love."

      You never think of your parents that way, not when you are a kid, not even when you are grown. I knew her family was some kind of minor Czech nobility, and that they didn't entirely approve when she married the grubby mine owner's son, but they didn't cut her off completely. I knew my grandparents in the big house in Dukovany, on the banks of the Jihlava, with the fields and forest surrounding it. I learned to shoot a rifle there. I got my first kiss there, from the housekeeper's daughter.

      "So why didn't you get together? Was it my father?"

      "No, he wasn't in the picture then. The problem was that your mother was Catholic and I am Lutheran. It was impossible."

      "That's it? Really?"

      "A mixed marriage is still hard today for people of a certain station. It was impossible then, for her. I understood."

      Every year in January, the anniversary of when they met, my mother sent a letter, updating Grundman on her life. He would reply and do the same. But the letter in 1919 was written in a different hand, a man's.

      "Your mother saved the letters, and your father found them after she died. He wrote to tell me, and we have kept up the correspondence. It's mostly about business, but he does mention your brother and his grandchildren, and you, of course."

      "All very complimentary, I'm sure."

      Grundman smiled. "He loves you, you know. Your father just doesn't always understand you. He always says that he can't believe how much you are like his brother, Otto. I'm so sorry about his passing."

      I thanked him. "I can't believe he writes you every year."

      "Every year. I think it keeps your mother alive, for both of us, even though we never mention her name."

      I didn't know what to say. My mother had another love. My father had a heart. This was a lot to process, and I was having some trouble with it all. The silence grew uncomfortable. Grundman jumped in.

      "The other question—why am I selling if I still enjoy it? This is something I would never tell your father, and you don't tell him, either. But I would like to tell you in confidence. Really, you can't tell anyone."

      He began with a quick survey of Nazi sentiment in Linz. I told him what had happened in front of Goldberg's, and about my very abbreviated lunch with Ulrich Bain. I still didn't know where this was going.

      "It's terrible, probably worse than you think. There are thousands of Herr Bains. I grew up with these people and Hitler is one of them. Hell, his parents are buried right outside Linz in Leonding cemetery. We'll line up and put flowers in their rifles when the Germans march in. It's only a matter of when."

      I mentioned Mussolini, our great Italian protector. Grundman said, "That fool? You could buy him off with a five-mark whore. He's no protection. Hitler will offer him a tiny sliver of the Tyrol, and he'll go away. Hitler will take the rest. We can't stop him."

      "So what does that have to do with selling?"

      "Part of it is strictly business. When the Nazis come in, I guarantee they take the quarry away from me within six months. 'Resources in the national interest of the Fatherland,' or some such. They might give me 20 percent of what it's worth if they're feeling generous. Most people here are so in love with him that they can't see the next move, though. So I'm selling now, and I'm going to get a decent price."

      "Not from us. You know that, right?"

      "Oh, yes. I just consider this visit an extra letter from your father, a bonus."

      Now it was my turn to smile. "So will you take the money and leave Austria? Where will you go?"

      "No, I'm staying. I have my little house in the village—you walked past it—and I plan to stay busy."

      "Doing what?"

      Grundman leaned in. "This is the part you really can't tell anyone. I'm only telling you because I think you'll understand. I just can't live with the idea that this thug is going to destroy my country. There are at least some people who agree with me and are willing to act. I want to organize them. I want to finance them."

      "You'll be in Dachau in a week. These people aren't kidding."

      "I can't think that way. I'm 62, but I still have my health. I can outwork a 35-year-old in the pit when I feel like it. So I have that, and I will have plenty of money when I sell. I have to do something. Most of the people who think like me are younger—younger than you. They have energy, but also stupidity. I can guide them, help protect them."

      "It's suicide."

      "Maybe. Maybe you're right. But what's the alternative? There is no hiding from this. Read Mein Kampf. He's not stopping until somebody stops him."

      "But you?"

      Grundman shrugged. The look on his face was part defiance, part helplessness. It's the picture I couldn't shake, all the way back on the train to Vienna.
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      It was Henry's place by then, but I would always call it Henry's dad's place. And place is the word—not restaurant, not café, not bar, not dance hall, not gambling emporium, not brothel. Because it was all of those things. Nowhere else in Vienna could you get a crisp schnitzel for three marks and an hour of individualized entertainment in one of the back rooms for 10 marks more. As his dad used to say: "I am in the business of quenching all thirsts." The sign outside said, simply, Fessler's.

      The back rooms were, not surprisingly, in the back. Working forward, there was a decent-sized dance hall in the middle third of the building, with a five-piece combo in one corner and lighting that made the room not quite dark but not quite adequately lit, and of various faint colors that had been accomplished by dipping the light bulbs in food coloring. I’d once had a summer job with Henry's dad, and keeping up with the light bulbs was part of the task.

      "Mood lighting, Alex," is what he told me. "So you can see but also so you can pretend you can't see, if you are in the mood to pretend."

      The front third of the building was divided in half, a dozen tables for the café on the left, a long, handsome wood bar on the right. When I walked in, Henry was sitting at the end of the bar, as always. Come in at 2 p.m., and he was sitting there, inevitably with an open ledger book, going over figures. At 6, he was likely in conversation with a bartender or waiter about something or another. At 10, which was when I walked in, he was having his only drink of the night, a martini, before going home and leaving Max, his oldest bartender, in charge for the rest of the evening.

      "A Monday night? What's the occasion?"

      "Quiet week," I said.

      It was anything but, of course. Half the time, I was walking around and thinking about Johanna. The other half of the time, I was repeatedly recounting the conversation in Stephansdom. Never before in my life had the wondrous daydreams about a new woman been crowded out by something else. But that's what was happening.

      There were so many reasons not to get involved. There were business reasons, specifically that the Kovacs Mining Company was profiting somewhere between handsomely and obscenely off of the Nazis, and, well, who cuts off their financial lifeline for some kind of romantic fantasy? Because that's what this was. I hated him, and I might have hated his followers even more, but who was going to stop Hitler? Me? It was absurd, and the risk was genuine, despite what the guy in church said. I could end up in Dachau, the family business could be blackballed in Germany, and for what? So that the Czech government would know ahead of time the exact caliber of the artillery that would be firing upon St. Vitus Cathedral in Prague?

      Thinking practically, thinking risk-reward—Papa would have been so proud, the man whose favorite retort to pretty much any idealistic notion was, "Don Quixote didn't live on the Danube"—there was just no real upside to getting involved.

      "You seem like you're someplace else," Henry said, and then he smiled a dirty smile. "Is it that . . . what is her name?"

      "Johanna."

      "Come on, details."

      "Aren't we a little old for details?"

      "Okay, but there are details, right?"

      I smiled. That would be my answer.

      Headlights suddenly lit the bar, coming through the front window. A big-ass Daimler was parking on the sidewalk, right against the building. The driver's door slammed and in walked a police officer in a captain's uniform. Henry eyed him, and then looked at me. The smile wasn't dirty anymore.

      I looked at him, quizzically. "Friend or foe?"

      "Both. Just business."

      I knew what the business was. Before he left, Henry's dad had his hand in a bunch of areas, some more legitimate than others. He employed dozens of what he called "my guys." Some of them offered "protection" for neighborhood business. Others collected debts. Still others worked in the family's discount alcohol and cigarette business. Then there was this place, from the front of the house to the back of the house.

      By the standards of the day, Henry's dad was a benevolent mobster. He would not allow his guys to be involved with illegal drugs. The protection charges were not onerous and did actually offer an element of protection in a city where burglary rose in lockstep with the unemployment rate. The gambling and loansharking were real, and people who did not pay did occasionally get beaten up, but it was never worse than that. Henry's dad always told his guys, "Know your clients. Don't let them get in so deep that they are left without alternatives." He actually fired a guy once, a very good earner, and told him, "What good are these customers to me tomorrow if you have to beat the life out of them today?"

      But that was all over now. The family had sold off just about all of their businesses, except for Fessler's. But given the goings-on in the back room, the police still had to be accounted for. That was why Henry and I watched the host, Max, reach beneath the reservation book at his stand up front, pull out an envelope, and hand it to the good captain, who pocketed it in one motion. It was just the cost of doing business. I had seen Henry’s father hand the envelope to old Schindler in the back alley on Saturday mornings a few times.

      But instead of leaving with his extracurricular salary, the cop walked into the bar and approached us. Introductions were made. Captain Hans Fuchs seemed to be the prototypical Nazi: late 30s, blond, athletic, confident, oozing smarm. The Vienna police department was full of his type. There were probably more devout Nazis working the second shift in Vienna police precincts than there were in most Munich beer halls. So this was nothing new.

      The truth was, Henry and I made our livings in the same way—that is, by talking to assholes. Whether you're in the bar business or the sales business, mindless conversation with despicable people is part of the job. Yet Henry was having trouble here, while I talked with Fuchs about the cold weather and the misfortunes of FK Austria this year. "Even Sindelar is so messed up, he couldn't hit the Danube from the embankment," I said. Fuchs made some crack about the goalie being "like a sieve for spätzle," and I kept looking over for Henry to join in but he just kept withdrawing into himself, silence wrapped in obvious concern. Fuchs noticed, too.

      "Quiet tonight, Herr Fessler."

      "Problems here—staff problems. I'm sorry."

      "There must be a lot of staff issues here. So many different jobs under one roof." His wink was about as unsubtle as a wink could be, cartoonish almost. No, cartoonish actually. Without the good manners to accept his bribe and be done with it.

      "It's the kitchen staff. I must check something—excuse me, Captain." And Henry was gone, leaving me and my new best friend. We had done weather, and we had done soccer, which left Schuschnigg, but I wasn't going there, not with this junior Himmler in training. Thank God he was as uncomfortable with the silence as I was. He got to his feet and said a quick goodnight and was gone—door slam, headlights again flooding the bar, and then roaring off into the February night.

      I waited a minute for Henry, but he never came back.
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      Whenever I didn't feel like making my own breakfast, which was most days, I ate at Café Hawelka. If Café Central was all marble and multiple domes on the ceiling and the faint odor of perfume wafting from the next table and waiters who seemed to have studied choreography, Café Hawelka was dark wood and beer cases stacked in the vestibule, and a clock permanently stopped at 12:31. There were four booths, and this was the kind of place where people scratched their initials into the wood. Or, because it was 1937, you sometimes got more than that, like two lovers' initials encircled by a heart and joined in the middle by a swastika. But the breakfast—eggs scrambled and served in a small cast-iron skillet with some bacon and cheese and the proper amount of grease on top to douse a hangover—made it just about perfect. And, because this was Vienna, the skillet would be placed upon a china plate, and the whole thing would be delivered on a metal tray.

      I grabbed Der Abend from the rack and sat with it and my coffee as the food cooked. The wooden dowel holding the paper together was worn by decades of warm hands, cold hands, sweating hands, worn by thousands of people reading about Jutland and Versailles and Hitler and Daladier and Lenin and Freud and Marx and Lloyd George and Hitler and Hitler and Hitler. The shellac was gone from the knob at the bottom, and most of the cherry stain, too.

      The headlines were a variation on a common theme this winter: Hitler this, Mussolini that. The only comic relief, as the paper chronicled for the third straight day, was the investigation into who hired the skywriting plane that drew a hammer-and-sickle in the bright blue Vienna sky the other morning, only to be chased unsuccessfully by six military aircraft.

      Craving my eggs, absorbed by the paper, I was startled by a man in a dark suit and a darker expression who sat down at my table. I looked at him. He said nothing.

      "Do I know you?"

      The look on his face morphed into pure, aggressive disdain. He practically spat the word: "Stephansdom."

      "I never got a good look at you. You told me not to look."

      The look on his face grew even more disdainful, if that was possible. Only the waiter's arrival to take his coffee order softened it.

      I had obviously been thinking about it pretty much nonstop. It really upset me—and I had the toilet paper receipts to prove it. I worried about Hitler, and about the future, like everyone in Vienna—but my worries were also wrapped around a comfortable life where money wasn't a problem, and my responsibilities were easily managed, and where Johanna was now in the picture. She was challenging but also . . . comfortably challenging.

      I just wasn't really that worried. I'd survive if the Germans came. If I couldn't hack it, my family would take me back in Brno, God help us all. I also had some money stashed in a couple of bank accounts, in Zurich and Paris, enough to make a fresh start, even if I couldn't get Otto's money out. There were options.

      But now, if I accepted this offer, this summons, everything would be at risk—including my freedom, and maybe my life. It was a small risk, granted, if all I was doing was bringing back a few sheets of paper hiding in my briefcase amid hundreds of pieces of paper. Small risk, maximum penalty.

      The man sipped his coffee and said, "So when do you leave for Cologne?"

      "Sunday. It's three cities. Nuremberg for two days, Monday and Tuesday. Frankfurt for a day and a half, then Cologne for two more, Thursday night and all day Friday and Saturday. Overnight train back on Saturday night. The Orient Express."

      "I know that."

      "So why did you ask?"

      "Making conversation so you can take your mind off of the fact that you're about to piss your pants."

      "I knew you were a charmer. So, your plan is to sweet-talk me into doing this?"

      "My plan is to finish my coffee and send a message to my boss in Prague telling him that you're either in or that you're a chickenshit. So which is it?"

      My new friend, a complete asshole whose name I did not know, was right. I had spun this a million different ways in my head but that's what it came down to: Was I in or was I a coward? I was torturing myself, all the while wishing that I just possessed even a slice of that thoughtless decisiveness that Leon lived. Whether it was a woman way out of his league or four thugs jumping a Jew on a street corner, it didn't matter—Leon was all in while I was always a step behind, calculating the odds and the consequences.

      "I'll die younger, but I'll have more fun," is what he always told me, usually when we were drinking afterward, and he was nursing some sort of wound, physical or otherwise.

      So this was my chance. I'd had others—I’d fought in a war, for fuck's sake. I always came out looking okay, but I was never really a hero. I wasn't a total coward, but I was always slow, always calculating. Don Quixote never got near the Danube. My father's son.

      I looked across the table at my sullen, burned-out friend. "Explain to me again why this is so important. I mean, we all know Hitler's coming. What's the point?"

      "The point is that our army is better than you think. And the point is that the German army is worse than you think. And the point is that these are facts that need to be continually updated and verified so that the politicians, if they ever decide to grow a pair, can understand our chances of holding him off, the Corporal, and maybe embarrass him, and maybe convince the French pussies to honor their treaty because the big bad Nazi wolf maybe isn't so scary after all."

      "But if Hitler takes Austria, Czechoslovakia will be surrounded. It won't matter. And he's taking Austria if he shows up with three old men on horseback armed with broomsticks and a bugle."

      "Exactly. Which is why now is so important. Maybe we can make a late mutual defense deal with the Austrians. Maybe we can organize military maneuvers near the Austrian border that will scare Hitler a little. Maybe we make a show of strength that makes him reconsider for a little while. We're playing for time here, and to embarrass the French pussies into living up to their obligations. But I'm telling you more than I should, although it's all just common sense if you can read the newspapers and a map. So, are you in?"

      I sat there and stared at him, but not really focusing on him. I saw my father, and I saw Otto. I saw Leon and the doctor stitching him up in the emergency room. I saw Ulrich Bain in front of Goldberg's Delicatessen and, mostly, I saw Herr Grundman in the quarry. His was the face, more than any, that I couldn't shake.

      "I'm in," I said.

      "Good. Someone will contact you, or not. Just go about your business. You'll never know until it happens."
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      I had time for a quick walk over to the museum to say goodbye to Johanna before the trip. It was hard to know what to say. Because I was putting whatever we had begun to build together in jeopardy, too, and I didn't feel like I could tell her about it.

      It was bad enough that Leon knew, although I was pretty confident he wouldn't tell anybody, not even Henry. On the one hand, I very much wanted to tell Johanna because it would burnish my reputation as a brave doer of good. But I very much didn't want to tell her because she might blab. And also—and this was the real reason—I wasn't sure she would approve. I wasn’t sure she was all that interested in doers of good.

      It wasn't that she was an outright anti-Semite. It was nothing like that. But when I told her about our fight to rescue the Jewish kid, there was no disgust for the injustice, or concern for the kid, or disrespect for the police or the Nazis. Instead, what she said was, "I guess boys will always be boys, even when they are men." And then she kissed me on the forehead, and then down lower than that, and we really didn't talk about it anymore.

      I just didn't know. The title her family had, and didn't have. The money her family had, and didn't have. Her father's flick of the nose. There was a little bit of an edge there. We saw one of the socialist newspapers that still got smuggled in now and then—somebody had left it on our chair in Demel—and Johanna said, "Who would honestly believe these lies?" But that's just politics. Henry hates the socialists, too, and I'd trust my children's lives with him if I ever had any. Before they were outlawed, even Leon wasn't a big fan: "They figure they have us Jews in their pocket because we have nowhere else to go, and they take advantage of it. Intellectual shitheads." So what did it mean that Johanna hated them, too? Anything?

      The point was, I didn't know, and I kind of didn't want to know. Someday, but not that day.

      "So is the magnesite king of Central Europe all packed?" I didn't even have to see her face to see the smirk. I loved it.

      The museum had a small canteen next to the gift shop. The place was dead. The only other person there was grabbing a coffee to take back to her office, it appeared. She came over, Johanna introduced us, and I immediately forgot her name. She barely stopped walking, but did manage to say, "That was quite a proposal."

      "Early days yet. Just an idea."

      After she walked away, I said, "Proposal?"

      "For a new exhibition. It's daring."

      "I didn't think they did daring here."

      "We'll see."

      She offered no other details. We had a cup of coffee and didn't say much. We were getting more comfortable with the silences, which was good, because I was suddenly conversationally paralyzed, so preoccupied with what was about to happen on the trip, so conscious of not revealing anything to Johanna. It felt good just to say goodbye.

      Walking back home along the Ringstrasse, I was thoroughly preoccupied. My most persistent daydream was of a waiter handing me an envelope containing secret military assessments along with my bill after lunch one day in some clandestine hole in the wall in Frankfurt. The other recurring dream was of a Gestapo agent banging on my hotel room door later that same night. The dreams were like an entry at the racetrack, one following the other. I swear, I had lost 10 pounds since the whole thing started.

      Soon I was walking past the Hotel Bristol. I usually remembered to cross the street, or detour around it, but with the daydreams, I just forgot. The reason for the detours was because the Bristol was home to the German tourist office in Vienna. The office had one of the hotel's big display windows, which for years had been full of beautiful Aryannesses, skiing in Garmisch-Partenkirchen, or demurely taking the waters in Bad Godesberg, or not so demurely busting out of dirndls as they hoisted massive steins of beer for Oktoberfest in Munich. Not anymore, though. The window had become an enormous shrine to Hitler. There was a big framed photo of him, and that was it, and people gathered around it at all times of the day and night, noses pressed against the glass: men and women, old and young, and not just the teenaged boys who used to gather for a closer inspection of the dirndls. It was worse at night, as the portrait was lit by a spotlight, the illumination of evil. People sometimes left small bouquets of flowers; it had become a shrine. A hotel employee came out to tidy up and clean the smudges off of the glass twice a day.

      This day, it was quiet—an older couple, holding hands, just staring. The man actually took off his hat like he was in church and didn't put it back on until they walked away.

      How do you defeat that? The question, along with the mental picture of that old couple, stuck with me for hours—through the taxi ride to the station, and the porter setting me up in my compartment, and a solo dinner that was more about the wine than the food, and the dose of valerian and the Agatha Christie novel to help me sleep. Eventually, I did. The train arrived in Nuremberg at 8 a.m., right on time.
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      The place was dark. These places were always dark, wherever they were, in whatever country. There was a kind of international language spoken by the designers, understood by all, in the layout of these places: understated entrance off of the street, formally dressed man to greet you inside the door, booths around the perimeter with single candles on the tables, red the dominant color of the furnishings, a three-piece combo lit by a small spotlight, a small dance floor marked by dull floor lights around the perimeter, but dark everywhere else, dark in all of the spaces in between. It was part of the illicit ambiance, that and the single corridor off of the main room, the corridor that led to the rest, the entrance invariably marked by a red velvet curtain and guarded by a bricklayer in a monkey suit.

      I was seated in one of the booths. My client, Thomas Scherer, was with me, along with Trudi and Gretl, no last names required. There wasn't a lot of heavy lifting involved on this night. Dinner, drinks, stumble past the man in the tuxedo. Trudi and Gretl appeared at the table within seconds, and Trudi and Gretl's hands found our laps beneath the table a few more seconds after the drinks arrived. This wasn't complicated. It never was, except when I heard Scherer start bragging to Trudi about the steel mill he owned, and about the important work he did in building up the defense industries of the Reich, as if she were the type who needed impressing.

      I removed Gretl's hand and slid over in the booth, put my arm around Scherer's neck and yanked him close so that I could whisper something. I caught Trudi's eye and winked. I looked at Scherer with a conspiratorial smile, as if we were about to begin plotting the time when we would walk toward the red velvet curtain.

      "I'm ready now," Scherer said, almost giggling.

      "You didn't tell her your real name, did you?"

      "No."

      "Or the name of the company?"

      Terror suddenly contorted his face. A couple of years before, he had done the same thing, the same bragging, and he told the girl that night the company's name—and the girl came looking for him at the office a while later, pestering and then threatening. I had to make a special, unscheduled visit to Cologne, to pay off the girl to keep her quiet, and to pay off the owner of the club to make sure he worked to keep her quiet. In my expense report, I called it an "emergency consultation regarding unexpected demand at Scherer Steel." And, yes, in thanks, my good friend Thomas did agree to increase his magnesite order by 20 percent on the spot.

      "So, did you?"

      "No," Scherer said, and the terror was replaced by the same drunken smile. "No, I didn't mention it. She doesn't know the name. I'm good."

      "Try to keep it that way. Why don't you dance for a while?"

      "Can't dance right now," he said, winking and pointing quickly at his lap.

      "Okay, okay. But stick to safe conversation subjects. Compliment her looks. Tell her she has nice tits and see where that goes."

      We both laughed out loud, big guffaws, two aging fraternity brothers drunkenly prowling. And as Gretl and I made our way to the dance floor, I tried to keep up the inane conversation while scanning the room, looking one by one into the dimly lit booths, trying to figure who it might be.

      The Nazis closed down a lot of these places. Or, rather, they closed the most conspicuous of these places and then made a great show of it. But while Nazis might have been Nazis, they still liked sex as much as anyone. They merely demanded discretion—and, if you talked to enough of the doormen, payoffs to local police were also a requirement. Looking around, peering into the dark booths, I could make out at least a few military uniforms.

      I hadn't been approached anywhere on the trip—not during the stay in Nuremberg or the time in Frankfurt, not in the train station or at the hotel in Cologne the previous day, not in the restaurant or the first café tonight. I was leaving for home the next day.

      "You seem distracted. Perhaps I could better get your attention—" Gretl smiled, and her eyes darted quickly toward the red velvet curtain. On many nights, I had made the walk down a dark corridor like the one here, but not tonight. I would wait for Scherer and Trudi to shamble off and make my goodbyes while they were busy—and by goodbyes, I meant I would leave the money for Trudi and Gretl with the tuxedo at the front door.

      "Maybe in a bit," I told her. As we got back to the booth, we saw that Scherer and Trudi had been joined by a man in a Luftwaffe uniform. He stood to introduce himself, but it was awkward in the booth, and I told him to stay seated. He said his name was Major Peiper, and then he and Scherer smiled and winked. Fake names all around, then.

      Gretl, sensing fresher meat, slid in quickly next to the good major. I was suddenly the fifth wheel, but I was okay with that. I hated to admit how much these trips took out of me. I was only 37 and had been doing this for more than a decade, and while the travel seemed to be in my blood, it could sometimes be exhausting, especially the final day or two. I wouldn't mind getting to bed, alone, with the long train trip home to Vienna still ahead.

      Before the major got himself too entranced in Gretl's handiwork, I managed to find out that he and Scherer knew each other through "business." I assumed that the Luftwaffe was a client of the steel mill.

      After another drink, I began plotting my exit. Every client was different, but Scherer liked to have me stay until he made a decision about the red velvet curtain. But then there was the Gretl question. The money I left at the front door would be different if Gretl took the major down the corridor or if she didn't—and there was no question that I was now paying for both of them, whatever happened. It was all the cost of doing business. Maybe I would just pay the full rate for both of the girls and let the tuxedo pocket the difference if the major chose not to partake.

      This was all going through my head when the major excused himself to use the restroom. Trudi was fully engaged with Scherer, and Gretl slid over and joined her, two sets of hands now exploring. This had not been Scherer's thing in the past, but he appeared to be considering the notion. All I was thinking about was the four-block walk back to the hotel in the sleet and a nice warm bed. And when the major returned from his piss, he signaled to Scherer that it was time to head for the red velvet curtain, and what lay behind it.

      They all got up. I shook hands with the men and promised Scherer that I would expedite the updated contracts once I returned to Vienna. Money for the evening was not mentioned, the arrangements understood by all. After they had left, I slugged my drink, put down the glass and began to grab my coat and hat from the nearby rack when the major returned to retrieve the pack of cigarettes he had left on the table.

      He looked at me and said, "It's an envelope taped to the bottom of the sink in the bathroom."
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      Like most people who travel a lot, I had my routines and my preferences—favorite hotel, favorite restaurant, all of that. In Cologne, the restaurant was the Brauhaus Sion, where the two waitresses—mother and daughter—wore dirndls and the sauerbraten was the best I had ever tasted. The hotel was the Dom Hotel, a big place near the cathedral that catered to businessmen and their needs. In my case, that meant a large room with a view of the cathedral, and it also meant the delivery of a typewriter on the last day of my stay.

      After years of experimenting, the last day of a three-city trip was a workday in the hotel for me. The paperwork was excessive and could bury me if I wasn't careful. There also were notes that I made during conversations with clients, documenting the information for new orders and timetables for delivery and such. The typewriter was my method for making those notes legible so they could be acted upon by Hannah when I got home. I taught himself to type after frustrating her for years with my indecipherable handwriting and haphazard shorthand. It just felt better to sleep in after a night out with the client, and then get the detail work done so I could relax on the night train.

      I had slept in and had a room service breakfast that was actually lunch. I finished typing at five and packed everything back into the briefcases—in the middle of which was shoved a small envelope containing several strips of microfilm.

      I wasn't anxious about it at sometimes and paralyzed by the thought of it at others, which I found a little bit odd. Then again, my contact had warned me, "Half of the time you're going to feel like the almighty sheriff in one of those American westerns, and the other half of the time, you're going to feel like one of the wounded outlaws hiding in the barn." I didn't get it when he said it, but I did when it was happening.

      On the last night, I always ate in the Dom's dining room. The train wasn't until 1:30 in the morning, so it was a leisurely meal, good for a hotel. Then it was to the front desk to order a taxi for one o’clock, and then to a chair in the back corner of the lobby, where one or two drinks would get me so far, and then a shower and a change of clothes would get me the rest of the way, and then the taxi and the train would get me home.

      I was into the second schnapps and had not thought about the microfilm in half an hour, I realized, when I saw a man in a black trench coat walk into the lobby. He removed his hat, spoke briefly with the bell captain, and then began walking in my direction, passing one table, two tables, three tables, and not stopping. It was soon quite clear that he was coming to speak to me.
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      Put it this way: If UFA was looking for someone to play a Gestapo captain in its next widescreen blockbuster—The Knock at 3 a.m.—then this was their man. No screen test necessary.

      "Captain Werner Vogl. May I join you?"

      As if I had a choice. Had anyone failed to answer any question in the affirmative since he first put on that uniform? It was a question I wished I had the guts to ask him out loud.

      "And how was your dinner, Herr Kovacs? I've always been partial to the medallions of pork in a black cherry sauce."

      So he knew my name. He smiled when that dawned on me. So much for my poker face. The waiter arrived.

      "I was about to order a drink. Can I tempt you?"

      "Sorry. Still on duty for a few more hours. I try to limit myself to once a week when I play chess at Bischoffshausen on Wednesdays. It's a nice place—do you know it? It's right around here, maybe a 30-second walk from the back of the hotel. In by 7:30, home by 10. Anyway, you go ahead. Your train isn't for, what, five hours?"

      So he knew my name, and he knew when I was leaving. I felt my hand begin to shake. I ordered another large schnapps.

      "Yes, the Orient Express. It's my favorite train, even if I spend most of the journey asleep. It arrives in Cologne at 1:28 a.m., departs at 1:38 a.m.—but you already seem to know that. There are always a few passengers having a last drink in the dining car before bed. So many interesting people."

      I was regaining my conversational sea legs. I could talk travel all day, to anyone—hotels, restaurants, trains. I loved trains. I could compare the quality of berths and dining cars depending on point of origin—food was best on trains starting in France, but berths were cleaner and more comfortable in Germany and Austria, for instance. Most of all, I loved talking about the mysterious luxury of the Orient Express.

      "I once met a professor from London who was headed to Bucharest to meet up with a former student who was involved in a plot to take a shot at King Carol. I read the newspapers for weeks afterward but never saw a word about it. I always wonder if he was kidding me."

      Vogl listened, but not all that attentively. But that was okay. Bored was more than all right with me. Part of me thought I was going to be able to talk my way through this because that was my living, talking my way into and out of things: late deliveries, price increases, whatever. So why couldn't I handle a pleasant few minutes with this guy, just because he was wearing a black uniform? But then it dawned on me: Maybe the reason he wasn't really listening to me was that his job was just to keep me busy while his partner—they all have partners, don't they?—was searching my room.

      I was downing my schnapps and thinking about catching the waiter's eye. Then Vogl suddenly leaned in conspiratorially and said, "Are there ever opportunities for female companionship on the Orient Express?"

      I’d been taking that train twice a year for the last dozen years, and I had one story. Truth be told, it wasn't even on the Orient Express but an overnighter from Berlin. But it is a great story, one of my go-to stories with the right audience, a story about a mother, a daughter, separate visits to my compartment, all under the unsuspecting nose of their husband/father. Or, as I always ended the story, "Or maybe he knew and just didn't give a shit."

      It always got a laugh. It got a laugh from the good captain. But then it was on to business.

      "So what brings you to Cologne?"

      I caught the waiter's eye and then dove into the great and glorious story of the Kovacs family magnesite mine. I actually had three different versions of the story that explained my professional existence. I used the 20-second version when I was talking to an attractive woman, always ending with, "But enough about mines. How about yours?" It was stupid, but most of them at least giggled. Then there was the two-minute version for men who seemed genuinely interested. Then there was the five-minute version, with explanations of mining depths and maximum temperatures and the latest research on proposed new uses, which I unfurled when I was trying to get rid of somebody in a social situation by boring them into submission. Vogl was getting the full five-minute recital. The problem was, after three minutes, he was still nodding along with every point I made.

      I kept thinking about his hypothetical partner as I droned on from memory. The microfilm was in a small envelope. It was stuck amid about 200 pages of contracts and delivery schedules in the one briefcase. I’d started the trip with about 500 pages in each but was down to about 200 in each. Maybe I should put all 400 in one case and leave the other one empty. I always balanced them off for, well, balance when I walked with them, but maybe combining made sense. I didn't know.

      I was about done with the five minutes. Almost everybody I had ever subjected to this long explanation had thought up an excuse to leave before I got to the part about the difference between light burnt and dead burnt, and which works best in a furnace, but Vogl was still hanging in. I didn't have much left. So I went where I always went—getting the other guy to talk about himself. But, really, how many people make conversation with a Gestapo agent by asking, "So, are you from here? Married? Children?" Well, I did.

      Vogl was from Koblenz, as it turned out. He had a wife and a five-year-old daughter. He liked chess. As he talked, though, he suddenly became distracted again. I looked over his shoulder, toward the elevator, and saw the door closing and someone with a dark trench coat walking toward the hotel exit. The partner? Could be. But Vogl's back was to the elevator when the guy got off, so whatever was distracting him wasn't that. Then, for whatever reason, Vogl stood and made his excuses and left.

      I was pretty sure I was physically slumping in my chair as I watched Vogl leave through the hotel's front door. I looked over my shoulder to see what might have distracted Vogl. There was nothing there, except for the enormous mirror that gave him a view of the entire lobby, including the elevator doors.
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      Up the elevator and down the hall, I kept telling myself that they would have grabbed me on the spot if somebody had searched my room and found the microfilm. I couldn't assume they had found anything. I couldn't assume they even searched the room. What did a black trench coat even mean? I mean, come on—I owned a black trench coat.

      I opened the door and took a small step inside, almost on tiptoe. The light was on. Had I left the light on? I couldn't remember. I had turned on the desk lamp when I was typing, but the overhead light? I just didn't remember.

      I closed the door and scanned the room, still hesitant to take a step. My typing was in a pile on top of the typewriter, where I left it. Looking into the bathroom—no light on in there—my shaving kit was packed up and on the sink as before. My suitcase was open on the rack at the foot of the bed, re-packed. The two briefcases were on the bed, both unlocked and unlatched, both open. Check.

      The briefcases were all I was worried about, specifically the one with the small bit of green ribbon on the handle. That was for the last client on the trip, the other one for the first, or first and second clients. I riffled through the papers, looking for the small envelope containing the microfilm. I didn't see it. I took out the stack of paper, riffled again, and the envelope fell out on the bed. It was still sealed.

      I put it all back into the briefcase and exhaled for the first time. My Czech contact, whose name I still didn't know, had warned me, "There's a fine line, just a filament, between awareness and paranoia—try not to cross it. Be aware. Don't be paranoid." It was good advice. Of course, it was easy for him to say. I was the one who just received a hearty hidey-ho from the Gestapo.

      The fact that I couldn't find the envelope when I was specifically looking for it told me that I had nothing to worry about. At the same time, though, I had whined enough before I left that my contact gave me a way to hide it even better.

      When I got to the station it was after midnight, but the place was far from sleepy—not bustling, not precisely, but the café was open, and the newsagent, and the wine store. That was my stop, after dropping my bags with the porter and hanging on to the one briefcase with the green ribbon. I had practiced the line, over and over, and could deliver it flawlessly, if I do say so myself. I walked into the empty shop, and the man behind the counter acknowledged me with a nod, and I said, "I'm looking for a nice German wine for my Slovak father."

      I felt like winking, to make sure he got it. I settled for earnest eye contact. But there was not a hint of acknowledgment on his part, just a quick search of the shelves behind the counter, the grabbing of a bottle that he then presented to me.

      "You must try this Riesling from Rüdesheim. It is one of our best."

      That was the recognition code. Hot damn. I really was a spy.

      The Orient Express arrived exactly on time, naturally. About a dozen people boarded with me. It always gave me a thrill, that train, and it did that night, too. The feeling was more of elegance than opulence, of old money and hushed conversations to which I would never be privy, but which I could pretend to be understanding as I caught small snippets in passing. There were plenty of people on the train like me—businessmen with healthy expense accounts—and the truth was, those were the people I tended to end up talking to. We all seemed to gravitate toward each other as if the practice of commerce provided us with a magnetic sheen that drew us together. But it was the rest of them—the old couple that had the look of faded royalty, silently eating a late snack; the two swarthy 30-year-olds in ill-fitting suits, maybe Italians, maybe Turks—that stuck in the imagination.

      When I got to the compartment, I fished into the briefcase for the envelope and then, taking the wine bottle, fiddled with the cork until the secret compartment revealed itself. I took the tiny strips of film—two of them—out of the envelope, doing my best not to smudge them with fingerprints, and inserted them into the void, then replaced the loose bit of cork and jammed it back in with my thumb. Even if it fell out, there really wasn't anything to see. Then I burned the envelope in the little metal sink in the compartment, as instructed, put the bottle in the other briefcase, and went for a drink in the dining car to calm myself down.

      I didn't feel like talking to anyone, and I didn't. Sleep came easier than I’d thought it would. Breakfast was breakfast, although even the coffee on the Orient Express tastes better. The border crossing into Austria was at Passau. We would get there around 11 a.m. For years, the train would stop and the German border agents—there were always two of them—would knock on the door of the compartment, check the passport, ask if there was luggage. I would point to it, they would nod, the passport would be stamped, and that would be it. They would finish, the train would run for about five minutes, and Austrian border agents would get on and repeat the process.

      But for at least the last two years, everybody and their luggage had to get off at Passau, walk up to two German border guards sitting at a table, and go through the same process. The inspections were just as cursory, performed by inspectors who looked just as bored, and the stamps in the passports looked just the same. Other than taking three times as long and being a boon to the waiting porters on the platform, who worked for tips, it seemed like a complete waste of time. Of course, this would be the first time I ever came across the border armed with a wine bottle fortified with what I presumed were German military secrets, so there was that.

      It was, as always: a line of passengers, and luggage, and porters, shuffling up to the table. Greetings, what was the purpose of your visit, anything to declare, glance at the bags, nod, stamp, next.

      "Guten tag. What was the purpose of your visit?"

      "Business appointments in Nuremberg, Frankfurt, and Cologne."

      The truth was, this guy had not been listening to anyone in the line ahead of me, but he suddenly really wasn't listening to me. He was on his feet, walking away from the table, back over near the platform. He had my passport in his hand, open to my picture. He consulted with another guy who was holding a clipboard. The guy looked at the passport, then down at his list of names. He nodded.

      My guy returned and handed me the passport. "Herr Kovacs, to my colleagues, please. It is just routine—and have the porter bring your luggage."

      He pointed over to his right, about a hundred feet away. A doorway to a room, a man standing at attention, armed with a machine pistol. The black uniform was unmistakable. He did not look bored. I did my best to affect a shrug and a smile as I began to walk over. Glancing over my shoulder to make sure he was following, the porter suddenly looked worried, probably about his tip.
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      The Aryan specimen opened the door as I approached, standing at attention again just inside. "Come in, with the luggage," he said.

      I was first, holding the briefcase with the wine bottle. The porter was next, with my suitcase and the other briefcase, the one with the papers and the green ribbon around the handle. The muscle signaled with a flick of his head that the porter could leave. He did not dawdle.

      "Wait here." Then the door was closed, and I was alone.

      It was a makeshift kind of space, with a bit of a cave quality to it—you didn't have to stoop over, but the ceiling was just a little bit low, and the back wall was cement. Maybe it had once been used for storage. The only light was from a single bulb overhead. A small wooden table and two chairs were the only furniture. I sat, waiting.

      I had played this out in my head a hundred times over the last few weeks. I just kept telling myself to act the way I had acted the other time they had looked through my bag. It was last year, coming back from Leipzig. The same kind of setup, pretty much, except there wasn't a guy with a clipboard and the second table was also out on the platform, not in a separate room. That one seemed more random. I tried to remember how I acted with that Gestapo agent—I think he was a second lieutenant. I was just, well, normal, I guess—not angry at the delay, not guilty because there was nothing to be guilty about, kind of friendly, not overly friendly, just answer the questions.

      The door opened. I stood up. "Herr Kovacs, I am Sturmhauptführer Rabel. Please be seated."

      Sturmhauptführer. Another captain. Shit.

      He held out his hand. I gave him the passport. He pulled a notebook from his pocket and began to write. "I understand you were here on business. Can you please explain in some detail where you were and who you met with?"

      I began, explaining the magnesite sales business, and all of my clients, and taking him on the trip from Nuremberg to Frankfurt to Cologne. I left out the part about how I pretty much had to carry Herr Feldmann of the Nuremberg Steel Works and drop him into a taxi to take him home, and the club in Frankfurt where I had to pay off the maître d' to keep him from calling the cops on handsy Herr Lindemann. I also left out the part about collecting the small envelope taped to the underside of the porcelain sink in Cologne.

      "This magnesite—it seems an important material for manufacturing, and perhaps national security. Do you have many contacts with the military?"

      "I have some, yes. The steel mills who are our clients are all private business concerns, but many of them have military contracts. Probably most of them. As a result, when I meet with my clients, I sometimes come into contact with military personnel. They can sometimes explain better than the client what is needed in the manufacturing process."

      I stopped talking. Rabel continued to write. Then he looked up. "And any military contacts on this trip?"

      I thought I had danced around it, but no. Any military contacts on this trip? The only one was the guy who passed me the microfilm.

      "Let me think back, just to be sure," I said, buying a few seconds.

      In the half-assed training I was given by my Czech contact, one thing I remembered him saying was, "Don't lie if you don't have to." He had talked about how life is full of coincidences, and odd little events that defy rational explanation, and not to get caught up lying about meaningless things just because you think they look bad.

      "The lies are the hardest thing to keep track of," he said. "Only lie when it matters."

      So where did the major in the club fit in? I could tell the truth—that I was in the club with Herr Scherer, and that the major was a friend of Scherer's who we ran into, and that I left them soon after as they continued their evening. It was all true and as innocent as it sounded—except for, well, you know.

      But the sturmhauptführer was sitting there, writing. He probably had dozens of those notebooks, stored in his office, organized by date, the information cataloged for easy retrieval. He probably went to his office every day and reviewed the latest entries in order to take the appropriate actions. To put Scherer's name in that notebook, however innocent the story, was to put him in the Gestapo's sights. Then again, maybe he was already in the Gestapo's sights—in which case, my bringing up his name would attach more suspicion to my name. Then again, lying about an innocent contact could also hurt me if they ever found out about it. For all I knew, they already had found out about it. I mean, why did Vogl come to the hotel? Why was my name on that clipboard?

      In the end, I went with my gut, making a show of searching my memory.

      "Nuremberg . . . no. Frankfurt . . . no. Cologne . . . no. No, no military this trip."

      Rabel wrote some more. His face betrayed nothing. He might actually be the one guy on the planet who could successfully lie to his wife. I sat there, trying to keep my breathing even. He got up, pulled on a pair of black leather gloves, opened my suitcase, and began to paw my dirty underwear. His heart wasn't in the task—it was all pretty cursory. You would have thought he’d have an underling for such work.

      Gloves off, briefcase next. He looked in at the stack of paper, a couple of hundred pages, and riffled through it without attempting to read even one of the pages. He now seemed as bored as the border guard outside.

      "Two briefcases?" he said, his hands outstretched. I handed it over.

      "On a trip to three clients, I start with more paperwork than can fit in one. I unload some at each stop and am left with this: contracts, orders, delivery schedules. The second briefcase is usually empty on my return. Except for this time . . ."

      "I see," he said. He was actually smiling.

      "It's for my father. He lives in Brno. He loves German Riesling."

      Rabel held the bottle up to the light bulb. He read the label. He looked at the cork. He turned it again, squinting, studying.

      "I wonder," he said. "You leave the important papers with the porter. Yet you carry the wine bottle yourself. That seems backward to me."

      Easy, now. Steady. As evenly and matter-of-factly as I could, I started to speak, hoping my voice didn't crack like a 12-year-old's.

      "You're right, it is kind of backward. I did it the other way in Cologne—I carried the paperwork. But the way the porter was tossing the bags around, I really thought the bottle might break. I didn't want to ruin the bag, so I carried the wine when we got here."

      Rabel continued to study the bottle.

      "The bottle didn't break," he said, "but the cork did."

      He picked at it, just a bit, and the pre-broken piece popped into his hand. He looked again at the bottle. The single light bulb left the secret hiding place in a bit of a shadow. Even then, the microfilm was further secreted into a sliver of space that had been cut into the cork, probably with a razor blade. He would be very fortunate, and I would be very unfortunate, if he found it.

      He looked at the void in the cork one more time, intently. He probed into the hole with his pinky. Nothing. "Ah, look, I've made it worse," he said, and then took the broken piece and shoved it back into place, admiring his handiwork. "Good as new. I'm sure your father will enjoy it."

      He handed me the bottle and the briefcase. "You may rejoin the train. Have a pleasant remainder of your journey."

      I thanked him, because that's what you do. As I wrestled the three bags out the door, looking for the porter, Rabel was writing something else in the notebook.
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      Leon with Hildy, who can properly be described as one of the women in his regular rotation. Henry with Liesl, a new girl, a librarian, of all things. Me with Johanna. The bottle of Riesling back in my apartment, in the small wine rack.

      Drinks at the Grand Bar. Then the movies, to see The Hour of Temptation, which was fine enough for a crap mystery, except for the Strength Through Joy newsreel that they were tending to show more and more, apparently to appease the German government, which was convinced there were too many Jews in the Austrian film industry. Then something to eat and a few more drinks at Café Imperial.

      I had been home for several days, and nobody had contacted me about the microfilm. It was on my mind constantly the first day back, then hourly the next couple of days, then less. I made it through the whole movie without thinking about it once—well, not once after the newsreel, which featured about a hundred men, stripped to the waist, about to go for a swim in one of the Fatherland's massive new indoor natatoriums, giving the Hitler salute. Heil Backstroke!

      The conversation at dinner was fun, light, perfect. Hildy had nothing much to say, which was typical. A couple of months ago, when Henry had brought up this fact, Leon had assured us, "I promise, her mouth works fine." Which apparently was why she remained in the rotation. Her entire contribution to the evening's conversation came after an impromptu riff that Henry made about the quality of Stalin's mustache, followed by a general admiration for the facial hair of many Russian politicians. At which point, Hildy offered, "I hate borscht."

      Liesl was more interesting. She spoke four languages—German, French, Italian, and Russian—and was clearly smarter than most of the women Henry had dated. In fact, she was clearly the most intelligent person at the table, and it wasn't close. But the most interesting thing she said had nothing to do with the Austrian National Library, where she worked inside the Hofburg, or with the Turgenev, which she was currently reading in the original Russian for fun. It was when the conversation had somehow turned to the idiosyncrasies of our parents, and Leon was telling the story of how his father always went for the same walk, down the same streets, every night after dinner, never varying no matter how much Leon made fun of him. "One day, you will understand the comfort of routine," his father told him.

      To which, Henry replied, "My father was like that, too. Like clockwork: reports from his guys on Monday, bookkeeping and the bank on Tuesday, inventory and orders on Wednesday, deliveries on Thursday, inspecting the new inventory on Friday . . ."

      "Especially the new blond inventory," Liesl said, and everybody laughed, partly because it was funny but mostly because it sounded funnier coming from a librarian. But what it meant most of all was that she knew what Henry really did for a living, and what his father had done for a living, and she wasn't fleeing the scene. This was big and pretty much unprecedented, and it explained the look on Henry's face. He tended to be so perpetually anxious around his girlfriends, never quite relaxed, always seeming to anticipate the end when it was only the beginning. But not here, not with Liesl. Here he looked content.

      Liesl asked Johanna about the museum, and she offered some details about the mysterious exhibition she was planning, the one that she had said would be "daring." As it turned out, it was going to be a show that featured the works of three modern artists. "Very arresting—there is a boldness to the lines and the subject matter that is captivating," she said, and I guess that was daring, seeing as how the Rudolf Museum was an old-money, aristocratic kind of place whose board was full of people like her father. But it wasn't that daring.

      This was: "Max Ernst, Felix Nussbaum, and Max Beckmann," she said when Leon asked her the names of the artists. He fancied himself a connoisseur, even if his museum visits had been limited to openings where he cadged free drinks and compiled lists of boldfaced names for Der Abend before he moved up to the Die Neue Freie Presse. The truth was, he had not been to a museum or gallery since he had stopped being paid to go.

      Ernst. Nussbaum. Beckmann. Jew. Jew. Jew. The only people at the table who got it were Leon and I. We made eye contact immediately. As the conversation shifted, I was able to turn to my left and offer Johanna an arched eyebrow. She half-shrugged, half-smiled. Then she leaned over, kissed me on the cheek, and whispered, "I told you it was daring."

      That didn't begin to describe it. Vienna had always had an uncomfortable relationship with its Jewish population. Some tried to assimilate, like Leon's family, which had come from somewhere near Budapest in the 1870s. Leon was third generation and barely religious. He always said he had more Gentile friends than the average Jew in Vienna, and the ability to exist in both worlds was an attainable goal for people like him, even if there was never true equality. The way most people figured it, Jews could excel in the professions, Gentiles could control the civil service and the military, they would share the business landscape, and everybody could go on with their lives. If Jews would give up the practice of their religion, they could even intermarry. Their lives would be complicated that way, but not impossible.

      But then there were the eastern Jews who came after the war, who packed into Leopoldstadt. They were peddlers, not professionals, and they didn't want to be professionals. They didn't want that for their kids, either. They didn't want to fit in—but it wasn't just a we-don't-care-about-fitting-in mindset. They actively did not want to fit in. They kept their beards long, and they kept to themselves, and the youngest among them who weren't Zionists were Communists. The truth was, Leon had much more in common with Gentiles than he did with the new Jews.

      The one thing they did share was support for the current government under Schuschnigg, and the one before that under Dollfuss. Neither one was a liberal—hell, Dollfuss would have kissed Mussolini on the mouth, with tongue, if he were standing next to him, and he had a stepladder. You see, Dollfuss was about four foot eleven, which generated all manner of unkind humor. There was an especially funny one about how a Nazi plot to kill him had been foiled when investigators found a loaded mousetrap outside the door of his apartment. Of course, that one became a little less funny in 1934, after Dollfuss was assassinated during an attempted coup by the Nazis.

      Since then, Schuschnigg kept up with the Nazi ban that got Dollfuss killed, and at least occasionally gave lip service to the rights of Jews. But it was lip service, and every Jew knew it. As Leon said, "The best thing Schuschnigg has going for him is that we're afraid of what might come next if he gets kicked out."

      So if Jewish professors couldn't get tenure anymore at Vienna University, well, they would live with that and adapt, like the doctor who sewed up Leon that night in the emergency room. And if the two musicians from New York who came for a series of performances were forced by the Konzerthaus to anglicize their names in the publicity materials, well, the shows were still excellent. And if the Boy Scouts now insisted on separate troops for the Jewish boys, well, it was a way to reinforce Jewish values on impressionable young minds. In Vienna, in 1937, there was a rationalization for almost anything if you wanted there to be one.

      Ernst. Nussbaum. Beckmann. Jew. Jew. Jew. This would not go over well in the world of the Vons, and this was their museum. Johanna's father really was on the board of directors. Her credentials for getting the job on the museum staff were unquestioned, but neither was her lineage. This exhibition, if it were to take place, would be viewed as a direct attack on that lineage.

      I think I loved her. It was on this cloud that the rest of the evening floated.

      Just before we were getting ready to leave, a man I did not recognize followed me into the bathroom. I started peeing as he waited behind me. We were the only two inside. I finished, buttoned up, headed for the sink, and saw him there, leaning against the door to force it shut, to make sure it was just us.

      I nodded an acknowledgment as our eyes met, what polite strangers do. He looked at me, a little tiredly, and said, "Go for a ride on the Prater, Tuesday afternoon at one. Just bring the microfilm. And I was told to tell you to enjoy the wine, that it actually is very good."
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      I probably hadn't been on Tram 1 in 10 years, but the cars hadn't changed, not a bit, since the first time I had been on one after the war. The only things that had changed were the circumstances.

      The ambiance was worn, dark, old, the windows scratched by kids with coins. The leather seats were shiny from decades of asses, shiny when they weren’t worn through entirely and split, the horsehair spilling out. The floor was perpetually dirty, nicked and scraped and sticky in places. Somebody once told me they hosed down the cars every month and pushed the standing water out the doors. You knew they never used any soap—not that it would have helped.

      On a Tuesday afternoon in February, seats were plentiful, and there was only a handful of people in the car when I got on. That was different, because the only time I had ever taken the tram out to the Prater was on a packed Friday or Saturday night, with some combination of Henry and Leon and whoever else, accompanied either by girls or by hopes of meeting girls. Those were terrific, entirely carefree times for a teenage soldier just home from the war, even if Vienna was overrun by the unemployed and struggling terribly with its new post-war status. It once had been the capital of a vast empire, with all of the size and grandeur befitting that title. Now, thanks to Versailles, the size and the grandeur remained, but the empire was nothing, just a bunch of farms linked by towns without industries and people without prospects.

      That didn't matter to Leon, Henry, or me. We all had some combination of work and school—Leon and Henry with their parents, me with Uncle Otto—and we weren't getting shot at by Italians anymore, and we were successfully managing to pursue the kind of fun that teenagers pursued. Thinking back on it, I'm pretty sure I was never wholly sober on any of those Friday or Saturday nights—which was really the only thing about the tram ride that hadn't changed over the years. Because, on this day, I had drunk the entire bottle of Riesling after I had removed the cork, pried out the microfilm, and put it into an envelope that was now hidden in my shoe.

      I got on at Schwedenplatz. There were seven stops to the park, which was the end of the line. Five of the stops were on this side of the canal, and there were normal people doing normal workaday things riding along with me. I eyed them all up and down—the smiling schoolboy who undoubtedly had a note from the school nurse in his pocket about some phantom stomach ailment; the woman with a package from someplace, wrapped nicely as a present; a handful of men dressed for business; and the people who got on with me: a pregnant woman with a baby in a carriage, and an old couple lugging a string bag of winter produce, a bag that now sat at their feet. I wondered which one might be following me, which was silly. But it's what you did when you had an envelope containing microfilm hidden in your shoe.

      The car began to empty with each stop. I mean, nobody was going to the Prater on a Tuesday in February. I actually called before I left, to make sure it was open. It was a benign enough day, the sun in and out, the temperature in the high thirties, but it wasn't precisely Ferris wheel weather, even if the cars on the famous old ride were enclosed.

      One by one, my fellow passengers got out. After the sixth stop, the only ones going to the end of the line were me and the people who got on with me at Schwedenplatz. At which point, the silent panic that had become my best friend settled in for another visit.

      There were entire days when I couldn't shake the feeling in my stomach, the fear. It was during those times that I couldn't believe what I had gotten myself into. I was paralyzed, not physically but mentally. I couldn't think about anything else, couldn't concentrate on work or Johanna or whatever book I was reading. My mind would just wander, mostly to Captain Vogl and our chat in the lobby of the Dom Hotel. Thinking about it, the search at the train station was more dangerous, but I could shake that memory for some reason. Vogl, I couldn't shake. I guess it was the fear of the unknown that he represented.

      At the end of the line, the tram lets everyone out, then drives empty a few feet where it lands on a wooden turntable and is, well, turned in the opposite direction, back toward the city. I got out first, helping the woman with the baby carriage out the door. The old couple followed. I eyed them up and down again, trying to get some sense. But, really: a pregnant woman with a baby carriage and an old couple? Neither would be able to keep up with me if it ever came to that. The whole thing was stupid. Still, I walked extra fast away from them, heading left into the park and toward the Prater. It was probably a half-mile away. I turned after walking for about three minutes. The old people looked as if they had barely moved from the tram, that's how far back they were. And the pregnant woman was nowhere to be seen. She had either headed in the other direction or taken one of the trails toward other attractions in the park.

      With that, my blood pressure settled a bit. The envelope in my shoe was uncomfortable, but I left it there, an annoying reminder. There was almost nobody in the amusement park when I got there, and pretty much everything was closed. A small snack stand was open, and so was the Prater. I thought about a cup of coffee but decided against it—let's just get this over with. I didn't know who I was meeting, or where, but I figured the thing to do was go for a ride. I bought my ticket and walked through the cattle chute to the entrance. Two people were waiting for the next stop—a couple of 16-year-old boys who had pretty obviously ditched school. I was pretty sure I wouldn't be handing them the microfilm, but I didn't know what else to do but get on. It was only at the last second that a man in a brown overcoat handed the attendant his ticket and made us a foursome. It was the same guy, my regular contact.

      The enclosed cabin probably had room for 30 people, so we weren't exactly crowded. The two boys headed to the front left and looked out the window. I walked to the back right. The brown overcoat followed me.

      "So, do you have it?"

      "Not even a hello?"

      "Fine. Good day, Herr Doktor Kovacs. Now, do you have it?"

      I sat down on the bench. "It's in my shoe."

      He snorted, then shook his head. "You're right, they never look there."

      Fuck this guy. That was all I could think as I took off my shoe, removed the envelope, and handed it over. I mean, really: fuck this guy.

      "It went okay?"

      I told him about the pickup in the club bathroom, and the Gestapo captain at the hotel, and the wine bottle, and the search at the train station. He seemed slightly bored. "So, it was pretty routine."

      "Routine for you, not for me," I said, my voice rising, and he kind of shushed me with a hand gesture, just to make sure the boys wouldn't hear. But seeing as how one of them was in the middle of telling a joke involving two kittens and a brassiere, and telling it loudly, there wasn't a lot of risk.

      "I don't know if I can do this anymore. This is eating me alive. It's killing me."

      His face softened when I said that, just a little. His tone changed. "Look, it's always like that at the beginning. The first time is the hardest. You get used to it, I promise. You never want to lose your caution, that edge, that little bit of nervousness. But it stops being paralyzing. It becomes your routine, a routine of awareness. You stop having a stomachache all the time."

      "But what if I want out?"

      "If you want out, you get out. I know people who've done it. But if you think you're drinking a lot now to get through this, think again. Because there is no drinking like the drinking you do to live with the fact that you're a coward."

      I glared at him. He said, "Look, you don't need to make any decisions now. A lot of times, these little delivery missions are a one-off, and they never contact you again. And if they do contact you again, and you can't handle it, just tell me, and that'll be that."

      The ride on the Prater lasted maybe 10 minutes. We didn't say much for the last five, but I felt better just saying out loud what I was feeling, and hearing him say that I could walk away. When we got out, he headed one way, and I headed the other, back toward the tram. At the exit from the park, the old couple with the string back full of carrots and turnips was seated on a bench, taking in a sliver of February sun. I looked back and saw my contact headed toward a different exit, followed by the pregnant woman pushing the baby carriage.
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      Emil Fassbender came into town once a year from Salzburg to meet with the head of the bank that employed him as a branch manager. We’d all fought together in the war, and it gave us an excuse to get together and tell all of the old stories, which I hated. Especially the story where I was the big hero who saved 10 of us singlehandedly.

      We decided to keep it simple and meet up at Fessler's. There was a small private dining room where we could be loud assholes without disturbing the regular customers, and the loud assholes part was pretty much a given whenever Emil was around. It was as if he had to bottle up his personality for 51 weeks a year and hide it behind the sober propriety required of a bank manager, and then he just let it all loose on the 52nd week, like somebody shook a bottle of beer and it exploded all over us.

      Through drinks and dinner and more drinks, all of the old stories were retold. Leon and his various female conquests took up half of the night, as always—and he never disappointed, always adding a new detail with each yearly retelling, of a birthmark or a squeal or a sister in the next room. Then there was the one about the time Emil had to order a flanking maneuver at Udine because the captain was too drunk to function, and the time we raided the wine cellar in a mansion in Pordenone, and the time when the cook nearly killed us all with a version of sauerbraten that left us throwing up for days outside of Villach. It was getting late, and I thought I might escape this year, but then Emil banged on the table and nearly knocked over the seven empty wine bottles and said, "Alex! Hero!"

      "Nah, I'm bored with that one."

      "Then I'll tell it," Emil said, and thus began a slurring, semi-incoherent recitation of a story that had become an established truth for all of us, but which was much more fiction than I had ever been able to admit.

      The setup was accurate enough. We were in Gorizia. There were 10 of us trying to hold on to our position at an abandoned farm. We had been led to believe that reinforcements were coming, but that we were on the extreme right flank of our army's position, and that it was vital we not be turned. I had no idea if this was true, but that's what they told us. And if the 10 of us were the army's right flank, the barn where I was positioned alone was the right flank of our right flank. We had all just scrambled for cover when the shooting started, and I was a hundred yards away from a large henhouse, where two others were stationed, and 300 yards from the main house, which occupied some higher ground and where the other seven were located, including Henry, Leon, and Emil.

      So that was the setup. It was a hellish hour as we fought and waited. Two guys in the main house were shot, but not that bad, one in the arm, one in the thigh. One guy in the henhouse got it worse, in the shoulder. I can still hear him screaming. I had the sense that there were a lot more of them than there were of us, but I wasn't sure, because they had the advantage of cover from the woods that encircled the farm, and then the cloud of dust that was beginning to be kicked up.

      So that's all true. And we did manage to hold the position. And when our reinforcements showed up, the shooting stopped. And when we began to advance, there were eight dead Italians at the tree line across from the barn, on my side.

      "Eight!" Emil yelled, again banging the table, again nearly toppling the empty wine bottles. It was quickly established that the dead were in a position to the right of the barn and that the only person in our group of 10 with a clear shot at them was me.

      "Eight! If they get through, we're all dead! Dead! Every one of us is dead—they would have got us from two sides!"

      That is the way the story has always been told, and that is what it says on the commendation. And the truth was, I was a good shot, and they all knew it. But the truth also was, I didn't shoot any of those Italians, not one. The fact was that I fired randomly out the window of the barn a couple of times, but that I spent nearly the entire hour crawled up in a ball in the corner of the barn, sobbing, literally shaking. Only when the shooting stopped, and our reinforcements arrived did I manage to pull myself together.

      Nobody scrutinized the bodies, other than to count them. If they had, they probably would have seen they had all been shot in the back, or maybe from the side, by friendly fire. I wasn't sure, but I just knew it wasn't me. And I remembered saying at the time, "Guys, I don't know. I mean, eight?" But everyone's adrenaline was up, and the bodies were there, and it was almost as if everyone needed this to be true. And so it was.

      I had never retold the story, not once. It was about the only reason I could live with myself. But I never denied the story, either, and never admitted the truth, not to anyone. I came close once with Uncle Otto, but couldn't quite get it out. He knew something wasn't right, though, and he offered this blanket absolution: "The shit of war deserves to stay where you left it. Whatever it was, it has no place here."

      I didn’t know if that made any sense, but it was all I had. It was the only way I was able to deal with the notion that a fundamental lie was a part of the foundation of the friendship I had with Leon and Henry. A lot had happened since then, obviously, and we were friends for a hundred reasons that occurred after the war, but in the back of their minds, somewhere, their friend Alex was still the hero who killed those eight Italians and probably saved everyone that day at Gorizia.

      It was why I hated when Emil came to town every year. And as I was walking home from Fessler's, for some reason, all I could hear in my head was the guy in the brown overcoat from the Prater:

      "Because there is no drinking like the drinking you do to live with the fact that you're a coward."
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      Nothing happened on the trip to Berlin, Leipzig, and Hannover in March. Or on the trip to Bremen, Hamburg, and Lübeck in April. Or on the trip to Bamberg and Mannheim in May. Or Munich, Linz, and Salzburg in June. Or Dresden, Koblenz, and Stuttgart in July—although it was noteworthy, in Koblenz, that the Gnome was back to preferring one six-footer at a time.

      With each trip, the anxiety eased. Maybe it really had been a one-off, and Czech intelligence wouldn't need me anymore. It wasn’t as if anything had changed. Whatever information I had carried back from Cologne in February must not have been very important.

      My last trip of the summer, though, did include Cologne. It was the same as in February—Nuremberg, Frankfurt, and Cologne, which did have me a bit nervous. But I was actually hopeful. This trip was always the same time every year—in the first week of August, no later, because with temperatures rising and the lakes beckoning, no self-respecting titan of industry wanted to do any meaningful business for the rest of the month.

      It was also essential to get the Nuremberg part of the trip out of the way before the first week of September, which was when they held the Nazi Party rally every year. Part of that was practical—the town was completely paralyzed for a full week, with no place to eat or stay—but most of it was just the sheer horror of hundreds of thousands of fawning Nazis assembled to pay homage to the great sociopath. I used to try to dismiss it all as a seven-day drunk for the Brownshirts, an excuse to get away from the missus, and nothing more meaningful than that, but it became impossible. The unavoidable newsreels, even if they were polished up by the Goebbels boys, told the most disturbing story—not because of the sheer size of the rallies, or the banners and the torches and the salutes, but because of the looks on the faces, the fervor, the devotion that bled into adoration. Those faces were what always made me feel the most helpless.

      The client in Nuremberg was Herr Josef Steinbach of the Steinbach Works. We did what we always did, touring the plant, meeting with his engineering staff, then getting down to business in his office. With minimal prodding, he upped his order by 12 percent. In fact, I’d only suggested 11 percent when he insisted on 12—such was the level of rearmament going on in Germany. Iron ore became steel in a blast furnace, which became toys for the Wehrmacht and Deutschmarks for people like Herr Steinbach. And, well, me.

      After the meeting, I took Steinbach to dinner. He wasn't a player, so it was always just dinner and one bottle of wine that we split. He sometimes brought along his wife or his oldest son. But we were alone this night, and it was all pleasant enough. The truth was, I liked Steinbach. He was a funny guy, he wasn't an obvious Nazi—we never did the Heil Hitler thing when we met at the plant—and he apparently was very content with himself and his life. That last part was what I admired most.

      So we were sitting there, pushing the last bit of strudel around our plates, talking about nothing, winding down the night, when a man in uniform suddenly appeared at the table. "Josef!" he said. "It's been too long!"

      Steinbach stood, and I expected a Heil. Instead, they hugged. Steinbach turned and said, "Alex, I'd like you to meet General Fritz Ritter, an old friend. Fritz, this is Alex Kovacs, a business associate. Sit, sit."

      The coffee and dessert were cleared away, and a bottle of cognac was produced. Ritter and Steinbach had served together in Verdun for a short time but mostly in the east. As it turned out, they were at Tannenberg, Ritter a colonel and Steinbach a captain. They hadn't seen each other in about five years, and caught up on their lives and families. Ritter was in the Abwehr now, military intelligence. "Spies, spooks, whatever," he said. "When you get to my level, it's just pushing paper. This is just a different kind of paper."

      Through the first drink, and into the second, Ritter kept looking at me to the point where it was becoming uncomfortable. The whole Abwehr thing went right up my colon, and I thought I hid it okay, but the paranoia that had ruled me for months, and that had finally started to recede, was now back. Had he seen my name on some list from the Gestapo? Did Captain Vogl send some kind of report in triplicate about our meeting, and whatever suspicions he might have held, and did one of the copies end up in some Abwehr file that Ritter had seen? Did the Gestapo even talk to the Abwehr? Should I just make my excuses as quickly as possible, check out of the hotel early, and get the night train to Frankfurt?

      I didn’t know how much of this worry was showing on my face. Steinbach was telling a story about a corporal on an overnight transport train who’d proposed a wager for the men in his car that he would be able to drink a pretty big bottle of Tabasco sauce in one gulp without throwing up. As it turned out, he drank it down and won 20 marks.

      We were all laughing when Ritter suddenly appeared to be struck by a moment of clarity. He pointed at me and said, "Your name is Kovacs, right?"

      This was it. Should I run?

      "Did you know Otto Kovacs? Was he related?"

      My panic turned to, well, I don't know what. "Otto was my uncle, almost a second father."

      "Are you in that same business? Mining or something, wasn't it?"

      "He trained me. I took over his clients when he died. You knew him?"

      "My condolences. Let me tell you a story, another example of what a small world it is," Ritter said. And with that, he began a fantastic tale that started on a November night in Munich in 1923.

      Otto was in town to see a client but had a free night. Ritter was on a temporary assignment to the Abwehr unit in Munich. They both were staying at the same hotel, the Torbräu. They ended up sitting on adjoining stools at the hotel bar. Both mid-forties, both unattached, both properly fortified, they decided to find out what a Thursday night in November might have to offer in terms of female companionship. With a few suggestions from the hotel bartender, they headed out. Passing the Bürgerbräukeller, they saw a big crowd for some kind of political meeting and decided to head in a different direction. They were jostled by several groups of men in brown uniforms who filled the sidewalks, and kept turning away from them until they came to one of the dance halls on the bartender's list, the Daisy. There, they met two moderately attractive sisters, the Freys. Once the sisters were adequately fortified—it's all about fortification in such circumstances—the four of them went back to the girls' flat, wending their way through an ever-growing number of Brownshirts who were gathering for some purpose. In a city and at a time when political parades were a daily occurrence, it didn't seem all that odd.

      And it was in the flat, which happened to be on the same block as the Bürgerbräukeller, where an amorous evening that was about to turn into something more was interrupted by gunfire. And it was from their knees, half-unbuttoned, that Ritter, Otto, and the moderately attractive Frey sisters peeked out of the window and watched the start of what became known as the Beer Hall Putsch. Soon, Ritter and Otto sneaked out through a back door of the apartment building and made their way back to the safety of the hotel, avoiding the shooting that left 20 dead, and Hitler arrested. The subsequent trial would essentially be the start of his political career. Mein Kampf would be written during his short prison stay.

      Ritter could tell a story, which I admired. So after recounting the hurried re-buttoning and race back to the hotel, there was his last line, obviously well-practiced: "So if anyone ever asks me what I have sacrificed for my Führer . . ."

      Steinbach and I were roaring. I was also wide-eyed. I couldn't believe Otto had never told me this story.
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      Thomas Scherer had turned into my most exhausting client. Not the business part—that was easy. An 11 percent increase was agreed upon without anything beyond my initial ask. There were no delivery issues, no quality control issues, nothing. All Herr Scherer wanted was a night out away from his wife, and the nights were getting longer with each visit, and the drinks more plentiful. I swore I could press into my side and feel my liver growing.

      He wanted to meet at the hotel bar, where two Manhattans began the process of lubrication. Then dinner, accompanied by two bottles of Spätburgunder and brandy after that. Then through the nondescript door on Bruckenstrasse, his favorite, all dim lighting and red furnishings and illicit possibilities, where the two who joined us in our booth were named Karin and Jana.

      Manhattans for us, champagne cocktails for them. Inane conversation above the table, active hands below. Pretty quickly, Scherer began to eye the doorway guarded by the ape in the tuxedo. I was not above joining one of my clients in the journey down one of these hallways, but I hadn't done it in a while and had made a half of a pledge to myself that, given my growing feelings for Johanna, I would stay out of said hallways. The problem, of course, was the alcohol, which tended to render most of my promises moot. Which was how I ended up walking down the hallway with Karin (or was it Jana?) and then into one of the little rooms, where my pants were soon around my ankles.

      The regrets, which generally came in the morning, hit me immediately this time. I said my goodbyes, financial and otherwise, to Karin, or Jana, and headed to the bathroom down the hall to get cleaned up and wallow in what a miserable human being I was. As I was re-buttoning myself, the door to the restroom opened.

      "Be out in a minute, pal," I said, without turning away from the mirror over the sink.

      The intruder was silent in reply, so I turned and looked. It was Major Peiper—at least that was the name I knew him by. He locked the door behind him. My miserable feelings about myself were transformed instantly to fear. I had been to about 10 cities over six months, and I really thought I might be out of the spy business. Now, with my shirt half tucked-in and my pants only half re-buttoned, it was starting again.

      "Fuck me," is what I said, evidently out loud, because Peiper smiled and made a comment about a room down the hall where that request could be accommodated. But the smile just as quickly disappeared. This was a business meeting, after all, regardless of the absurdity of the location.

      "Before you get started, I'm just not sure—" was how I began. Peiper interrupted me immediately.

      "Look, you have no choice but to listen—I'm blocking the door, after all, and it won't take long. We don't have long."

      He began by telling a story from the previous year, when the Germans marched in and remilitarized the Rhineland in violation of the Versailles Treaty. It was always German territory—that was never an issue—but the Frenchies had insisted that there be no military presence permitted along the Rhine, as one further defensive measure against the time when the Germans inevitably resumed playing their national sport. And, well, one fine day in March of 1936, Hitler decided to march the Wehrmacht into the Rhineland and see what happened.

      "You have to realize how unprepared we were," Peiper said. "Our army was a joke. We didn't have significant numbers. We didn't have much equipment. Our training was laughable—we could barely march straight. There was no way we could shoot straight. The people at my level, the staff officers, knew this was crazy. If the French had come at us with a hundred Boy Scouts on bicycles, we would have had to turn and run. And I'm not kidding—and we told this to our generals, and our generals told Hitler, and Hitler told them they were weak, and defeatists, and that they all worried too much.

      "We were shitting ourselves that morning as the operation began. I can't tell you how nervous we were. We knew the people would welcome us, and they did. But what if the French came at us? I literally didn't sleep for the three days after—none of us did. It became a kind of no-win for people like me. If the French retaliated, the army would have been humiliated and there is no telling how Hitler would have reacted—we all probably would have been sacked. But if the French didn't retaliate, Hitler would have been rewarded for his boldness, and the generals would have been mocked for their caution. Which is where we are now."

      "So which is worse?"

      "The first would have been worse for people like me. The second is worse for everybody. Fucking French cowards."

      I remembered what my Czech handler had told me, that the German army wasn't as strong as we all thought it was, but I had no idea it was this bad. I wasn’t not sure anybody knew. And it seemed that Peiper was really telling me two things: that not only was the German army nothing like advertised, but that the German general staff was continually advising Hitler to slow down and continually being ignored. That disconnect between Hitler and his high command might have been the most interesting part of the information, which was what I told Peiper.

      "It is the key thing," he said. "The generals are the ones to watch. I don't know what might get them to act, but they're probably the only ones who can stop Hitler at this point. And they think we need years more to rearm—years, not months—before launching out on the Corporal's next adventures."

      "To Austria? Czechoslovakia?"

      "Both. And then beyond."

      "Are you sure?"

      "Can you read a map?"

      "So it's just your military intuition?"

      "No," the major said. "It's more than that."

      He went on to tell a story that had been told to him by his immediate superior, of a meeting attended by a handful of the top military—Blomberg, Fritsch, Göring, some others—in which Hitler outlined the whole thing, using small wars as spurs to the economy, and for the creation of Lebensraum, living space. Peiper said the generals weren't sure if it was an actual plan, or just a general statement of principles, but whatever—all the dominoes were there, waiting to be toppled, Austria followed by Czechoslovakia followed by the rest.

      I asked, "But Austria first?"

      "Absolutely. Austria first. But if somebody would just confront Hitler, the whole thing might crumble. Mussolini, the French, the English, the Czechs, someone. It wouldn't take much to embarrass Hitler, and that might be all the generals need to get him out of the way. Because the thing is, it's only going to get worse. We might not be strong now, but the army gets stronger every day. Hell, you know that. You can't mine that shit you sell to the blast furnaces fast enough, am I right? And they're all running three shifts, 24 hours a day. Am I right?"

      This was just the kind of information that could make a difference. I knew that. It was exciting just to know it. It was the other side of the fear, the exhilaration of possessing knowledge that few others possessed. The whole spying business, I liked to tell myself that I was involved for all of the right and noble reasons—but the excitement was at least a part of it, just a bit of a drug. And if it didn't completely balance out the fear of getting caught, it wasn't nothing. It was all I was feeling as I was standing there in the most ridiculous setting, leaning on a sink.

      "So," I said, "you want me to go back and tell my handler what you have told me?"

      "Yes," he said. "but there also is some more documentation, more about troop strengths and armaments. More microfilm. It is hidden and you will need to pick it up tomorrow before you get the train."
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      My hangover cure after a long night out in Cologne, be it the winter trip or the late summer trip, was the same. At about 10 a.m., no later, I got my sorry ass out of bed, pulled on some clothes, left the hotel, and headed toward the river. The Rhine.

      It was about a half-mile walk from bed to riverbank. About halfway there, regardless of the weather, I ducked into a café that was always willing to sell me a bottle of Kölsch to take away. Admittedly, this worked better in the summer—I often needed to wear gloves to hold the beer in the winter—but it was more than okay either way. I'd take the bottle down to the riverbank, sit on one of the wooden benches, and consume the victor's breakfast in the presence of grandeur.

      Grandeur? From someone who lived in a city hugged by the fabled Danube? Yes, grandeur.

      Nobody would ever write a waltz about it, but I'd take the Rhine. It was a real river, not a dance. It was, at once, a great working river—you sometimes wondered who kept track of all of the coal barges, so that they didn’t collide—and, at the same time, if you took one of the tourist boats, the view of the cathedral was nothing short of breathtaking. Even in February, bundled up against the inevitable cold wind, the Kölsch-and-Rhine cure never failed. And on a day like that August day, sunny and calm and warm and inviting, it was without a doubt better than any patent medicine on the shelves of any apothecary. And that was true, even while acknowledging the new reality: that the Rhine was where they’d found Otto's body.

      I looked to my right. The bridge was out in the distance, maybe a mile, really not close to where I was. The place where the body washed up wasn't close, either, and it was on the other bank. I turned and looked to my left. The nerves soon crowded out the thought of Otto. The truth was, maybe I was just too nervous to be hungover, from the night before and from the knowledge that a small envelope containing some more microfilm to be ferried back to Vienna was supposed to be taped to the bottom of the wooden bench upon which I was now lounging.

      I had arrived at the riverbank at the agreed-upon spot. I had sat on the proper bench, the first one after the small red brick building that housed an antique shop full of nautical-themed crap. Now it was just a matter of reaching beneath the bench on the right side as I faced the river and finding the small envelope that was supposed to be taped there. But as I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, beer in both hands, staring at the river, and then sat back slowly and nonchalantly reached beneath the bench seat with my right hand, there was a problem. No envelope. Which meant I was going to have to get down on my hands and knees and look under the bench to see if it was there, just out of reach.

      The problem was that, on this beautiful morning, there were all manner of people on the river walk: old people, mothers with prams, messengers dawdling, office workers enticed into a few minutes of playing hooky by a spectacular day, maybe one of the last ones of the summer. And, for some reason, every 10 minutes or so, policemen—sometimes alone, sometimes in pairs, also drawn away from their routine work, from the beats they walked in the nearby Cologne neighborhoods, by the weather and the water.

      It was easy enough to see when a policeman was coming. The problem was the civilians. In Germany in 1937, Hitler had been in power for four years, which meant the Gestapo had been in power for four years, which meant that it was getting harder and harder to trust anyone. Sometimes out of belief, sometimes out of fear, sometimes out of indoctrination, people who would have otherwise spent their lives minding their own business now reported friends and neighbors and strangers to the Gestapo for crimes, real and imagined. So, maybe out of spite because of his noisy dog, the man in the first floor flat was reported by the widow on the second floor for holding what seemed to her to be clandestine, late night meetings with strange men. Or, maybe because he was a true believer, a man would call the Gestapo and tell them about a coworker who told a Hitler joke in the lunchroom at the plant. Maybe it would lead to an arrest and Dachau. Or perhaps just a warning and another name written in meticulous penmanship in another small notebook with a leather cover. Either way, the effect on the population at large was the same. It was paralyzing and exhausting, always walking with your eyes down while simultaneously trying to look back over your shoulder.

      So would the cute old couple, holding hands, saying nothing, looking so content, be the ones to call the Gestapo because they saw a stranger on the riverbank on his hands and knees, feeling around for something underneath one of the wooden benches? Or the young woman walking hand in hand with a four-year-old who was hugging a small white blanket? What about her?

      You could drive yourself crazy with this stuff, I knew. So I finally settled on the old man who appeared to be mumbling to himself as he approached. I leaned forward again, elbows on knees again, this time jangling a handful of change in my hand, then clumsily dropping it, then getting down on my hands and knees and picking up the runaway pfennigs, reaching for the last one and getting my head all the way beneath the bench and looking up and seeing it: a small envelope, just like the previous time, taped to the slat. It came away quickly when I snatched it.

      Gathering myself, the old man was now even with the bench, not five feet away from me as I sat down again. He was still mumbling.

      The rest would be easy enough. Major Peiper told me to remove the three strips of microfilm from the envelope and place them beneath the thin piece of leather on the inside sole of my shoe. He said it was just glued down and would come up easily, and it did when I yanked on it back in the hotel. Peiper said, "It's not good enough for a professional search—you should do the thing with the wine bottle again, same code phrases, same everything—but it's good enough for a casual search, especially if you glue the leather back down when you're done. Ninety percent of the time, that's plenty."

      And the other 10 percent? I did everything I could not to think about it as I untied my shoe, took it off, and shook it exaggeratedly for whoever might be watching, as if I were trying to dislodge a small stone that had been pestering me. It was easy enough to slip the microfilm beneath the leather without anyone possibly seeing or being suspicious about what I was doing. Which left me with the tiny envelope. On the train the last time, I’d burned it. This time, I balled it up and tossed it into the river.

      I still had about two sips of beer left in the bottle as I got up and began walking back to the hotel. In the distance, I saw the mumbling old man talking to two policemen. I knew it almost certainly had nothing to do with me, but I immediately turned and walked the other way.
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      I was almost back to the hotel, right near the cathedral, when a big black Mercedes pulled up beside me. The window rolled down, and Captain Vogl leaned out and offered a hearty, "Herr Kovacs! So nice to run into you!"

      Whatever good feelings I was carrying after successfully collecting the microfilm were gone before Vogl got the words out. Last time, back in March, in the hotel lobby. Now, here. This could be random, sure. But was it? At a certain point, coincidences nag, like when you are out for a walk, and there is something in your shoe that shouldn't be there.

      Standing there at the curb, I chatted with him about the weather. He asked if business was good and I told him it was. I was going to ask him how his business was but thought better of it. The conversation was going nowhere, and part of me honestly felt as if it was about to wrap up, when Vogl said, "You must let me show you my office."

      I attempted to beg off, citing work demands. He correctly pointed out that my train wasn't for 14 hours. I thought about inventing a phantom appointment but reconsidered; if he knew my train reservation, he likely knew my meeting schedule and my work habits, how I always spent the day before traveling typing up orders and other paperwork in the hotel. Hell, he probably knew about my hangover routine, which might explain our chance meeting, and made me feel even worse about how he might have been watching me on the bench along the river.

      "It's a quick drive, not five minutes, and the building is so interesting. You must see it," he said, opening the door and sliding over in the back seat. There was no way to say no.

      Vogl was right; the drive didn't take five minutes. We pulled up in front of a brownstone building with a plaque on the front. "EL-DE Haus? What's that stand for?" I asked.

      "We rent the building from a jeweler. His name is Leopold Dahmen. Those are his initials—L. D."

      Standing on the sidewalk outside, there were a series of grated windows that reached from the ground to about our knees. They were open, and we were hit by two waves that pummeled our senses: the stench of an open sewer, and the screaming of a man in severe distress.

      "Yes, the smell can be difficult in the summer," Vogl said. He did not mention the screaming.

      The building was unremarkable upon entrance: a foyer, a central staircase that wound up and up, with marble tile floors, and marble walls up to about hip level, framed in black. There was white-painted plaster above the marble, all the way to the ceiling. The banister was black iron.

      Vogl's office was just an office, not big, not small, not well decorated, pretty standard—desk, two chairs, file cabinet. A picture of his family sat on the small table behind him. Hitler looked down from the wall to his right. There was nothing particularly ominous about it, or creepy—except, that is, for the person sitting behind the desk.

      "Cologne is such an enjoyable city," Vogl said. "The cathedral. The river. It brings in so many visitors from all over the region. But the mixture makes this a hub of problems, too. We are quite busy."

      He pointed to the file cabinet. "They are bringing me another of those later today—this one is bursting. Quite busy."

      I wondered about my file. There was no question in my mind that I had one, and that Vogl would remove it when I left and make a notation. Assuming I left, that is. As I recrossed my legs and my right foot hit the floor, I felt the microfilm hidden there, ever so slightly.

      Vogl said, "I can see you are thinking. Most people have a misapprehension about our work. The files are mostly for the protection of our citizens. Many—no, most—identify individuals whose loyalty to the Führer is unquestioned. There are enemies sprinkled in, to be sure, and they do take up a significant part of my time, but the bulk of those files are a celebration of men and women who place the Führer and the Fatherland first in their hearts, and whose loyalty is demonstrated by action."

      Ah, so the snitches get files, too. Of course.

      "But you must be busy—so many reports to write, as with me. It is difficult to keep up sometimes, but I pride myself on knowing everything that happens on my watch, everything in this station. I must get back to it. But here, let me walk you out and show you the rest of the building."

      There was nothing to see on the third and second floors, just more offices. As we reached the level where we came in, I made for the door and began saying my thank you-s for the tour when Vogl grabbed my arm. "No, the basement. You must see the basement. It won't take but a minute."

      Down we went, through an iron door. The smell was overpowering again. There was no screaming.

      I counted quickly as we walked. There were 10 cells, all with locked iron doors and peepholes. One of the doors was open, and I looked inside at an empty room, maybe 30 feet square but one about four feet wide. There was one window, up at the level of the ceiling, and it was barred. There was a bed, bolted to the floor. In the corner was an empty bucket. All manner of graffiti decorated the walls—crude calendars with x's in the squares, simple strokes as if counting off the days, and words. One read, Everything will pass so keep your head up high.

      Vogl caught me reading, and I hesitated. "No, no, go ahead. We have left the writing there for a reason. It is just as easy to paint over the words, but we decided to leave them there for subsequent prisoners to see. Some of our guards believe it gives the prisoners too much hope, makes them less cooperative. I disagree. Besides, we are not savages. We are not in the business of taking away people’s hope."

      He guided me to the next cell and signaled for a guard to open the door. Inside, in a room that wasn't 10 feet wide, were five men, barefoot and in their underwear. Two sitting on the bed, two leaning against the walls with their arms folded, one finishing up a piss in the bucket in the corner.

      They made no eye contact with Vogl, but all looked at me with a kind of tired, questioning look. What was I doing here? Was I to join them in the cell? I was wondering that myself.

      Vogl snapped his fingers to get the attention of one of the men leaning against the wall. He motioned for the prisoner to move out of the way, which he quickly did. Then Vogl pointed at the wall and said, "Look at this one, Alex. It is my personal favorite."

      These were the words, tortured graffiti, scrawled by a prisoner who was faceless now and unknown:

      Perhaps the hour will arrive. Perhaps they'll let me go. Perhaps we will be able to say farewell to the Gestapo in my homeland, in my homeland, to a reunion we will strive.

      Vogl said, "It is beautifully expressed, but so naïve. We need to better communicate the mission of the Gestapo to the population. It is our greatest failing, that communication. If people understood our goals, they would understand why saying farewell to the Gestapo would be Germany's biggest mistake."

      As we left the cell and the door was shut, the enormous hinges screamed and then there was a heavy clang. We walked further. There was a common room where two Gestapo guards lounged and read the newspaper, secure behind an iron gate. Farther down the hall was clearly another room of some sort because it was from that direction that the silence was pierced by a scream that was equal parts terrifying and heartbreaking. It was also loud enough to actually make me jump just a little in place. Neither Vogl nor the two guards reading the paper reacted in any way.

      Vogl began walking back to where we had come in. I followed without prompting. Soon we were up the stairs and opening the front door, standing on the threshold and saying our goodbyes.

      Vogl said, "Do not let what you have seen leave you with a false impression. There are 23 men and two women in the cells today. In all likelihood, at least 20 of them will be home tonight with their families. We are here to gather information about potential enemies, to protect the Fatherland from those who would harm us. It is what every nation does. Self-defense is the first obligation of every government. Did you know that in the American citizenship oath, all new citizens swear to protect the country against, and I quote, 'all enemies, foreign and domestic.' That is all we are doing—but we do it with vigilance."

      He paused, then pointed over my right shoulder. "I'm sorry I don't have time to drive you back to the hotel, but it is a beautiful day, I am sure you would agree. Right down that street."

      I agreed. It was a beautiful day. When I got about a block away from EL-DE Haus, I threw up in the gutter.
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      By the time I got back to the hotel, I had pretty much decided that I was getting out of the spy business. There was no way they weren't on to me. Maybe they were being extra cautious because I was a foreigner, or perhaps it was because of the magnesite—the blast furnaces wouldn't work without the magnesite, and the steel couldn't be made without the blast furnaces, and the armaments factories couldn't be built without the steel, and the Führer couldn't dominate the world without the armaments. So maybe I was safe, and maybe Vogl was just fucking with my head, just in case. Or maybe he was just waiting for permission from a higher-up to strip me down to my underwear and throw me into one of his playpens in the cellar at EL-DE Haus.

      Either way, Vogl had succeeded. I was getting out. I was going to lift up the little leather strip from the sole of my shoe, and take out the three tiny pieces of microfilm, and burn them in my hotel room’s bathroom sink, and rinse the ashes down the drain, and then rinse them again, and then wait for my train with a determination never to have anything to do with this whole business again.

      I mean, it was insane. I was just a fucking magnesite salesman. I was in so far over my head that it was beyond absurd—and for what? I didn't know what was on the microfilm, but from what Major Peiper had told me, the information wasn't all that different from what Czech intelligence already knew. It would reinforce the idea that the Wehrmacht wasn't all that the Goebbels propaganda machine said it was, and maybe it was even weaker than the Czechs expected, but we were talking about a matter of degree here. For that, for a matter of degree, I was supposed to risk electrodes from a car battery attached to my balls—this was my most common nightmare about those screams I had just heard at EL-DE Haus—followed by a taxi ride to Dachau? No. Hell no.

      Besides, from a purely operational standpoint, even my controller in Vienna, if he knew about my second meeting with Vogl, and his tour of the home office, would probably conclude that I had been compromised and that the prudent thing to do was destroy any evidence and protect myself.

      "First rule—don't do anything stupid and don't get yourself killed," was what he told me, right at the beginning. Well, ignoring what had just happened with Vogl would be stupid. Everyone would agree with that.

      Nobody followed me on the walk back to the hotel—I was pretty sure of that. Besides, the Gestapo wasn't likely to be all that subtle if they were coming to get me. Returning to the room, I locked the door and put on the chain as well, as if that would hold up to a persistent black boot. I looked around again for any sign that anyone had been visiting. The problem was that the maid had been in, and the bed was made, and the bathroom had been cleaned, and everything had been tidied. The briefcases appeared to be where I had left them, and the desk and the rented typewriter were in place and ready for my afternoon of paperwork, if I could find the ability to concentrate.

      I grabbed a glass of water from the bathroom and tried to wash the taste of vomit out of my mouth. Then I sat down in the desk chair and removed my shoes, determined to rid myself of the evidence. Sitting there on the third floor, with the window open on the warm September day, I suddenly heard tires screech and doors slam—two big black cars, four men getting out, two in black suits, two in black uniforms, standing on the sidewalk, looking around. One of the suits saw me, gawping out the window. He stared through me. I was frozen in place. I'm not sure I exhaled until I saw them turn toward the apartment building across the street and one of the uniforms began pounding on the door. There was no immediate answer, and he pounded some more.

      After a minute, a woman opened the door. The uniform insisted that she come outside, gesturing, pointing. She hesitated, but only briefly, ultimately staying with one of the suits while the other three rushed inside. It wasn't two more minutes before they were back, half-carrying a man in an undershirt, no shoes or socks, and trousers with the belt still undone. The woman screamed but quieted when the man in the black suit menaced her with a raised arm and a balled fist. Her brother/husband/lover/whoever was shoved into one of the cars and handcuffed to a railing inside. The cars then drove off, tires again squealing. The woman remained on the steps, now alone, wailing. Looking around, a dozen windows up and down the street were filled with faces. The whole thing didn't take five minutes.

      And then I looked down at my shoes on the floor. And then I thought again about that quote on the wall of the cell, the one that Vogl said was his favorite:

      Perhaps the hour will arrive. Perhaps they'll let me go. Perhaps we will be able to say farewell to the Gestapo in my homeland, in my homeland, to a reunion we will strive.

      This was not my homeland. Maybe Czechoslovakia was, maybe Austria, but not here. But I couldn't shake the thought that if somebody didn't do something, there would be cells just like those on the Ringstrasse in Vienna within the year, and on Na Prikope in Prague within a year after that, and everybody knew it—Chamberlain in England, Daladier in France, Mussolini in Italy, and Schuschnigg and Beneš, too. They all knew it in their hearts. But somebody needed to remind them that they had hearts.

      What would any of them have thought, or done, if they had just witnessed the scene outside my window? What precautions would any of them have taken against Nazi aggression if they had toured EL-DE Haus, smelled the shit, heard the screams?

      I was sitting on the end of the bed, physically shaking as it all played out in my head. I don't think I had ever been more afraid, not even in that barn in 1917—because that was a terror imposed upon me by great forces and this was a terror imposed upon me by my own decision.

      I could walk away. I wanted desperately to walk away. But I kept coming back to the man who had just been piled into that Gestapo taxi. Was he now in one of the cells, pants gone, dignity gone, sitting either with a few others or maybe by himself, alone with his bucket and his terror?

      I put the shoes back on and ordered room service and began with the pile of paperwork.
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      Routine was always the answer—order forms, delivery schedules, client complaints and suggestions, notes for Hannah about this and that, everything unfinished in a stack to the left of the typewriter, everything finished in a stack to the right, one stack shrinking, one stack growing, a mindless sense of accomplishment with each piece of paper pushed. I would go minutes at a time without revisiting the picture in my head of the Gestapo officer staring up at me from across the street.

      I took my time and finished at about seven, which left me about six hours before the train. Eating and drinking were the only options as a way of filling the time, and not in that order. Typically, I would be a little bit careful, because getting too drunk that I missed the train would cost me a day. But careful wasn't going to be an option on this night, not after the afternoon I'd had. Besides, this was going to be one of those times where my adrenaline was such, and my nerves, that I probably wasn't going to be able to get drunk no matter how hard I tried.

      After dinner, I tested the theory at a little bar down the street from the hotel, Herschel's. It was one of my go-to spots to kill a couple of hours before the Orient Express pulled in, a hole in the wall that seemed to be a favorite with off-duty police. It was there, sitting at the far end of the bar, almost entirely in the dark—Herschel was a little slow to replace burned-out light bulbs—when none other than Detective Muller grabbed the stool next to mine. Muller was the cop who’d investigated Otto's death.

      He was pretty much incoherently drunk, based upon his difficulty in placing his shot-and-a-beer order with Herschel, who made him say it three times. I was pretty sure Herschel understood it the second time and insisted on the third merely for its comedic value. It was a long day tending bar in a place like that, and you took your laughs where you could get them.

      Muller didn't look at me and likely would not have remembered me, given his condition. But after hitting the men's room—where the smell triggered a memory of the basement of EL-DE Haus, which really shook me and left me wondering if I would be reminded every time I went to the shitter—I sat back down and decided to start a conversation.

      "Detective Muller?"

      Muller turned and looked at me. There was no initial reaction, and then a glint of recognition, and then some verbal shambling as he searched for the connection, a staggering down several dead ends that I allowed to go on for far too long, again because of the entertainment value.

      Finally, I told him. "I'm Alex Kovacs. You investigated the death of my uncle, Otto. Drowned in the Rhine."

      He started to tell me that no, that wasn't it, but just as quickly agreed that it was. "The Austrian Czech!" he said, exclaiming as if it was a triumph. "A suicide! A jumper!"

      He stopped, looked at my face and realized through his alcoholic fog what he sounded like. "I'm sorry. I'm sorry for your loss."

      I could go a day or two at that point without even thinking about Otto at all, which was how I coped. It was also as shitty as it sounds. Although in Cologne, I thought about him a lot. They were mostly good thoughts, funny thoughts. I thought about him in my hotel room when I was finishing up the reports, laughing at how he made fun of the neat pile I always handed to Hannah in five minutes while he spent the better part of his first day back from every trip trying to decipher little scraps of paper he had stuffed in his pockets and quickly scrawled notes in the margins of documents, dictating his translation of the hieroglyphics to Hannah for processing.

      I didn't have a lot to say to Muller, but I gave it a shot, telling him about my sales trip and my reservation that night on the Orient Express. Muller said he once drew the assignment of delivering a Hungarian diplomat on some kind of trade mission to the great train. "Unpronounceable asshole," he said. He stumbled over the "unpronounceable," but the "asshole" rang out loud and clear. Then he laughed. "But the overtime was good. But why is that train always so late?"

      I tried to explain that it wasn't late, that it left London Victoria at 3 p.m., and made its way to Brussels by about 10 p.m., and that Cologne got one-something in the morning because of geography, but he wasn't buying it, mumbling about how "a German train would never run late like that. It's the damn English."

      This was going nowhere. If I left at that point, I could have one more at the hotel bar and then grab a shower before heading to the station. So I stood and began to reach for my coat, but Muller grabbed my arm and stopped me. "Sit," he said, and he suddenly seemed a little more sober.

      "I have something to tell you. Just listen. I never lied to you—understand? I never lied. But the story of recovering your uncle's body is a little more complicated than I said.

      "Shhh," he said. I wasn't about to speak. He was shushing himself, it seemed like. And he leaned in a little closer and whispered:

      "He definitely went into the water off of the bridge. He went in at about the time I said he did, and his body floated down the river to where they all float. That's all true. The coroner did look at him, and there were no fatal injuries like a shooting or stabbing."

      "So he drowned?"

      "That's what I asked the coroner. He said, 'Fuck if I know. His lungs were full of water, but they all get full of water after they've been in the river for a few hours.' Then he said, 'There's no reason to think it's anything but suicide.'"

      Muller stopped, lost in the middle of his own story. I had actually become okay with the notion of Otto's suicide. Given the thing with the doctors, and the date on the letter he left for me, it made sense. If he really thought he was dying, I could see him making that decision. Cologne hadn’t made much sense to me as the site, but he might have been drunk and talked himself into it. And the truth was, he really did not want to be a burden on anyone. He had so few people close to him, and sometimes I got the sense it was because he didn't want to feel obligated to anyone about anything. So I could see it. I could see him jumping off of that bridge rather than having Hannah and me tending to him in a hospital bed for his final months.

      I tried to snap Muller out of his fog. "So—"

      "So, this. Just listen." Muller was now speaking so low that my ear was just inches from his lips. "The coroner said your uncle had bruises in several places on his body. They weren't fresh, but they weren't healed, either. Doc thought they were a couple of days old, probably, maybe a day—torso, upper arms, legs, and ass. No place that showed when he was dressed. Doc thought he was beaten with some kind of paddle. But there were no defensive wounds, nothing on his hands, say. No broken fingers."

      I felt fury rising in me. Beaten? "You fucking lied to me."

      "I didn't lie to you. The bruises were not from that night. There were no fatal wounds. His lungs were full of water. He drowned. Period."

      "But what about the bruises? Why didn't you investigate?"

      "Investigate what? We don't know where he got them. We don't know when he got them. They weren't fatal, not nearly. They didn't happen that night—we're sure of that. For all we know, it was a jealous husband who taught him a lesson. Is that a possibility?"

      It was, admittedly, a possibility. It also wasn't the only possibility, as we both knew. Suddenly, one of the screams from the basement of EL-DE Haus filled my head. But why would the Gestapo give a shit about Otto? I was about to speak again when Muller put a finger over his lips and shushed me. It was like he was drunker again and suddenly overcome by a drowning wave of paranoia. But there was one more burst of clarity:

      "The bruises are not in the coroner's report. He will deny their existence. I will deny their existence. The body's been in the ground for nine months. I am sorry for your loss, I really am, but this is over. You need to remember where you are, which is in Germany, and you need to remember what year it is, which is 1937. Nothing you can do will bring him back. So you need to get on that fancy fucking train tonight and stop thinking about this. It was suicide. Case closed."

      "So why did you tell me? Why bring up the bruises?"

      Muller did not answer. He just got up and left.
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      The porter told me that every compartment on the train was taken. When I took the Orient Express in February, it was all business people and rich fossils with nothing better to do, and there was plenty of elbow room. In August, they were joined by vacationers of all flavors—heading out, returning home, new money, old money, the lot. Which meant that the bar car was crowded, even approaching 2 a.m. I sat at a table with a Turkish couple returning from their honeymoon in France, and a Bulgarian count, or prince, or something, who was 80 if he was a day and pretty much asleep in his seat. The honeymooners and I shared some rudimentary French for a few minutes, but we gradually slid into a comfortable alcoholic silence, the two of them also fading, the count faded, me wired and staring out at the darkness.

      Beaten? Otto was all I could think about now. Only when I uncrossed and then recrossed my legs did I feel the microfilm in my shoe and remember, that, oh yeah, if the Gestapo were going to torture one of the Kovacs boys now, it would be me, not my uncle.

      There is no way in hell that the Otto I knew would find himself sideways with the Gestapo in Cologne. He had clients, and the clients did business with the military, and in that sense, the authorities were probably aware of him in the same way that they were aware of me. But there was no way Otto would do anything to put himself at risk. I'd often thought that he would crucify me if he knew about my courier work for the Czechs—and the truth was, if he were alive, I probably would never have agreed to do it in the first place. That I spent my adult life craving his approval, even his silent approval, went without saying.

      I had to admit that the jealous husband theory was more than plausible. Otto was an impossible hound. He had a personal code with women that consisted of two immutable rules: Don't get too deeply involved, and don't get caught. That was pretty much it. I was convinced that the reason he never married Hannah was that he knew he could never change and that she knew it, too. I was also convinced that he would always keep a handful of clients, because, well, he would always crave the adventure of leaving the city limits—the chase even more than the sex. A raging husband turning the paddle he used on his children onto Otto, while his wife pleaded with him to stop, really was a pretty easy scene to picture.

      But still, for all of this to happen within about a two-week period—the seemingly ominous news from the doctor, the beating, and the plunge from the bridge into the Rhine—was maybe one big event too many in such a short period of time. My gut told me that two of the three had to be related. I had become convinced that the medical news led to Otto's death. But what if it was the beating? If that were the case, the suicide was now likely a murder, unless the beating had somehow scared him into killing himself. But if that was the case, well, there was no jealous husband in Cologne who could possibly force Otto to kill himself. If the husband really was a lunatic, Otto would just give me that client—old Josef Kreisler—and stop traveling to Cologne.

      So it was either the suicide I had already bought into, or something much more sinister than a jealous husband. And the more I thought about it, the more I owed it to Otto to try to find out. And if it led to the Gestapo somehow? As I sucked down probably my tenth drink of the day, there was an odd clarity: If I was willing to risk Dachau for some bullshit military secrets that really weren't all that secret, why wouldn't I be willing to risk it to find out the actual cause of death of one of the three people in the world I really loved? Because this was the list: Henry, Leon, Otto, fin. Not Johanna, not really, not yet. But if not for one of the three, who?

      The police were going to be of no help—that was obvious. Their investigation was a sham. The paper trail was doctored and incomplete. But the fear that shone through Muller's drunken mask told me what he suspected. How he had gone mute when I asked him that last question in Herschel's: "So why did you tell me? Why did you bring up the bruises?" Silence was the lush at his most eloquent.

      It was all I could think about as I ordered a final cognac from the bartender and walked it back to my compartment, the microfilm subtly nagging every time my right foot landed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        FEBRUARY 1938

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31

          

        

      

    

    
      My welcome home lunch with Johanna turned into a forgettable schnitzel followed by a long, lovely afternoon spent entirely within the confines of the bed that she had begun to refer to as "our rickety oasis." That it hadn't broken yet was a testament to good old-fashioned Austrian craftsmanship, or luck.

      After I walked her home, I stopped in at Café Louvre to see if Leon was there, and maybe to catch up on the news. As I approached, I saw Old McGee—I think he was from the Chicago Tribune—running across the street from the telegraph office into the café. Now, Old McGee was probably 60 and must have weighed 250 pounds. As a matter of course, he did not run. He did not do anything quickly, for that matter, except shove schinkenbrot sandwiches—ham, rye, butter, gherkins, the whole mess—down his gullet for his gabelfrühstück. All of which meant that there was news, it seemed.

      Inside, in the corner of the room where the foreign correspondents always congregated around the United Press man's stammtisch, there was a pandemonium in full roar. There were probably a dozen of them—London, Prague, Budapest, Paris, New York, Philadelphia, Chicago, Baltimore, Washington; I'd been introduced to most of them at one time or another by Leon—and there was this insistent shouting among them, nobody seeming to listen but everybody hearing everything.

      When there was big news, they all worked together on the stories. Leon explained how it was different for the locals, who all sold their newspapers on the streets and lived and died by their exclusives. The foreign correspondents really did not compete in the same way for breaking news. Yes, if one of them had a big exclusive interview with a government official, everybody bought the guy a drink the next day to congratulate him (and then shit on him and the story as soon as he left the café). But for day-to-day breaking news, they worked as one, pooling their information. It just made sense to them, especially given that most of them, while based in Vienna, were responsible for news throughout the region. If there was a political assassination in Bucharest, they had to write. If a bank failed in Budapest, they had to write. And if they happened to have taken their wife to the mountains for the weekend when said assassination or bank failure occurred, there would be someone to cover for them. Their bosses would have been aghast at the coziness of the arrangement, but their bosses were thousands of miles away.

      I was seated at a small table on the edge of the swirl—most customers wanted to be nowhere near the noise, so there were plenty of choices. I asked the waiter what the news was. He screwed up his face and said, "Schuschnigg is in Berchtesgaden to meet with Herr Hitler. Menu?"

      I ordered a drink and eavesdropped, which wasn't hard. The news of the trip was a complete shock, and the secrecy itself had become the story for many of the correspondents. They loved secrecy. It excited them in ways that women no longer did.

      From what they knew, Schuschnigg had taken the overnight train. Only a couple of embassies had been told—England, France, maybe a couple more.

      The Baltimore Sun read loudly from one morning paper, I couldn't see which. "'There will be a Cabinet Council meeting today to deal with important matters.' Important matters, my ass. They knew he wasn't going to be here. Why the smoke screen?"

      It was the question they were all asking, in a dozen different ways. Nobody knew anything until about 4 p.m., when the final edition of several afternoon papers hit the streets with the news of the meeting, nothing more. The government press office confirmed the bare bones soon after. Then the Austrian reporters were called in for a meeting with the commissioner for propaganda, Colonel Walter Adam—whose full name had been changed by the Philadelphia Record for the purposes of that evening's discussions to "that fucking snake, Walter Adam." The St. Louis Post-Dispatch went with "that lying sack of shit." I had never heard that one before, but I quite liked it.

      The foreign correspondents got a summary of that briefing: It was a long-planned meeting at Hitler's invitation, and Italy and Hungary were aware of it, and it was meant as a way of strengthening the existing ties between the two countries, and the ultimate communiqué that was issued would emphasize the need for continued Austrian independence.

      The news that Old McGee brought in his winded sprint from the telegraph office was the official government communiqué:

      "The Austrian Chancellor, accompanied by Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs Schmidt, today visited Herr Hitler at Obersalzberg on his invitation. Herr von Ribbentrop and Herr von Papen were present. This unofficial interview resulted from a mutual desire to discuss all questions concerning Austro–German relations."

      To which the Times of London replied, "McGee, you didn't need to run for that."

      But what did it all mean? I knew what I thought—that Schuschnigg was bending over for the Corporal—and most of the correspondents seemed to be thinking the same thing. The problem was that nobody knew anything, so it was hard to know how to shade the story. Because of the time difference, the Americans had more time to wait for developments—or at least for the early editions of the morning papers for any hints. Some of the correspondents thought Hitler was in a weak position after he shook up the army and fired Blomberg and Fritsch, and so wasn't in a position to bully Schuschnigg about anything, but that was precisely backward to me. In my experience, cornered assholes just became bigger assholes. Hitler had no reason to make nice.

      So this was all being debated when Leon walked in. He had a copy of the Telegraf, not his newspaper, in his hand. He was the only Vienna reporter in the café, the rest working their own sources.

      He handed the paper to the New York Times. "It's been confiscated by the government, but I got one."

      A torrent of "holy shits" rained down as they all crowded around. Government censorship was a way of life in Vienna—Schuschnigg was a dictator, too, but without the little mustache and with a tiny bit of sympathy for the Jews—but this was big.

      "Why confiscate it? What do they have?"

      Leon flattened the paper on a table and then pointed to about the eighth paragraph of the story, in which the reporter quotes Adam as saying the reason for the meeting was a fear that Italy and England were about to start getting cozy with each other.

      The Times of London said, "Well, did he say it? Were you at the briefing?"

      Leon said, "Yeah, I was there. And, yeah, he said it. But it was off the record—and nobody here quotes me or my paper on that, got it?"

      They all nodded. Leon made eye contact with each of them individually before continuing.

      "Adam said other stuff off the record, too. It's in the jump," he said, turning the page and pointing to the spot where the story continued. "He said Schuschnigg wanted to tell Hitler that he was being as lenient as he could with the Nazis here, but the bombings and the wrecking of Jewish businesses were becoming too big a problem to ignore."

      The Baltimore Sun jumped in. "So what do your guys think? What do you think?"

      Leon stopped for a second, gathering himself. "I'm not sure. But if I had to guess, Schuschnigg left with his pants around his ankles. When I hear 'Hitler's invitation,' that means 'Hitler's summons' to me. I don't know what that might mean, but can you honestly see him standing up to Hitler about anything?"

      Around and around it went. Several of the correspondents left to attend the annual Press Ball, where the heurige was free, and there perhaps would be some new details to emerge. Kids the correspondents used as runners from the telegraph office brought bits of news, and copies of the first editions of the morning papers. They talked, and read, and sifted through the facts that they had and the suspicions beneath the facts, and then left in ones and twos to go across the street to type up their stories in the little cubicles set up for them in the press room. There, they would wait for any news from the ball attendees, and then send what they had by telegraph. I sat and drank with Leon, talking about this and that, watching as the correspondents acknowledged him with a pat on the shoulder or a nod of thanks as they left to write. He was basking. He was so in his element.
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      Heading home, I decided to stop for one more at Max's, the definition of a dive, maybe 20 feet wide and 50 feet deep, most of the space taken up by the bar and 10 stools, with a little bit of room to walk behind the stools and a hole-in-the-floor toilet in the back. The only customer snored quietly at the last stool. Heinz, the bartender, was washing glasses and seemed genuinely happy to see a live body.

      "Herr Doktor Alex," he said, mocking me with the honorific. Doctor of what? Pimpography?

      Heinz got me a drink and then pointed to the newspaper on the bar and the headline about the meeting with Hitler. "Schuschnigg—what do you think?"

      "Other than that he's a lying sack of shit?" I really did enjoy that phrase.

      Heinz laughed but then got serious. "You travel. You talk to people. What do you think is going to happen?"

      I was about four drinks deep, and this conversation was suddenly approaching a tricky area. If you knew you were talking to a closet Nazi, you tried to be as noncommittal as your conscience would allow. Same with staunch supporters of the government. With monarchists, you mostly told the truth but always found a way to mention the good old days. And if you knew you were talking to a closet Socialist or a Jew, you motherfucked Hitler with alacrity, albeit in sotto voce. The whole thing was complicated, and getting more tangled all the time, but getting through a conversation without somebody standing up and storming out had become a practiced skill and a sign of good breeding, kind of like knowing which fork to use for the salad.

      I didn't think Heinz was Jewish, but I took a shot. What the hell—if he ended up hating me, there was another dive bar on the next block.

      "We're screwed. You know it. I know it. Schuschnigg knows it. Hitler knows it. The only question is the timing."

      Heinz's face fell. "You really think so?"

      "I really do. The Germans are coming, if for no other reason than they need our money to pay for all of the fucking tanks they're building. Maybe Schuschnigg can make a deal where he hands over the gold in exchange for the Wehrmacht staying on the other side of the border, but really, how could that even work?"

      "It would be like cutting off our balls at the whorehouse door. At that point, I mean, what's the point?"

      I let that one kind of hang in the air, as vivid as it was nonsensical. Heinz went back to his sink at the other end of the bar. There wasn't a lot more to say. I always enjoyed my conversations with Heinz, because they were always about sports or women, and I was always already kind of drunk and having one more before heading home, and I barely even remembered them the next day. This one, though, I would remember. That was true even after a familiar face came through the door and sat down beside me.

      "Ah, fuck," I said.

      "And good evening to you, too," he said, slightly slurring. He was as drunk as I was.

      "Were you following me?"

      "Nah. I just figured I'd take a shot. You're a pretty predictable character, you know? So give me the microfilm, and I'll leave you alone."

      "You think I have it on me?"

      "Well, do you?"

      I looked down at my feet. Same shoes. "Well, now that you mention it."

      Tradecraft and secrecy take a back seat to expediency when there is alcohol involved, so I just took off the shoe and peeled up the leather strip. I looked over at Heinz, and he was washing glasses with his back to us. The light snorer at the end was still snoring.

      I handed over the small envelope, which disappeared into my contact's pocket. He got up to leave, but I stopped him. "Sit. Have a drink. I have something to ask you. Like, I don't even know your name. What should I fucking call you?"

      "How about 'Sir'?"

      "How about fuck you?"

      He laughed, whatever his name was. "I just saw a movie, A Day at the Races. Very funny. Call me Groucho Marx."

      "So, Groucho . . ." With that, I began to lay out the story of Uncle Otto. I tried not to leave anything out, from the first phone call from the Cologne police to the chance meeting with Detective Muller in Herschel's. I tried to be as analytical as I could, given my biases and my emotional involvement. When I finished, we were quiet for a minute or two while Groucho processed everything I had said.

      Finally, he spoke. "So you're thinking Gestapo, right?"

      "The suicide just doesn't make enough sense. I mean, it makes a little bit of sense, but not enough. Muller obviously thinks it's the Gestapo or he wouldn't have brought it up and whispered the whole thing as if one false word could get him strung up. That's how you read it, right?"

      "Yeah. I wasn't there, but the way you tell it, it makes sense. Except for one thing—why Uncle Otto? Why would the Gestapo want to kill a semi-retired guy who sells . . . what's that shit called that you sell?"

      "Magnesite."

      "Right, magnesite. Hell, you guys are pretty much members of the Nazi's team—"

      "Wait a minute—"

      "No, you fucking wait a minute. You sell them the shit that keeps the blast furnaces humming in their steel mills. They need you. I'm surprised they don't stop the train every time at Passau and board a hooker for your exclusive use on the rest of your journey. I mean, why do you think we picked you? You have as much cover and as much protection as just about any businessman who travels to Germany these days."

      I knew this, of course. It was bad enough when I allowed my mind to wander in that direction, but I couldn't stand hearing it out loud. I wondered if everyone thought that, deep down—Leon, Henry, Johanna? The truth was, I didn't want to know. The courier work was, in a way, my silent atonement. And I was just drunk enough that I felt like shoving it back in Groucho's face. But I didn't. The whole thing had become such a chore. Just living had become exhausting.

      I said, "Look, if that's all true, then Otto had the same protections that I have—even more, because he was older and more respected by the clients, and he still had a couple of the biggest clients. It just doesn't make sense."

      "Unless it was a jealous husband. I mean . . ."

      "Look, let me tell you about Otto. He might have been a little reckless when it came to women, but I've really thought hard about this, and there's just no way he would have gotten himself killed over a piece of ass."

      "So, what then?"

      I asked what I had been wanting to ask all along: "So was he working for you guys? Or the Austrians? And could the Gestapo have found out?"

      Groucho stopped, slugged down his drink, shrugged on his coat.

      "There's no way—and I would know. I know who our guys are, and I know who Austria's guys are, and he wasn't one of them."

      "What, do you all have a little spy club where you compare notes, all with the same outfits and a secret handshake—Groucho, Chico, Harpo? Fuck you."

      "I'm telling you, he wasn't working for us. I never even heard of him until we started looking at you as a possibility and checked your background. That's the truth."

      With that, he turned and walked out of the bar. Maybe it was the paranoia of drink, but somehow I didn't feel as if he was telling me the whole story. Then again, it wasn't the first time I had felt that way.
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      The train ride out to the western edge of the city, to the Pfarrwiese, took about a half-hour, give or take. With each stop, the cars became more crowded, the singing louder, the clapping more insistent. SK Rapid was the working-class team from Vienna, and the Pfarrwiese was their home ground. Seeing as how the serious drinking had not yet commenced, things were relatively orderly on the train. Given that Rapid was running away with the league that year, it was all good.

      The Pfarrwiese was in Hütteldorf, the section of the city where Henry grew up and where his father established himself in the mobster trade. I was meeting Henry at the stadium, where his family held season tickets. It was February in Vienna, gray and miserable, the sky spitting just a bit of icy rain, not enough to keep you inside but an amount that would ensure an afternoon's misery. Thank God Henry's seats were on the side with the small roof overhead.

      Hütteldorf was what you might imagine a working-class neighborhood to look like: crowded and clean and proud, where the kids played football in the street, in front of mothers sweeping the sidewalks, in front of six-story apartment houses, one after another after another. Late in the afternoon, they were joined by the men, many returning from the big oil and gas works. But there were a dozen major factories in the area, even after the Hütteldorfer brewery closed. It put a pinch on the local economy—and made the availability of spectators' post-game refreshments a little more complicated, seeing as how its beer garden abutted the stadium grounds—but as Henry said, "Hütteldorf takes care of Hütteldorf," and there were fewer of the obviously unemployed out there than you saw closer to the center of the city.

      I met Henry at the ticket booth and headed for the covered stand. He stopped me. "First half with the people," he said, pointing toward the open side, the side with no seats and no roof.

      "Really?" I said, holding out my hand to catch the falling ice.

      "First half. Then you can rest your pampered ass."

      The standing area at Pfarrwiese was notorious throughout Austrian football and had been for my whole time in Vienna. People were packed into the sloping terraces beyond all reason—singing, chanting, cursing, drinking to fabulous excess, and relieving themselves in place when necessary. But they weren't savages. As the guy in front of us demonstrated about two minutes after the opening whistle, a person could roll up a newspaper and piss into the funnel that they had created, sparing his neighbors any splashing before daintily dropping the sodden mess at his feet.

      Henry watched and laughed. "You know, I was confirmed when I was 12, and my father taught me how to shoot a revolver when I was 14, but I didn't really feel like a man until I was 16 and he let me stand on this side of the ground. Right about here."

      In about the 20th minute, this big, lumbering forward began to lumber forward for Rapid. At six foot two, he was half a head taller than his next tallest teammate, easy to follow as he made his way from the center line, weathering one tackle and niftily shifting and avoiding another—niftily for his size, anyway—and launching a right-footed blast from the edge of the box and into the top-left corner. It was Franz Binder, the leading scorer in the league, and it was 1–0, Rapid.

      As they chanted his nickname, "Bim-bo, Bim-bo . . ." Henry leaned in and said, "I think he has 11 goals in nine games. You'd need a poleax to stop him."

      We grabbed a beer and switched sides at halftime, sitting under cover in Henry's prime seats. He seemed nostalgic the whole day, and then he told me why: He had just sold the bar.

      He saw the shock on my face and held up a hand. "It's done. I got the money on Friday. I agreed to keep running things for a while, but it's over. The last of the Fessler empire is gone."

      He stopped, laughed at himself. "Empire. I mean, that's the way we always thought of it—the old man, all of us. He had the numbers business here, and a little protection, and the little dive bar, and things were fine. But when he decided to take the business inside the Ringstrasse, it was a huge decision. I was only three or four when they did it, but my mom used to talk about the stress of it all. Some people in Hütteldorf thought he was putting on airs, 'too good for us now.' But my dad saw it as a business opportunity after this whole family that had a piece of everything inside the Ring died in a big fire in ’03. He also saw it as the natural progression for his ambitions and his family. But he never forgot this place. He always hired from the neighborhood."

      My turn to laugh. "Except the girls."

      It was a more significant operation inside the Ring—the bar with the back rooms, the gambling well beyond a simple numbers game, the protection more widespread, extending up Mariahilferstrasse, a couple of miles past my house.

      "So it's all gone?"

      Henry nodded. "You know we sold off everything except Fessler's, and my dad took that money with him to Zürich, besides what he’d already squirreled away over the years—and it was a big fucking squirrel. He's fine. He couldn't spend it all if he wanted to. And he gave me Fessler's, to do with what I wanted. Well, I have."

      I was still surprised. Henry was good at the bar business, and I thought he liked it. I knew he didn't want the rest of what his father did or the reputation it left him with, and his father knew that, too. Henry thought the gambling hurt weak people; it always bothered him, especially when he had to help with collections. He once told me he never beat anybody unconscious and considered that to be some kind of moral victory. But he hated it, and he hated the protection worse. He never admitted it, but he was relieved when his father and his Nazi fears left town in 1936.

      But why sell the bar? And why now? Some of this had to be because of Liesl. We had all grown to like her a lot, partly because of who she was and what she believed—she referred to Hitler as "Herr Book Burner"—but mostly because of the bond she had built with Henry. They were so obviously in love that there was no chance Henry was packing up and leaving Austria if she wasn't going with him.

      Just as he was about to answer, the clapping began. For the last 15 minutes of every game, Rapid fans joined in a rhythmic, almost hypnotic, clapping ritual. It began years ago, in a game where the team came from behind after the clapping started, and it became a tradition—and people looked at you suspiciously if you didn't at least half-heartedly participate.

      So we clapped, and Henry talked. "Look, the old man was right, Hitler's coming. That shit in the paper today, I don't care what Schuschnigg says—Hitler's coming. I sold for a decent price; my father would say it was a shitty price, but it was okay, more than okay, and it was in cash, and the cash is already in a bank in Bratislava. My whole account here, I emptied almost all of that, too. I'm set up for my next move. I wouldn't mind if it was here, but I'm just not sure it can be in Vienna anymore."

      We watched the rest of the game, pretty much in silence, except for the clapping. Rapid won, 2–0.
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      For some reason, Groucho wanted to meet at Café Demel. I hated Demel. It was actually a little bit of a strain between Johanna and me, because she loved Demel. But it was just so fussy. All of the confections seemed as if they were there to be admired, like in a jeweler's display case, rather than eaten. Sitting there, slopping a cup of coffee and reading the paper amid the fur and the felt, I imagined myself being viewed as an animal that had wandered in off of the street.

      Groucho came in, dressed as if he were coming from a meeting with the president of the bank. I looked him up and down with mock admiration. "Does this mean you have a real job beyond making my life fucking miserable?"

      "Of course I have a real job. How could I not? Prague is paying me exactly what they're paying you."

      "So you're a true believer? I took you for a mercenary."

      "Fuck you. I'm risking a lot more than you ever will."

      I fingered the material on the lapel of his suit. "I can see that."

      We ordered breakfast and mostly talked about what was in the papers. It had taken a couple of days, but the government finally was admitting that Schuschnigg had taken it up the ass at Berchtesgaden. Well, they weren't exactly admitting it, but the facts were plain enough. Schuschnigg had agreed to put three Nazis in his cabinet. He also agreed to grant amnesty to all of the Nazis who had been jailed over the years—including the guys who killed Dollfuss. It was hard to decide which was worse. But Groucho had a definite opinion.

      "Look at the cabinet. Look at that worm Seyss-Inquart. See the job he got? Minister of the Interior. He's in charge of the police. Half of them are Nazis anyway and now their new boss is one."

      I started to interrupt, and he stopped me.

      "No, listen. Know your history. When they first put Hitler in the government and made him chancellor—when Hindenburg was still alive, and they thought they could control him—he only asked for a couple of spots in the cabinet. One of them was Minister of the Interior, and another was Minister of the Interior of Prussia. He let the others in the coalition have the prestige jobs—finance, foreign affairs, all of them. Hitler didn't care. He was in control of the two biggest police forces in the country, and that was enough."

      It was more than enough. We were so screwed, and everyone with eyes could see it. The only question was the timing. Groucho didn't have a good guess.

      I asked him, "Weeks or months?"

      "So you're discounting that it might be days?"

      "Seriously?"

      "Seriously, I have no idea. My guess would be months, but not a year. And they're just going to fucking waltz in unless Schuschnigg suddenly grows a pair. But I kind of think, deep in his heart, that he believes Austrians really are Germans, and he just couldn't ask them to shoot at their Germanic brothers."

      We ate in silence for a few minutes. Then it dawned on me. "Why did you want to meet me? Did you find out something about my uncle?"

      "No, and I asked my contact, and he said the same thing. He'd never heard of Otto until we started scouting you. I don't know what to tell you. But that's not why I wanted to talk to you. You're going to Cologne on the 24th. We want you to change your train to the 23rd."

      "That's the Wednesday train. No, I hate that trip. It stops in Frankfurt for, like, three hours. And then I'll have an extra day in Cologne with nothing to do. No. Why?"

      "It stops in Frankfurt for two hours and 45 minutes. It's enough time for you to walk three blocks from the station and have lunch at Dimble's, on Mörfelderstrasse. When you're done eating, use the bathroom. Check under the lid of the toilet tank. There might be an envelope taped there. If there is, bring it home with you after the trip."

      "If?"

      "Yeah, if. We're not sure. But if it's there, bring it home. If it isn't there, enjoy the lunch."
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      The opening of Johanna's exhibition was set for Friday night. She was so busy in the days leading up to it, and so nervous, that we barely saw each other. I packed her a lunch and brought it to her desk on Thursday, trying to do the supportive-boyfriend thing, but I never saw her and never heard from her after. A problem with the program had her pretty much living at the printer's until it was straightened out.

      Ernst. Nussbaum. Beckmann. Jew. Jew. Jew. The story promoting the event in the Wednesday Die Neue Freie Presse had been both cursory and buried in the paper. It contained none of the expected comments from either anyone at the museum or any of the artists. It was as if they couldn't ignore it, because it was the Rudolf Museum, after all, but they would be damned if they were going to promote it. Seeing as how most of the editors of the paper were Jewish, this seemed odd. Then again, survival mode is a peculiar state of being.

      Henry had already noticed that ever since word of Schuschnigg's trip to Berchtesgaden, traffic in Fessler's had been down. He said that other restaurant guys had told him they had noticed the same thing. It was as if a switch had been flipped somehow, as if hope had suddenly morphed into grim reality. People were saving money all of a sudden, getting ready, preparing for a storm.

      I was walking to the office, thinking about all of this, when there was a tap on the window of the café I was passing. It was Johanna's father, Karl, motioning me inside. Perfect.

      The Baron von Westermann's morning café was Schwarzenberg, on Kärntner Ring. Its location and its history told you a lot about the man. It was never a place for intellectuals or authors, but for commerce. Financiers had always been the customers, not Freud. It was also one step removed from the real action, from the heaviest of the heavy hitters, who frequented the Imperial Café across the street. You could see the comings and goings, but you weren't really in the middle of the action.

      Which, as it turned out, described the baron perfectly.

      His stammtisch was by one of the front windows, giving him a perfect view of the Imperial. The sign at the front talked about a band on Friday nights, but I was pretty sure the baron had never been there at night, or even after noon. The remnants of what was undoubtedly his regular frühstück—coffee, roll and butter, soft-boiled egg—were being taken away by the waiter when I arrived, after I almost stepped on a little peanut of a dog who was sipping from a small silver bowl at the feet of a desiccated countess, lightly jeweled at 10 a.m., reading a newspaper.

      "You almost stepped on Rudy," the baron said, by way of greeting. "That might have gotten a yap out of him. I'm not sure I've heard him make a sound this month."

      The place was not silent if you counted the occasional tinkling of silver on china or the rustle of a turning newspaper page to be noise. There were eight tables occupied, six by single newspaper readers, one—in the far corner, away from the rest—by an ancient man taking a quiet nap, and one by Karl and me.

      "You see those two?" he asked. He pointed out the window at the door of the Imperial, where two men stood, buttoning their overcoats and waiting for a taxi, or a car, or something. "The older one is Himmler. The younger one is Heydrich. Do you know the names?"

      Himmler, I knew. Heydrich, I did not. Karl proceeded to fill me in, adding details about Himmler I did not know—including that he had been a pig farmer when he fell in love with the Führer—and filling in a portrait of Heydrich as a genuinely frightening combination of both Aryan and Nazi perfection.

      I read the newspapers pretty carefully—I read three every day, and I took a big stack on every train trip—and I traveled enough to hear plenty, but the good baron was offering a lot of details that I had neither read nor heard before. Still, that wasn't why he rapped on the window, to impress me with his inside knowledge of Austrian politics.

      He pointed to the newspaper story. "This Jewish exhibit. It will ruin her career."

      The thought had crossed my mind. "She is very proud of it. And as you know better than I, she is very strong-willed."

      "She is acting like a petulant child. She refuses to see the consequences. Maybe she would listen to you."

      "I think you overestimate my influence. Besides," I said, pointing to the same newspaper story, "it's too late. It's happening whether you like it or not."

      The baron sipped his coffee. The expression on his face suggested it was cold. "She won't see the complications."

      I looked, questioningly. He put down the cup and leaned closer.

      "You've read the papers. You see what's happening. The way I figure it, Schuschnigg has one chance left. He has one card left to play—the restoration card."

      Also known as the Return of the Vons. Like everything in Vienna, it was complicated. Everybody was using everyone else. Most of the Jews disliked Dollfuss and Schuschnigg but supported them out of fear of what might take their place. People like the baron, who wanted a return of the Habsburg Monarchy, were in kind of the same boat. They didn't like Schuschnigg, either, but they supported him because it was the only way to keep Austria together—and Austria had to be kept together if there was ever to be a restoration. If Hitler swallowed the country whole, he would belch pleasingly, and the monarchists would be done. There would be nothing to restore.

      I always understood that. But this was a new twist for me.

      The baron said, "Hitler is now knocking on the door. The people are split—you see the Nazis in the streets, getting bolder every day. I mean, is there a phone box inside the Ring that they haven't blown up yet? Schuschnigg's best chance here is to call for a Habsburg restoration—it can even be a constitutional monarchy if it has to be. But that's his chance, and we're actively making sure that he realizes it."

      "Are you involved?"

      "Behind the scenes, yes. He listens, and he's listening more in the last few days. It's very delicate, and I don't need this museum complication, not right now."

      He stopped, locking on my eyes. "Fucking Jews," he said. "Fucking Jews."

      That conversation was all I could think about as I walked up the museum steps on Friday night. The main gallery was set up for a reception, with waiters toting champagne, and canapés lined up and at the ready, and the works of Ernst, Nussbaum, and Beckmann arrayed around the great hall. My eyes caught Johanna immediately. She was stunning in a formal silver gown, her hair up, her smile perfect and perpetual. She was very easy to spot, for all of the aforementioned reasons but mostly because the place was almost empty.

      "It's going to be a disaster," she said, leaning in as I kissed her.

      "Come on, it's still early," I said, because it was the only thing I could think of saying.

      But she was right. Leon and Henry and Liesl were there. A handful of the museum's patrons were there, but only a handful. Four hundred invitations had been sent. There was enough champagne and finger food for 250. But there weren't 30 people in the great hall. Disaster did not begin to cover it.

      Time dragged—seven became eight, and eight became eight thirty, and 30 people became 15. Then 17, when the Baron and Baroness von Westermann arrived. Given our conversation at the café, I was shocked to see the old man (less so, his wife).

      Johanna greeted them with a hug, and then walked them around the exhibition, and introduced them to a few of the patrons whom they didn't know, mostly because all of the patrons they did know were at home in their mansions, having tossed out the invitations the day they arrived. The smile on her face seemed just a tiny bit less forced. And while mother and daughter continued on, the baron suddenly showed up at my side with two glasses of champagne.

      He handed me one. "The paintings, I actually kind of like them. She has no sense, but she does have a good eye."

      I didn't know what my face was showing, but he caught something. He said, "You're surprised I'm here?"

      "Well, after everything you said . . ."

      "If you didn't think I would come, then you don't know my family very well."
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      Ever since I met him, my mind had wandered back to that day with Edgar Grundman in the quarry in Mauthausen. It didn't take a Freud or an Adler to guess that I was looking for a father figure in my life after Otto died. It got to the point where I wanted to talk to Grundman again but not only that—I wanted to see him, be with him, for reassurance or comfort or something. When I called, we talked about a time, and he seemed to think that Sunday would work best. He said, "Come to my house, and we'll listen to Hitler's speech. Sunday at noon—Nazi church."

      The house was on the road toward the quarry—neat, tidy, with a couple of spare bedrooms. The radio sat prominently in one corner of the living room, warmed and glowing, playing German martial music. With sandwiches and beers, we got through the pleasantries in good order—the quarry was sold, and Grundman had occupied himself for the last couple of weeks with a home project: repointing the stonework of the house. He seemed content.

      The music stopped at noon, and a voice thundered through the box. I didn't recognize it and shrugged. "Göring," Grundman said. Göring began reading off a list of the names of deputies of the Reichstag who had died in the previous year. Then he said, "The word is now given to the Führer."

      After the applause died, and a long, uncomfortable pause, Hitler began. He said that this wasn't just a speech to commemorate five years in office, as most had anticipated, but an opportunity to correct some ongoing misperceptions about the military and about "certain aspects of our foreign relations."

      Those words were barely out of his mouth when Grundman said, "We're screwed. As if we didn't already know."

      We talked and listened. When he said Field Marshal Blomberg had stepped aside because of ill health, Grundman whispered, "Bullshit."

      But Hitler was just getting started. He railed against a whole series of slights and misreporting he saw in the foreign press, this report, that report, a long litany ending with a report "that 14 generals have fled to Prague with Ludendorff's corpse; and that I have completely lost my voice, and the resourceful Dr. Goebbels is presently on the lookout for a man capable of imitating my voice to allow me to speak from gramophone records from now on. I take it that tomorrow this journalistic zealot of truth will either contest that I am really here today or claim that I had only made gestures, while behind me the Reich Minister of Propaganda ran the gramophone."

      The laughter from the deputies was long and loud, exaggerated guffawing, fat-necked sycophants on parade. I started to say something, but Grundman shushed me.

      "—Since this international smear campaign of the press must naturally be interpreted not as a reconciling element, but as one presenting a threat to international peace, I have resolved to undertake the reinforcements of the German Wehrmacht, which will lend us the certainty that this wild threat of war against Germany will not one day be transformed into a bloody reality. These measures have been in progress since February 4 of this year and will be continued with speed and determination."

      "Fuck me," Grundman said. "Fuck us."

      "It's not like he ever needed a pretense, but press reports? I mean, really?"

      "He's drawing the roadmap. You wonder if anybody in Vienna is even listening."

      Then Hitler got to the meat of the meal:

      "Two of the states at our borders alone encompass a mass of over ten million Germans. Until 1866, they were still united with the German race as a whole in a political federation. Until 1918, they fought shoulder to shoulder with the soldiers of the German Empire in the Great War. Against their own free will, they were prevented from uniting with the Reich by virtue of the peace treaties. This is painful enough in and of itself. Yet let there be no doubt in our minds about one thing. The separation from the Reich under public law must not lead to a situation in which the races are deprived of rights; in other words, the general rights of völkisch self-determination—which, incidentally, were solemnly guaranteed to us in Wilson's Fourteen Points as a prerequisite for the Armistice—cannot simply be ignored because this is a case concerning Germans! In the long run, it is unbearable for a world power to know that there are volksgenossen at its side being constantly subjected to the most severe suffering because of their sympathy or affiliation with their race, its fate, and its worldview . . .

      "Yet he who wields force in attempting to prevent a balance from being achieved in Europe in that the tensions are lessened will at some point inevitably call violence into play between the peoples. . . . Just as England looks after its interests in every corner of the earth, modern Germany, too, shall know how to look after and protect its albeit much more limited interests. And these interests of the German Reich include protecting those German volksgenossen who are not, of their own power, in a position to secure for themselves on our borders the right to general human, political, and weltanschaulich freedom!"

      I said, "That's the real roadmap—persecution of Germans in Austria and Czechoslovakia."

      Grundman sat back in his chair, throwing up his hands. "Yeah, like jailing a Nazi who gets caught firebombing a Jewish restaurant is persecution."

      Hitler started saying a bunch of stuff about his recent rape of Schuschnigg, but it didn't really add much to what we already suspected, and what he had just made clear. He said, "The idea and intention were to bring about a lessening of the tensions in our relations by granting to that part of the German-Austrian Volk which is National Socialist in terms of its views and Weltanschauung those rights within the limits of the law which are the same as those to which other citizens are entitled."

      And then he said, "At this time, I would like to express before the German Volk my sincere gratitude to the Austrian Chancellor for the great consideration and warmhearted readiness with which he accepted my invitation and endeavored, with me, to find a solution doing equal justice to the interests of both countries and the interests of the German race as a whole, that German race whose sons we all are, no matter where the cradle of our homeland stood. I believe that we have thereby also made a contribution to European peace."

      Now Grundman snorted. "I hope Schuschnigg is pleased with the Führer's gratitude. I mean, how does he sleep at night?"

      "Maybe he's just playing for time. Maybe he's got a plan."

      "He's definitely playing for time. But a plan? He doesn't have shit."

      "Maybe he's hoping for Mussolini?"

      "I don't think Il Duce is in the Austrian protection business anymore. I think that's over. I know he saved us in ’34 when Dollfuss got killed, but four years is a long time. Somebody would have reported something by now if he’s still on our side. But there's been nothing. I read everything I can get my hands on, and there hasn't been a hint."

      Hitler droned on for a few more minutes, ending with, "Long live the National Socialist Movement, long live the National Socialist Army, long live our German Reich!" As the applause built again, Grundman snapped off the radio and said, "I'm not sure we have a month."

      I asked him if he was still planning on resisting, and he laid out some of the plans he had made. Needing to unburden myself, in reply, I told him everything: about being a courier, and my suspicions about Uncle Otto's death, and my determination to find out more. I was looking for some kind of validation from him, I know. But after I finished telling him, his silence was unnerving.

      "What?" I said. It was almost a panicked cry.

      "I was just thinking about your mother and father. He would be cautious. I think she would be proud."

      I felt like crying. "So you think I should keep pursuing how Otto died?"

      "That's the part that worries me. The courier business is done for the right reasons, as a soldier in a just war. The rest is personal and personal scares me. Some of these kids I'm organizing, all they talk about is getting revenge against certain people: 'I'll strangle that so-and-so with his big red flag.' But that's not what this is. And getting revenge against the Gestapo? I'm as much of an idealist as you'll ever meet, but even I think that's fucking crazy."

      "It's not revenge I'm looking for. I'm looking for information, that's all."

      "Come on, that's bullshit. Make the assumption it was the Gestapo. There's your information. What are you going to do about it?"

      I thought for a second. It was the question I was avoiding as best I could. I was barely audible when I said, "I don't know."

      Grundman grabbed me by the shoulders. "That's why I'm scared."
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      Frankfurt was a complete waste of time. I never liked the city—don't know why. Too many bankers, probably. But I got off the train, as instructed, ate lunch at Dimble's, went to the bathroom, checked under the lid of the toilet tank, and there was no envelope. Just the usual rust stains. And the food was crap. Three hours of my life I would never get back.

      Because of the change in schedule, I was in Cologne by dinnertime, with nothing to do except pretend to be a detective. My first stop—really, the only stop I had planned—was at the Wasserhof, Otto's hotel of choice.

      We both were slaves to our road routines. I always stayed at the Dom Hotel because it was nice and because they could accommodate me with the typewriter and supplies I needed. Otto always stayed at the Wasserhof, even though it had deteriorated over the years to the point where a nice person would call the appointments "tired." A less polite person, like me, would go straight to "shithole." But whenever I asked Otto why he still stayed there, he told the story about being snowed in one year—like in 1921 or something—and how they kept the kitchen and the bar open for him and three other guests when nobody else was in the hotel, and how he felt he still owed them his loyalty "even though the old girl's undergarments are getting a bit frayed." That was Otto.

      I got there and headed straight to the bar; that made the most sense. It was a complete snooze. There was nobody in there except the bartender, who very much fit the surroundings—meaning that, in all likelihood, he’d probably been working a shift the night of the Armistice. When I sat down at the bar, I think I startled him. But he recovered nicely and returned quickly with a credible Manhattan.

      He put down the drink. I reached into my breast pocket and removed the photo of Otto that Hannah had given me. I asked if he knew him.

      The old gent didn't hesitate. "Ah, Mr. Kovacs. That's him, it is. It's a shame what happened. I have to tell you, the night manager and I drank a toast to him the next night, after we heard."

      "What do you know about it?"

      "Just what we read in the paper, that his body washed up along the river, and that it was presumed to be a suicide. It was a little, short article, a day or two after the police searched his room. We weren't surprised when we read it because the detective had told the night manager the same thing."

      He stopped for a second, my inquisitiveness finally registering. "But who are you?"

      I had rehearsed my story, which did not include the words "jealous husband" or "Gestapo." I told him I was Otto's nephew, and that our family was so shocked by the suicide, and that even though it was more than a year later, we still had so many questions, especially Otto's longtime girlfriend. So as a favor to her, and because I was here on business anyway, I figured I would take a little time and try to figure out whatever I could. This was the only place I knew to come.

      The old man nodded. "That makes sense. But I don't know what I could tell you. I served him two or three drinks a night, three or four days a year. It does go back decades, that's true, but that was it. I didn't know anything about him—nothing about you, or a girlfriend, or anything really."

      He stopped, smiled. "Sometimes he would have a lady with him."

      "Ever the same lady twice?"

      "Never." And the old man smiled again.

      "What about the last night you saw him? I know it's been a while, but do you remember anything?"

      "I do because I told the detective when he asked. Mr. Kovacs was in from about nine to eleven, which was pretty typical. Soon after he got here, another gentleman joined him. They sat over there," he said, pointing to a table by the window.

      "They seemed to know each other well, but I don't know if your uncle was expecting him when he arrived—he had some notes he was looking through. They had three or four drinks, and they were laughing a lot—I couldn't really hear much because it was pretty busy, believe it or not."

      I looked around. I was still the only customer.

      "There really isn't much else to say. About eleven, they paid up and walked out into the lobby together. That's all I know. And nobody saw them leave the hotel or go up to your uncle's room or anything—I remember that, too, from when the detective was questioning all of the employees. The night manager was behind on his paperwork and was in his office behind the front desk. The police were here maybe three days later."

      I asked him what the other guy looked like. He said he was about my uncle's age, nothing special, just a man in a suit. That's all he had. So I learned something, but I learned nothing. I didn’t know who I was kidding, thinking I could come up with an answer so many months after Otto died. Real detectives would tell you that the trail grows very cold after only 48 hours. Fourteen months later, what chance did a fake detective have?

      The answer: no chance. Before I left, I bought the bartender a shot, and he drank with me. He raised his glass and said, "To Herr Kovacs."
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      A terrible trip morphed into an absolute waste of time when the phone in my hotel room woke me at 7:30. It was the secretary for Michael Bader, owner of the family steel mill, my appointment for the day. He was Uncle Otto's client, maybe the company's oldest client in Germany. We didn't get along badly, but we didn't get along great, either. Anyway, the secretary was calling to tell me that Bader's wife had suffered a heart attack the previous night and was hospitalized. She asked if the appointment could be rescheduled in about 10 days. I checked my calendar and agreed.

      I managed to reschedule my train for that night, but still had a day to kill. My first thought was to grab a beer and head for the river until I looked out the window and saw the rain. Also, the idea of sitting along the river with a cold one had lost a bit of its traditional appeal, given that a quick glance to the right would always leave me staring at Uncle Otto's bridge. So, it was breakfast in the hotel dining room, accompanied by a newspaper that featured a front-page story about the persecution of German Nazis by the good citizens of Salzburg, and how this couldn't be allowed to stand. There had been a different story the day before, and there undoubtedly would be another one the day after, all pretty much the same article, just substituting the name of the town and the number of Nazis who were supposed to have been roughed up. It was all bullshit, but it was relentless, and given the low growl I got from the waiter as he read the story over my shoulder, it also might just have been effective.

      The rain stopped, so I decided to wander around. In Cologne, wanderers seemed almost automatically drawn to the cathedral. Something told me to go inside and sit in a pew. It was a massive place, not particularly beautiful but just so solid and imposing, comforting in its permanence. I hadn't been to Mass since Otto's funeral, and I couldn't remember the time before that, but I sat through the second half of this one, standing and kneeling at all of the right times, reciting the prayers by rote, the whole business burned somewhere into my consciousness. And when it was over, I just sat there and thought about I don't know what. I'm not sure how long I had been there when a priest in his black cassock slid into the pew next to me.

      "Alex," he said. I looked up and didn't recognize him, except that I did. It was one of those situations where you see someone outside of their usual context and can't quite place them, although you know that you know them.

      He smiled at my apparent confusion. "Peiper," he said. "Major Peiper."

      Then it was my turn to smile. "So which are you, a Luftwaffe major or a priest? Because if you're really a priest, I personally would be thrilled, although I think I should tell you that your superiors probably frown on your walks down the back corridor."

      "This is a fact: There is no specific mention of back corridors in scripture—so learn your Bible. But I'm in the Luftwaffe. I borrowed this from a friend who happens to be posted in the rectory here. A friend who happens to agree with what I'm doing and occasionally helps me out."

      That he knew my travel plans and had been following me was as evident as it was unsettling. That I was a pawn in this entire business had become plain in recent months, but the number of people whose fingerprints were on me, trying to push me around a board I didn't understand—the major, the Gestapo, the Czechs—seemed to be multiplying. And there was no way for me to just turn over the board and run away.

      Peiper started to say something, but I stopped him.

      "My Uncle Otto," I said. "Do you know about him?"

      Peiper looked at me quizzically. I told him the whole story. The last time I had seen Peiper, in August, I was still under the impression that it was suicide. I hadn't yet met Detective Muller in the bar, didn't know about the bruising on Otto's body. The Gestapo had not been a possibility that I had even considered.

      So I told him everything, from the beginning. Peiper never interrupted, just took it all in before answering.

      "First thing, I'm sorry about your uncle. But I didn't know him. I had never heard of him until you started talking five minutes ago. I'm sure you're wondering if he was an agent, but I'm pretty confident that he wasn't. I think I'd know. We're a pretty small circle. You know, I would definitely know if we were working with him. I would also know if he was working for the Gestapo against us because that would mean we killed him. And we didn't."

      I had never even considered that Otto could have been working for the Germans as a spy. But if the Czechs thought I could be helpful because of my extensive traveling and my contacts, I guess the Germans could have felt the same way. Then again, what would the Nazis need Otto for? They had ministers in the Austrian cabinet, for fuck's sake. They controlled half of the Vienna police department, at least.

      No, that wasn't it—and that was beside the fact that Otto hated the Nazis.

      "Are you sure you would know?"

      "Look, there are only six of us in this area. I promise you, I would know. Your uncle just wasn't working for us."

      An old woman came into the pew behind us. It was a vast, empty church and she was right up our ass. Peiper leaned closer and whispered. "Stay here for five minutes and then meet me on the other side, in the last confessional on the right."
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      After five minutes, I approached the confessional, but the red light was on above the booth. Somebody else was in there, which didn't seem possible. I surveyed the area, and it was, indeed, the last confessional on the right. So I waited in a nearby pew. A minute or two later, an ancient woman wearing a rain bonnet tied tightly beneath her chin emerged. She walked with a cane.

      I took her place in the booth and kneeled. The partition slid open, but the priest was in the shadows behind a screen, so I wasn't 100 percent sure it was Peiper. I began the rite from memory, just in case. But it must have sounded like a question as I said it.

      "Bless me, father, for I have sinned—"

      "Alex?"

      "Thank God. You didn't really hear that old lady's confession, did you?"

      "I did. There was nothing I could do—she followed me right in."

      I was laughing, something I had never done in a confessional. "Anything juicy?"

      "Haven't you ever heard of the seal of the confessional?"

      "Yeah, but that's for real priests."

      "All right. Let's just say she had some impure thoughts, the old girl did. I gave her three Hail Marys for her penance, but what I really wanted to do was congratulate her. God, she sounded like she was 80."

      "She walked like she was 90."

      We eventually got down to the reason why Peiper was following me into the cathedral in the first place. He said there was nothing physical to bring home this time. He just wanted me to listen and give a verbal report to my contact in Vienna.

      "Just listen," he said. "About six months ago, Hitler and his generals had a meeting where he told them his plans—general plans, no timetables or anything like that. There wasn't supposed to be a record, but one of the junior officers, a guy named Hossbach, took some notes that we've seen. The basic summary is that he's about to move east—Austria, Czechoslovakia, Poland, you get the picture—for raw materials needed to continue the military buildup. The decision is made. We already kind of knew that, but now we really know it. It's not if, it's when.

      "Okay, so there's that piece. The second piece is that a group of the big names—Blomberg and Fritsch from the military, Neurath from the foreign office—all thought the idea was crazy. They thought the army wasn't ready and that any move—against the Czechs especially—would bring the French into a war against Germany, and that the French army could kick their ass blindfolded. I should say our ass. And that's why all three of them have been replaced. Again, it's what people suspected, but this is the confirmation. It was all quite fishy—right after they expressed their skepticism, there was suddenly a rumor about Blomberg's wife and some nude pictures, and another rumor about Fritsch and a young boy in a public restroom, and they were both gone. Pretty convenient, it seems to me. When in doubt, sex it up."

      "But you don't know when?"

      "No. There's nothing from Hossbach about when, and I haven't seen any planning documents. Nobody here has. You have to think Austria is first, but there aren't any plans. Well, there's this thing called 'Case Otto,' but it's really just a training exercise that somebody drew up a couple of years ago in case somebody tried a Habsburg restoration. But it's nothing, a piece of shit. So there aren't any concrete plans that we know of. But really, how long would it take to draw up a battle plan to take over a country that is going to have brass bands playing to serenade us when we enter?"

      "But what about the French?"

      "Nah, nobody thinks they care about Austria. You know there are a lot of people in Europe who think Austria should have been a part of Germany to start with."

      "A lot of people in Austria think that, too."

      "Brass bands, I'm telling you."

      "And you're telling me that there's nobody in Germany who can stop it?"

      "That's what I'm telling you. You should go now."

      "No Hail Marys?"

      "I'll say a couple for you. And for Austria."
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      There wasn't a lot to do, or think about. On the one hand, Peiper didn't tell me anything I didn't already know; in fact, he kind of told me the same story as last time. I mean, everybody knew, deep down. Hitler was coming, and there was no stopping him. Once he got Austria, Czechoslovakia was next. It was just that plain, that certain, that final.

      I was walking vaguely back toward the hotel, and some lunch, when the big-ass black Mercedes 260D, the spare tire sitting there on the running board, pulled up beside me and two black leather trench coats got out and sandwiched me, front and back, each then grabbing an arm. From the front passenger seat, the window rolled down, and a Gestapo officer I had not seen before said, "Herr Kovacs, your presence is needed at EL-DE Haus. I hope this is not too much of an inconvenience."

      I had rehearsed for this moment, more than once, always praying it would never come but practicing just in case. And what I had decided on was to act naturally. That is to say, scared beyond belief. That was always the plan, and it didn't take a lot of acting. But as I settled into the back seat, between my minders, I did ad lib one question.

      "Am I to see Captain Vogl?"

      The officer in the passenger seat turned and smiled. "Eventually," he said.

      The ride wasn't five minutes. We pulled up right in front. There were no screams that day from the array of knee-high windows along the sidewalk. On a cold February day, there were none of the fetid smells that were there in August. When they let me walk into the building without holding me by each arm, I allowed myself a few seconds of hope. But it ended quickly. We were not headed straight, up the staircase to the offices. We headed right, toward the big iron door, the door whose hinges screamed when they opened it, and the cellar behind it. The officer continued up the stairs; the trench coats and I headed down.

      It was quiet. The doors of the first two cells were open, and they were empty. I was placed in the third cell. It was empty, too.

      "Your clothes, sir," said the bigger of the trench coats. And so it was—topcoat and hat, suit and shoes and socks. They left me in my undershirt and shorts. My arms were folded, and I was shivering when they clanged the iron door behind them.

      I kept telling myself not to panic. I also kept telling myself the fact that I had not seen or heard Peiper in another cell was a good thing. All I had done was go to church, and I didn't think things had gotten to the point where they would question a priest about what somebody had said in confession. As long as Peiper had been careful, I hadn't done anything. Then again, how many people admitted to doing things they hadn't done just to try to bargain their way out of whatever torture could be coming.

      I wasn’t sure how long I had been in there—maybe an hour, maybe a little more—when nature called. There was a bucket in the corner of the cell for that purpose. As I peed into it, the iron door opened. The Gestapo officer from the car and one of his henchmen stood and watched as I finished.

      I suddenly forgot about my just-act-scared rehearsal. "Enjoying the view?" I asked as I pulled myself together.

      The officer locked eyes with me.

      "Take the underwear," he said, and walked out, leaving his aide to collect my shorts and shirt. I was naked now, alone and naked when the door slammed again.

      I sat down on the wooden bunk. I had been sitting there before, but this time I rubbed my hand across it, to make sure I didn't catch a splinter in my ass—as if that was the biggest of my worries. For some reason, I wasn't all that scared about having a finger or toe lopped off with a pair of bolt cutters. But when I played this out in my nightmares, all I could think about was that same recurring dream, with wires leading from a battery's electrodes being attached to my balls—or, if they were feeling like kind torturers, maybe it would be my nipples. Those were the things that terrified me.

      But I kept playing it out in my head, wondering if there was anything I could admit if I had to. It kept coming back to this: If I knew for a fact that they had Peiper in a nearby cell, and that he had admitted something specific to them, I could confirm it with a clear conscience. I mean, at that point, Peiper would be a corpse in waiting. There would be nothing I could do for him, and there was no reason not to try to save myself—and admitting a little something would probably play better than denying something they knew for a fact to be true.

      But if not? Then I just had to deny everything. I mean, there was no physical evidence—not on this trip, anyway. And the more I thought about it, the more I could convince myself that they weren't going to kill me, even if they had something. It was tricky for them; they did need the magnesite, after all. I did have some level of protection because of that, and the Gestapo knew it. At least Vogl knew it. So maybe they would just threaten me and tell me that I would be under 24-hour surveillance any time I came back to Germany. Or perhaps they would tell me I couldn't come back to Germany at all. Or maybe I would be going to Dachau. But to kill me would risk international news coverage and repercussions, especially if Leon managed to make a stink about it at home; "The Two Kovacs Murders in Cologne" was my working headline. It was a small risk, granted, but it would be there. No, they didn't want that. That's what I kept telling myself.

      Then I heard a scream—just one, but it was piercing. And as I sat there on that bunk, bare-assed and shivering, all I could do was try to convince myself that the scream didn't sound like the way Major Peiper would scream if someone showed him a wire attached to an electrode from a car battery.
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      I didn't know how long I’d been waiting—another hour, maybe more—when the iron door of the cell was opened again, the turning of the key accompanied by a loud, angry-sounding conversation, muffled by the iron barrier and then clearly heard as the door cracked open. The last bit of the rant:

      "—EVER LEARN TO FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS? HOW DID YOU EVER GET PROMOTED?"

      Vogl was doing the screaming. The junior officer who had collected me off of the street was the one being screamed at. I was the only naked person in the room, reflexively covering my manhood as I stood, but it was the young officer who appeared to be holding his balls in his hands.

      Vogl looked at me for a second, then exploded again.

      "NAKED?" And then he paused a beat, leaned into his underling, nose to nose, and in a lower voice, lower but even more frightening, said very slowly, "Get . . . his . . . fucking . . . clothes."

      The eunuch scurried off, and Vogl and I were alone. I couldn’t have said how long the silence lasted. After a time, he walked out into the hallway, as if to offer me an apologetic gesture, to give me some privacy.

      For the next minute or two, I ran the phrase "learn to follow instructions" over and over through my head. What could that have meant? Learn to follow instructions. For one thing, it meant that there were, in fact, instructions attached to my name. But what kind of instructions? Keep an eye on me discreetly? Or don't be discreet about it and make sure I knew I was being followed? Or do something a little more overt, like question me briefly, just to make it entirely clear that the Gestapo had suspicions?

      Whatever it meant, naked in a cold cell appeared to have crossed the line. Unless, that is, this was all some elaborate bit of playacting, a good-cop/bad-cop routine like in the movies. Anything was possible. But the one thing was, Vogl really did seem enraged. If this was an act, it was a damn good one.

      Soon, Vogl walked in with my clothes, folded and in a neat pile, shoes and hat on top. He placed them gently next to me on the bunk and returned to the doorway. "Please," he said, motioning to the pile.

      I did my best not to display any emotion in reply. I turned my back on him, began getting dressed, and attempted to think of the proper response. I buttoned up slowly, tucked in fastidiously, tied my necktie with care. I went as slowly as I could and tried to think of what to say. There was a point where he coughed behind me. I thought he might be clearing his throat to say something, but no. There was just the silence, both of us clearly calculating.

      I could be meek and essentially thank him for clearing up the misunderstanding. I could be curt and just nod and leave. I could be furious at this violation of my rights and promise to lodge a complaint with the Czech consulate. Or I could be silent and wait for him to say something. That's what I ultimately chose, silence.

      In my stocking feet but otherwise dressed, I turned to face Vogl. As it turned out, he began speaking almost immediately.

      "You must accept my apology. My man was overzealous. You have heard me reprimand him verbally, but he will be reprimanded formally as well. He will apologize, also, when we are leaving the building. I hope you can accept it with the sincerity it is offered."

      I just looked at him, no nod, no acknowledgment of what he had said. He continued.

      "I am not excusing him, but you need to understand his motivations, all of our motivations. We are working here in the service of something great, something greater than all of us. It is an awesome responsibility."

      He stopped again, seemingly seeking some sort of acknowledgment from me, some flicker of recognition. I did my best to remain expressionless. He continued.

      "You have seen the Romerturm?" he asked. And I did nod here. The Romerturm was the remains of a stone wall and tower, built in the first century AD, when Cologne was part of the Roman Empire. It was only a couple of blocks away from where we were standing, although, when I’d seen it a few years earlier, I had no idea what EL-DE Haus was, or what it would become.

      "I walk by it almost every day," Vogl said. "I can close my eyes and see it, every brick. This was the northernmost outpost on continental Europe of the Roman Empire—right over there," he said, extending his right arm and pointing. "We can almost touch it from here, the very edge. But why did it stop? And why did it end?

      "You have read the history, I'm sure. You know why. It was rot from within that ended the Roman Empire. It was laziness, it was decadence, it was complacency—and it all came from within. You've heard about the barbarians, but that is rubbish. That wall was strong enough. The real problems were inside the wall, not outside."

      He was speaking in a cadence now, a rhythm. He seemed like one of those preachers from the American south shown on a recent newsreel. Either that or like Hitler himself.

      "This is our job, the Gestapo's job, my job—to protect against that rot while the Führer's vision is being realized, so that the realization can endure. Our job, my job, is to identify the small problems before they become significant problems, to root out the decadent and the subversive and make sure they can never become widespread enough or strong enough to challenge the vision. Because the vision must endure.

      "I took an oath. It is a promise, and I take it seriously. So does that little shithead who pulled you in off the street. You must understand that I had no idea you were being detained and brought in here, and that it should not have happened. Again, I do apologize. But you also must understand that it was overzealousness in the name of a greater good—the most important good, in fact. Think about that old wall and you will recognize it. I know you will."

      I did my best, again, to remain expressionless, to not give him the satisfaction. We locked eyes for a few seconds, just staring, and he blinked first, half-turning away, saying, "Finish getting dressed and I will drive you back to your hotel."

      "I'll walk."

      He seemed hurt. It seemed real. Then again, he might have been the Emil Jannings of the Gestapo. I just didn't know.

      "As you wish. I'm sure you can find your way out." With that, he was gone. I turned to put on my shoes, resting my right foot on the edge of the bunk, tying it, then my left foot. Leaning over, my eye caught a few more wall carvings that I had not seen before. One was just a calendar marking off the days—eight days, it seemed, followed by God knows what for the poor sap in question. Near that was a single word, Papa.

      Then I saw the third etching, and I stopped tying my shoe. I might have stopped breathing.

      There, off by itself, was an O with three lines drawn neatly below it.
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      1) Could I kill him?

      2) Did I have the guts?

      3) Could I possibly get away with it?

      4) Could I find out why he had Otto killed?

      Those were the four questions I asked myself, over and over and over, as the train devoured the miles. It always came back to No. 2, of course. The rest were details.

      We had all pulled the trigger on our rifles in the army—Leon, Henry, me, all of us. Presumably, we had hit somebody at some point. But that's not with this was. That was survival. This was an act of calculation.

      Henry said he could never do it. His father had killed as a young man, establishing his credibility in a brutal line of work. He told Henry a couple of the stories, but only when he was drunk and only when he was an old man. He never used those stories to shame Henry in his formative time, to prod his son into doing something he otherwise couldn't do. Henry was not a killer, and nothing short of self-defense or war could turn him into one. He could barely rough up a gambler who was behind in his payments.

      But what about me?

      1) Could I kill him?

      2) Did I have the guts?

      3) Could I possibly get away with it?

      4) Could I find out why he had Otto killed?

      That I was even considering the possibility was an indication of where my head was. Seeing Otto's signature on the wall of the cell answered every question. It was not suicide. It was not a jealous husband. Otto had been in EL-DE Haus, the bruises on his torso were torture at the hands of Vogl's goons, and a day or so later, they were the ones who threw him off of the bridge and into the Rhine. One letter with three little lines drawn neatly beneath it told the whole story.

      Except for one thing: the why. Was Otto a spy? Was that really possible? The fury I felt was tempered by that unanswered question. This was not to kid anyone, of course. People who knew me knew that Alex Kovacs didn't do fury, not even when confronted with the killer of the person he loved above all others. But my friends would be wrong in this case. The rage was not outward, true enough, but it was there, and it was real. And it manifested itself in an almost manic determination to consider actually killing a captain of the Gestapo and to do it on German soil, an act that was incredible on its face, falling somewhere on the spectrum between idiotic and suicidal. Yet I couldn't let it go.

      Round and round it went, then, past Frankfurt and Würzburg and wherever. No sleep on this trip, just Hennessy followed by breakfast.

      And the questions.

      1) Could I kill him?

      2) Did I have the guts?

      3) Could I possibly get away with it?

      4) Could I find out why he had Otto killed?

      The truth was, as the train pulled into the Westbahnhof and I grabbed a cab from the rank on Felberstrasse, I didn't know the answers to any of those four questions. But I had ten days to figure them out, especially No. 2.
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      Johanna was furious. I liked it when she treated me like crap for fun, but this was serious, even if it was about a Fasching ball. Specifically, the most glittering and exclusive and expensive of all of Vienna's annual balls, which the von Westermanns treated like church on Easter but which I was declining to attend because of a previous commitment at the secretaries’ and office workers’ ball.

      She was screeching. "I mean, it isn't even a choice. How can you turn down a ball in the Hofburg, right in the royal apartments, to go to one in the . . . wherever the hell it is?"

      "It's in the Morgenthaler Hall."

      "Oh, fine. And what was the last event they hosted? A swap meet?"

      In truth, it was a sale of surplus housewares from a small chain of three stores that had gone out of business. But there was no stopping this rant.

      "The royal apartments! Catering by Café Central! Desserts by Sacher! And what are the secretaries serving?"

      "I'm sure we'll eat scraps of wurst off the floor, and drink homemade schnapps out of chipped porcelain jugs. Come on, Johanna. You know why I have to do this."

      The truth was, I really wanted to do it—but I also had to do it. Otto, Hannah, and I had gone to the ball together every year. It was one of the dozens of balls in Vienna every winter, before Lent, organized mostly around professions. Everybody got dressed in formal wear and toasted the shitty weather. You would expect doctors and lawyers to have their own balls, and they did. But so did store clerks, government workers, even washerwomen. Leon said the newspaper ball was always a hilarious drunken mess. They were all the same—debutantes marched in at the beginning, a mass quadrille danced at midnight, a lot of waltzing happened in between—but they were all different, too, because the people were different. They were scheduled months ahead of time, but there were never enough days to avoid at least some conflicts. How was I to know that the secretaries' ball would be on the same night as the rich assholes' ball? Or that I would be invited to the rich assholes' ball?

      The argument degenerated, but only a little. I was able to leave before Johanna said something really hurtful. She was already mad that I’d had to make the extra trip to Cologne, and this just tipped her over. Or maybe it was the lingering embarrassment she felt about the museum opening. She would sometimes swing, from the modern woman with an education and a career and opinions to the daughter of the Baron and Baroness von Westermann. I couldn't quite figure her out, even after a year. And I still didn't think I could tell her about my other life.

      I couldn't tell Hannah, either. As far as she was concerned, Otto had jumped off of that bridge after receiving a bad diagnosis and that was that. She had come to live with it, to accept it. There was still a hint of sadness in her, but I was pretty sure most people couldn't see it. She had even considered accepting an invitation to the ball from the office manager at a law firm on the first floor of our building. Well, she said she considered it, but I didn't think she did.

      As it turned out, Morgenthaler Hall looked great. The band was pretty good. The drink was plentiful. We danced and laughed and shared memories of Otto. It was what we both wanted.

      "Here, let's sit," I said. It was about 11:30. We weren't at our table, but in two chairs near the edge of the dance floor. I grabbed two drinks from the bar, and we sat quietly, watching the waltzers waltz by.

      Finally, I just blurted out what I had been practicing all day.

      "You know it's time to go, right?"

      "Go home? It's still early. We haven't even had the quadrille."

      "Not go from here. Go from Vienna. Go from Austria."

      The city had grown so emotional since Schuschnigg's trip to Berchtesgaden—the Christians sadly expectant, the Jews quietly frantic. They couldn't cancel the balls, but people just weren't going out at night anymore, weren't doing anything spontaneous or frivolous. The Nazis in the streets were getting more noticeable; they still couldn't wear the swastika, but you saw more and more of the white knee socks and the breeches, which had been their subversive trademark. They were just strutting. It was happening, and everybody felt it. Leon said they weren't putting it in the paper, but that their police checks the week before had turned up five Jewish suicides. One guy cut his throat with a razor while standing at a bar.

      It was time for Jews like Hannah to get out if they could. It was past time.

      Her response when I brought it up was the same as always. It had become a reflex at this point. "I can't. My whole life is here."

      "You can and you must, because here isn't here anymore—or it isn't going to be, and soon."

      I reached into my breast pocket. I handed her the bank book from Zürich that Otto had left in the safe-deposit box. She opened it, saw her name next to Otto's on the "bearer" line, and began to weep.

      I explained about the letter from Otto, and how he had asked me to wait until it was time for her to leave before giving her the bank book. "He told me to convince you. It was the last thing he asked me in that letter."

      She held up the bank book. "But I already got the money from his apartment. I thought that was what he left me. Wait—"

      "Shush. The apartment money was from me—and don't worry, he left me plenty, much more than I ever expected. Consider it your company pension. But you need to go to your sister's in London."

      "But, how—"

      I reached into my pocket again and showed her two train tickets from Vienna to Zürich, one for each of us.

      "You have three days. You need to call your sister, and you need to go to your bank and get your money wired to this account in Zürich."

      I could get her into Switzerland, traveling with me on business. They were starting to get nervous about Jews arriving and never leaving, but this would work fine. Getting a visa from Zürich to London would be harder, but doable, given her sister's sponsorship, and especially given the numbers in that bank book.

      "But my furniture? All of my things? I can't."

      "You can and you will. You know it's time. You read the papers—Hitler could be here by lunchtime tomorrow, and then it will be too late. You have to go. And I swear to God, I'll drag you if I have to."

      She laughed. "Yeah, I'd like to see you try."

      The laugh told me I had won. She grabbed my hand, and we waltzed.
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      On Monday night, Leon wanted to drink at Rudy's, of all places. It was a working-class bar on Kandlgasse, in Schottenfeld. I was surprised, because Leon once famously said, famously and drunkenly late one night, in a line that would be repeated by Henry and me every time we heard Benny Goodman's "Stompin' at the Savoy," because that was the song that was playing as Leon sang:

      Wah-wah, the girls of Schottenfeld,

      Wah-wah, they smell like shittenfeld.

      But this was not about women. This was a night of what he called "winking," a combination of working and drinking. This was a derivation of our annual mid-December day of Christmas shopping and drinking, which he had dubbed "shrinking." Anyway, he said he needed to talk to a guy for a story, and wanted company while he waited for him to show up at his local. So, Rudy's.

      As we drank and waited, we did our best to avoid talking about Schuschnigg, and what might happen next. But after exhausting a recitation of my fight with Johanna, and Henry's fixation with Liesl, there really wasn't anything else to talk about except the story Leon was working on—which, as it turned out, was about Schuschnigg.

      "Look, I can't tell you," he said. "Not yet. If the guy comes in, I'll talk to him. Then maybe. But it's just too thin. Let's give it a little while more."

      "But who is he?"

      Leon paused. "Look, I’ll just tell you this: He's the foreman at Hans Albrecht and Sons, the printing company. And I'm pretty sure Schuschnigg is arranging some kind of rush printing job. But that's all I know."

      This was big, it seemed. Or maybe it was nothing. Leon just had that look about him, even though he also had that exhausted look about him. "Do you get the sense anybody in Café Louvre is on to it?"

      "No, but you never know. I've stopped in to check the last few nights—give them a few scraps, an early read on what's going to be in the paper, maybe a little gossip, then I just listen. The gossip helps them a lot, makes their bosses think they're on the inside of things, spices up their stories—the guy from Chicago calls it 'the raisins in the pudding.' So they let me listen. The guy from Manchester has all the sources, but I don't get the sense they have anything. The truth is, they all look like shit. Nobody's sleeping. They're all afraid to. They know this is going to be the biggest story of their careers and they're nervous as hell. Because they know, but they don't know. They're like all of us."

      I had never been a source for Leon, never told him anything I had learned on my courier trips, and he never asked. But it just seemed different now, time running faster somehow, all of us hurtling toward a horrible outcome. So I told him what I had found out in the confessional, about the Hitler meeting last fall, and Hossbach's notes, and Blomberg and Fritsch and Neurath, and how the major and his people were convinced that it was all happening soon.

      Leon was suddenly alive. "In a confessional? Can I use this?"

      "Not the confessional part. Not my name, obviously. But the information as background? Yes."

      "A lot of this has been hinted at, but if I could tie it together and call you 'a source with connections to the German military,' would that be okay?"

      I thought about it for a second and agreed. When I gave the information to my Czech contact, he pretty much yawned. I mean, what was the difference at this point? The bigger question was if I would tell Leon the rest of what happened that day in Cologne. When I did, well, it was because I had to tell someone.

      Leon listened and then whispered, "I knew he didn't kill himself," as if his vindication was all that mattered. But then he caught himself.

      "So what are you going to do about it?"

      I paused, then just dove in. "I'm thinking of killing Vogl, the Gestapo captain."

      Leon's first reaction was to laugh. But then he saw my face. "You're fucking serious, aren't you?"

      "It's all I can think about."

      "You can't. I mean, be serious."

      "You're telling me to be serious? You're telling me to be cautious? You?"

      "I mean, I'm impulsive. I'm an idiot sometimes, I'll grant you that. But even I know that killing a Gestapo officer in Cologne is crazy."

      "But why does it have to be crazy if you plan it right?" And then I sketched out the beginnings of the scheme I had been concocting.

      Leon listened, conceded a point or two, probed at what he thought were holes in my plan. But when I thought I was starting to convince him, he stopped the conversation. "No, this is absurd. Come on, this is real fucking life. This isn't just taking a swing at a couple of Nazi kids in a classroom. That was literally child's play compared to this."

      He was talking about something that happened in 1924. Leon and I had enrolled for a semester at Vienna University—Leon because he was on a kick to become a lawyer and change the world, and me because, well, because Leon was doing it. Uncle Otto shrugged and told me I could go ahead if I paid with my own money. As it turned out, we didn't even last until the end of the semester.

      Back then—and 1938 wasn't all that different, thinking back on it—the most rabid Nazis were at the university, true believers unencumbered by real-life experience, assholes with energy. The emotions seemed to boil over every few months—the signs posted on the notice boards more and more anti-Semitic, the speakers brought onto campus more hateful, and then the beatings of Jewish students. They were like mini-pogroms, tacitly supported by the administration and the faculty. And here was the beauty of the thing for the Nazis: Vienna city police were not allowed to set foot on campus because of some ancient law. They stood on the sidewalk and watched while Jewish kids were being curb-stomped 50 feet away. Then the stompers literally rolled the beaten kids the last few feet down the hill, where the police picked them up and dropped them into ambulances.

      One day, I was late for an introductory philosophy class that Leon and I were taking together, and as I walked up the stairs to the second floor of the building, I heard a commotion in our classroom down the hall. I peered through the small window in the door and saw about 10 junior Hitlers surrounding Leon, calling him names, shoving him, then worse—because Leon was giving it right back to them. They were kicking the shit out of him while the professor and the rest of the class watched, all arrayed beneath a crucifix hanging on the wall. And I watched, too, outside the door, frozen, counting the attackers rather than rushing in, seven, eight, nine . . .

      I didn't know what to do, or how long I was out there, but I saw a fire alarm and ran down the hall and pulled it. The loud ringing paused everything in the classroom for a second, and I just rushed into the vacuum. One of the Nazis kicked me in the balls, and another one shoved me headfirst into a desk, opening a small cut above my left eye. But with that, the bells were still ringing and the moment seemed to have passed. Their fun for the day over, the Nazis trooped out of the classroom, followed by the professor and the rest. I was left with a cut that didn't even need stitches. Leon was left with hamburger for a face and headaches that didn't go away for a week. I got him up and dragged him home.

      We never went back to university. Leon veered to journalism, where you didn't need a degree, and I went back to selling magnesite. But when Leon told the story of that day, then and in years after, I was always painted as what he thought I was: loyal, brave, a great friend. Only I knew how long I had stood outside that classroom and watched as my friend was beaten nearly senseless, too afraid to move.

      I thought of so many things in the days when I was planning what to do in Cologne. I thought of that day in 1924 a lot.
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      Johanna and I had not spoken since the Fasching argument, but we had made a date to drive out to her family's estate—that is, for me to drive her out in the big-ass Daimler that sat untouched for months in their garage. I showed up at the appointed time, not knowing what to expect. As it turned out, she greeted me with a long, dirty kiss and acted as if the argument had never happened.

      I had expected the car to be like everything the Westermanns owned: top-notch and shiny on the surface but less so underneath, farting explosively out of the tailpipe at regular intervals. But the machine was a beauty, in looks and in action. Apparently, it was because they used it so infrequently and because one of the housemen maintained the engine as a kind of hobby.

      The ride was about two hours, from city to suburb to farmland interrupted only occasionally by hamlets. Johanna started giving me driving directions at the end, and then we came upon an enormous iron gate that was closed.

      "Honk the horn," she said.

      I gave a polite tap. She leaned over, muttered one word—"amateur"—and hit the horn with a long, insistent blast like a lorry driver stuck behind a double-parked taxi in a narrow street. Within seconds, a man in some sort of half-assed uniform, with no hat or gloves but epaulets on his unbuttoned coat, appeared on the other side, walking casually. When he saw it was Johanna, the walk became a sprint and he did his best to do up the buttons. He got all but one.

      "I'm sorry, Miss Johanna, but we weren't expecting you." He fiddled with the lock on the gate but was obviously shaken.

      "Just open the damn thing," Johanna said.

      When he did, finally, she directed me forward with a wave.

      "That was pretty shitty, not telling them you were coming," I said.

      "Keeps them on their toes," she said.

      We drove through woods for maybe a quarter-mile, and then the view opened up. The house—naturally, sited on a small hill—was there, in all of its massive granite magnificence. I had seen bigger—you know, like the Hofburg and Schönbrunn—and it's true that this was a cottage by comparison, but it was still twice as big as most resort hotels in Salzburg. I stopped the car and admired it from a distance.

      "A dozen bedrooms?" I asked.

      "Fifteen."

      "And how many have you christened?"

      "None, yet," she said.

      There must have been a phone near the gate because, in the minute or so since, the troops had apparently been alerted. A butler in a tuxedo, a gardener in overalls, and a young housemaid in a hot little young housemaid getup were lined up outside the front door and waiting for us as we drove up. The butler opened the car door and said, "Miss Johanna, I'm sorry we did not—"

      "I know, Merkins," she said. "Lunch for the two of us in an hour. Thank you."

      Johanna took my arm and led me around the outside of the house. After we had traveled what they deemed to be a safe distance, the butler and the rest hurried off. As we got around to the back of the house, we climbed a few steps up to a massive patio that overlooked the back side of the hill, a sweeping lawn, a small stream with a tidy stone bridge, and then more forest. In the far corner, near the bridge, another gardener hacked at some tall grass with a scythe.

      I pointed toward him. "So how many people do you employ to maintain this place?"

      "I think it's eight now—Merkins, a cook, two maids, two gardeners, a houseman, and our pretend security man at the gate. But it used to be twice that when I was a girl."

      "And how much time does your family spend here?"

      "The month of August, maybe three or four other weekends in the spring—oh, and the week of the harvest celebration."

      "Harvest? Is there a farm hidden out there somewhere?"

      "It's a tradition," Johanna said. She actually sniffed when she said it.

      I was getting the full von Westermann experience. It was the aspect of Johanna's personality that I liked the least. In fact, I hated it. It always amazed me how easily she swung from this cut-rate nobility bullshit to sitting naked on the floor of my apartment, cross-legged, drinking beer out of the bottle.

      "You know, we're probably selling," she said, snapping me out of my naked/cross-legged reverie.

      "Is that why—"

      "Yeah, I wanted to see it again."

      "So, when, do you think?"

      "Soon," she said. "My father has an offer. He's considering it."

      The legion of minor Austrian nobility was left with little choice but to sell off their possessions, bit by bit. The question of houses was always the biggest one. Most people in the von Westermanns' position made the decision to sell the city house in Vienna and retire to the family home in the country, where their roots were and where they could live out their lives amid crumbling piles of granite, letting go of one servant after another and hoping to die of cirrhosis before it was time to fire the last gardener. But the von Westermanns were doing it the other way, and Johanna saw the questions on my face.

      "They're city people now," she said. "Their parents, and a lot of their friends, always thought that they lived in the country and only visited the city. But my father and mother were always the opposite. Vienna is their first home—that's how they feel."

      "But—"

      "But there's a problem. Who the hell would have the money to buy this place? And who would want it even if they had the money?"

      It was the Austrian dilemma of the 1930s. Who had the money to buy anything? There wasn't a whole lot of new industry in the country, so there wasn't that high-flier class of new-money shitheads to take over from the nobility. Besides, the small group of those people who were buying, well, they were purchasing petite palaces in the city like the von Westermanns. They had no use for this place, which represented a time long gone.

      "So, if your father has an offer, what's to think about? Is it that low?"

      "It's pretty low," she said. "But that's only part of it. The offer is from a man who is being very honest. His plan is to divide the estate and sell the pieces. The house will surely be knocked down. Because of the stream, there is a potential industrial use. Who knows? And," she said, pointing out beyond the woods, "the Museul estate is about a mile that way, and the Lindemann estate is really just past the last trees that way, and they would be furious. They would consider it a betrayal."

      "But what's the alternative?"

      "To sell the city house and come out here and die," Johanna said. "That's what his people are supposed to do. But he's just not willing to do it.

      "But, you know, even then, it's just buying time. Father has been plain. He says, 'The money will keep us going for the rest of my life but not yours.' I'll have to sell the house when mother dies. It's why he’s always encouraged me to get a proper university degree so that I could work."

      I always thought she loved her work. Now she was spitting the word.

      "Goddamn museum, that's going to be my life."

      The notion that I was maybe going to be her life apparently had not dawned on her. When I realized that, my mood suddenly matched hers.

      "Is it that bad a life?" I said. I really was hurt, but she didn't get the hint.

      "I am a modern woman," she said. "But why can't I be a modern woman with a title?"

      As it turned out, we never ate the lunch that the staff had hustled to prepare. It goes without saying that we didn't christen any of the bedrooms.
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      The trip to Switzerland with Hannah went off as planned. There were no problems at the border, her money had been transferred to the Zürich bank account, and the visa to England was, in the words of the man at the consulate, "in process, likely within a week." As we walked down the Bahnhofstrasse toward the station, past all of the grand merchants, we were silent. By the time we reached the big train shed, we were both weeping—not for each other, but for Otto. And as I boarded the train an hour before departure, had my ticket back to Vienna punched, tipped the attendant who had set me up in the compartment and brought me a drink, I allowed myself a small moment of satisfaction. Otto's last wish was for me to take care of Hannah, and now she was set.

      One sip. Two. Then I got up, carrying my coat and the smaller of my two suitcases, and walked back two cars, away from the attendant's station and away from the conductor who had punched my ticket. Neither of them saw me as I got off the train. With any luck, the attendant would see the suitcase I left behind and assume I'd had a run of good fortune with a single woman whose compartment was in another car on the train. Between that and the punched ticket, there would be ample evidence, if needed, that I had made the trip back to Vienna, just as the itinerary had said.

      I walked a block from the station to pick up the car I had hired for what I described to the owner as an overnight visit to St. Gallen, paying for two days in advance plus a third day as a deposit. The identification I used for the transaction was all fake, obtained quickly and at great expense after visiting the man in the office down the hall from mine, the office that assisted Jews seeking a way out of Vienna. The conversation didn't total more than about a hundred words. I explained what I needed. He told me the cost. I paid. He stood me up against a neutral backdrop and took my picture. "Come back tomorrow night at about six." That was it.

      Now I was driving to Cologne. It was an eight-hour trip, give or take, over uniformly good roads. I crossed the border into Germany soon after Basel, with nothing more than a stamp in the passport book and a wave on the Swiss side and only a quick chat and another stamp on the German side. Then it was really a nice ride—through Freiburg and Karlsruhe, Mannheim, Mainz, and Koblenz. I stopped for the night in Bonn, about 20 miles south of Cologne. This was where my meeting with Herr Bader would take place, nearer to his home than the steel mill. He said it would be an excuse for him to skip a day at the office and spend most of it with his wife, still convalescing from her heart attack. It would give me a free evening, as Bader was in no mood for nocturnal entertainment. And it would give me a chance to remain out of Vogl's range of vision, given that I checked into the hotel with my new passport. My real name would not show up on the nightly Gestapo report of new hotel guests.

      Bader and I met at lunch, did our business in about 15 minutes as we drank our coffee and picked at our strudel, and spent the rest of the time reminiscing about Otto. Bader clearly missed him. They had worked together for 35 years. His steel mill was our first German client, and the two businesses and the two men had matured together. Bader wasn't a Nazi, but he was careful. We just didn't talk about it, probably because he didn't know me very well. I wonder what he had confided in Otto.

      I had about three hours to kill after lunch before I would drive into Cologne. I had rolled the plan over in my head a hundred times during the drive from Zürich, to the point where I was seeking any kind of distraction. As I wandered upon the Beethoven Museum, located in the house where he had grown up, it seemed as good a distraction as any.

      The woman sitting behind the desk at the front door seemed thrilled to have a visitor. I was pretty sure I was the only person in the place as I wandered from room to room over a couple of floors and a couple of houses that had been joined. It was mostly kitsch and crap but, whatever, it passed the time. And as I was leaning down to look at some sheet music in a glass display case—for what purpose, I didn't know, seeing as how I couldn’t read music—I suddenly felt the presence of another visitor in the small room. It was Major Peiper, in civilian clothes.

      I looked at him, shocked but maybe not so shocked. "If you're looking to get laid in here, I think you're going to be disappointed."

      "I'm just looking for inspiration."

      "From Beethoven? Really?"

      "A complete hound. A fucking legend, apparently. Although they don't play that up in any of the exhibits. It's more of a local knowledge kind of thing."

      Peiper pointed, and we walked to another room, farther away from the front desk. This was the ear trumpet room, with a couple of examples of the devices Beethoven used to try to improve his hearing. Whispering seemed somehow appropriate.

      "I'd ask how you found me, but it doesn't really matter."

      "We just followed the old man. You told us you were going to be meeting him, and it seemed easier to do it that way."

      "So what's the big secret?"

      Peiper told me. He said that there was a pretty solid rumor that Schuschnigg was going to call for a plebiscite in the next couple of days, an up or down vote by the Austrian people on the question of continued Austrian independence from Germany. At which point, the night in the bar in Schottenfeld suddenly began to make sense. I told Peiper about the hush-hush government printing job that Leon had sniffed out.

      Peiper's face fell. "Ballot papers. Shit. I was hoping maybe it was just a rumor. That printing business adds a layer of credibility to it. Shit."

      "Why shit? Schuschnigg will win. He might win really big."

      Peiper looked at me like I was a stupid school kid. "Don't you get it? Hitler will go crazy when he hears—and for that very reason. His whole narrative is that the Austrians want to be part of the Reich. Well, not the whole narrative—he can still hang on to the bullshit about Nazis being persecuted. But the big justification is that we're all one big Germanic happy family. He can't have a vote that says otherwise."

      "So you think—"

      "I don't think—I know. Or at least I know in my gut. The German army is coming in, ready or not—and we're not ready. We don't have a plan except for some fucking training exercise called 'Case Otto.' I swear to God, we’ll get stopped in our tracks by a loud fart. But the Czechs, your people, are both gutless and delusional, which is a fatal combination. And Mussolini, he could turn us around with a glare—but I think Hitler has that taken care of. So we're going to waltz in. Just watch. That vote is never going to happen."

      "So what do you want me to do?"

      "Tell your people—but it's not going to matter. They're already curled up in the fetal position, Beneš first among them. He's hopeless. They're all hopeless—they still think the French are somehow going to save them. Smart people with no street smarts, all of them. So go home and tell them. And maybe say a prayer that this is all just a fucking fever dream of mine."
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      Wednesday night. This was my only chance. I was counting on Vogl being a man of fastidious habits. I was praying that his workday had not intervened. Because this really was it: I wouldn't be back for six months, and by then, whatever nerve I had mustered would have dissipated.

      My hired car was parked across the street and down a couple of hundred feet from Bischoffshausen, the café where Vogl told me he played chess and drank on Wednesday nights, his only drinking of the week. He’d told me about it the night I first met him, in the Dom Hotel lobby: into Bischoffshausen at 7:30, home by 10, right around the corner from the hotel. I was in the car and waiting at seven, scanning the street, praying that Vogl would park in the small street behind the hotel and walk from there down the alley next to Bischoffshausen. I had looked at it before and it must have been where he was talking about when he said, "It's a 30-second walk from the back of the hotel." It was an essential part of the plan, that alley. And right at 7:30, it was from that alley that Vogl emerged, turning right and opening the café door.

      So, it was happening. Part of me couldn't believe it, but the rest of me couldn't consider backing out. It was a good plan. I kept repeating that to myself like a mantra. It wasn't just blind vengeance, even though it was. It wasn't crazy just because it seemed impossible to kill a Gestapo captain in the middle of Germany. Because it wasn't impossible. It was a good plan.

      I patted the knife in my pocket. It was a beauty, a flick knife from Solingen in Germany. The handle that concealed the blade until it was summoned with the push of a button was sheathed in brown leather, worn down over the years in places but even more handsome as a result. It was Otto's knife. I never saw him carry it—I think he used it as a letter opener—but it always sat on the desk in his apartment. And if it was the movie cliché of all time to kill Otto's killer with that knife—and it was—well, fuck it.

      If the plan wasn't foolproof, it was entirely sane. I would be waiting at the far end of the alley at 10, near to where it joined the little street behind the hotel, which wasn't much more than an alley itself. Vogl and I would meet, me smoking a cigarette before going into my usual hotel. Vogl would not be alarmed by my presence, and maybe a little tipsy. He would reach out to shake my hand. I would reply with the flick knife, straight into his throat. That was the area I would attack, bare skin not covered by his coat, first his neck and then his head. He would be stunned. It would not take a minute. The only risk was somebody ducking into the alley to take a piss.

      I thought about planting an envelope with some money on the body, to suggest it might have been a private Gestapo shakedown that had gone wrong. I thought about unbuttoning his pants and yanking them down to his ankles, as if it had been some kind of illicit encounter. But in the end, I decided against any embroidery. Don't waste time. Just kill him and walk back up the alley, nice and comfortable, across the street, down to the car and away. The Dutch border was only about 50 miles to the west, just past Aachen. With any luck at all, I would be out of Germany before they found the body. The odds of somebody stumbling on it weren't that great. His wife probably wouldn't call work looking for him for at least an hour. The Gestapo night crew would take at least a few more minutes after that before rousing themselves to go out and check. It would be some time after that before any kind of organized search for the killer would begin. And there would be every reason to believe it had been a local grievance, because Vogl dealt with local people. That's where they would start investigating, not at the Dutch border. This was going to work.

      I sipped schnapps from a flask as I sat in the car. The street was dark and there was nobody out. Between 7:30 and 9:30, only two cars drove past. I closed my eyes at one point and woke with a start, but a look at my watch told me I hadn’t been asleep a minute. In that short time, though, I felt this flicker of photographs streaming through my subconscious, of Otto and Hannah and Henry and Leon and even Johanna—I was surprised at that—and of me in two particular places: hiding in that barn during the war, and peeking through the window of that classroom door.

      At about 9:45, I got out of the car, crossed the street and walked toward Bischoffshausen. As I reached the alley, I ducked, walked halfway down, and took a piss against the wall. If anyone had happened upon the scene, they would think nothing of it.

      Buttoning up, I headed toward the end of the alley, where it met the little street behind the hotel. There Vogl's car was, the big black Daimler. I stood at the end of the alley and began to smoke. It was a habit I had given up 15 years earlier, and it actually dawned on me that Vogl might have noticed I had never smoked in his presence before, not even after dinner that first night I met him. But I could live with that contradiction—it wouldn't register with him right away, and he wasn't going to have much time to think about inconsistencies or anything else.

      Standing there, smoking, checking my watch every 30 seconds, the adrenaline rose and the hand that held the cigarette shook. I really was doing this. I thought of Otto for a second, and how he would crucify me if he knew what I had planned. Otto did not do vengeance. And Otto did not take personal risks. But if I could tell him, I would say that, yes, I was doing this because of him—but I was also doing it for myself.

      After waiting a few minutes, I decided that standing on the street behind the hotel and not in the alley itself made the most sense. Just a step or two around the corner, leaning casually against the brick wall, finishing a last smoke before heading back into the hotel—again, if anyone came upon me, they wouldn't think twice.

      I leaned then, left shoulder against the brick wall, facing the alley about two feet ahead, smoking. The night was quiet. Then I heard someone, first footsteps in the alley, then a soft whistling. I couldn't make out the tune. I looked at my watch quickly. It was 9:55. This had to be Vogl.

      I tried to look casual. I decided I would walk into the intersection between the alley and the street and then turn on my heel, as if pacing as I finished my cigarette. The whistling had stopped but the footsteps grew louder. I fingered the flick knife in my pocket. I did not look down the alley—easy now, relaxed, casual, not to appear as if I were expecting to see anyone, no less Vogl. I threw the cigarette to the ground and stubbed it out, prepared to turn and head back for the hotel's rear door, fully expecting to be stopped by a shout of, "Alex, is that you?"

      What stopped me instead was a blow from behind, and then a handkerchief held over my nose and mouth, and then sleep.
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      The cell was lit by an overhead fixture. The walls were plaster painted white, amplifying the light. The bunk was just a mattress on the floor, the straw spilling out of the sides. I fully expected to see bugs crawling on the bed, and on me, but when I finally opened my eyes, I couldn't see anything, not with any degree of focus. I was in a kind of fog, much worse than the worst hangover.

      Where was I? I could tell I wasn't in the cellar at EL-DE Haus—this cell was different, everything about it, size, shape, and including that there was no writing on the wall—but, beyond that, I had no idea. The last thing I remembered was being in the alley, hearing the whistling, waiting for Vogl. I coudln't remember seeing him. Whatever was done to me, he didn't do it—at least not physically. But he probably ordered it.

      But then, why wasn't I in EL-DE Haus? If Vogl had somehow sniffed out my plan—and I really didn’t think that was possible—why wasn't I in Gestapo headquarters in Cologne? Maybe someone had seen me sitting in the car and became suspicious, but they would have called the police, and I would have been cuffed and arrested, not knocked down and then, I thought, drugged. When I was hit, it was on the shoulder, not the head—at least my shoulder was what still hurt. And I remembered a kind of chemical smell on the handkerchief that was clamped onto my face. The fogginess was likely a hangover from whatever had been on that handkerchief.

      I didn't know where I was. I didn't know how long I had been in the cell—day or days, night or nights, no clue. I had a vague sense that I’d woken up at one point, lying down in the back of a car, but it might have been a dream. I wasn't sure. I wasn't sure of anything—except, that is, that I was fucked.

      Leon had warned me. Grundman had warned me. Groucho had warned me. But here I was, too smart for my own good, loading on the self-pity. Then the key turned in the lock of the cell door. A guard I did not recognize came in carrying a tin tray with a cup of black coffee and two slices of brown bread.

      "Good, you're awake. Eat up, use the facilities," he said, pointing to the bucket in the corner. "Try to make yourself look presentable. The tribunal is in 15 minutes."

      Then he was gone, the door clanging shut. Tribunal? That sounded like a military court, but what did any of this have to do with the military? The truth was, what did they possibly have me on? Nobody in Germany knew the details of my plan, or that there even was a plan. All I had done was loiter in an alley, smoking a cigarette, behind a hotel where I was well known, where I had been a guest twice a year for the last 15 years. If they caught Major Peiper, and he talked, then I had a problem. But even then, even if that had happened, how had they found me so quickly? Peiper didn't know where I was going. And I had driven around Cologne for over an hour before parking across the street from Bischoffshausen. There was no way anybody was following me.

      None of it made sense. But it didn't matter because, after about 10 minutes, the guard was back and I was cuffed, hands behind my back. We left the cell, crossed an interior courtyard of some kind and headed into a different part of the building. It was night, but I still didn't know what day it was.

      The room we entered was kind of a mock courtroom, with a table on the right, a table on the left, and a third table on a raised platform in front of them and between them. In the back, there were about a dozen chairs in two rows. I was directed to sit in one of these chairs, with the guard standing beside me. There was no one else in the room, except for a couple of other guards.

      I turned and looked at my guard, with a questioning shrug. He looked right through me.

      In a minute or two, the door opened and Vogl walked in, accompanied by another man in a Gestapo uniform. They sat together at the table on the left. Vogl didn't look at me. He didn't even look in my direction.

      A minute later, two more men walked in, also in uniform but not Gestapo. It took me a second, but then I recognized one of them: General Fritz Ritter from the Abwehr, Uncle Otto's old running buddy, the guy who I had met at dinner in Nuremberg. We made eye contact, but only for a second. Friend or foe? I thought friend, but I couldn't tell for sure. It was a swift glance, and his face betrayed nothing.

      What the hell was this? What had I gotten myself into? I had no idea. I couldn't even imagine. But then came the order, "All rise." And so we did, as the man who would sit at the table on the raised platform entered the room and climbed onto his perch. I didn't know him, but I knew him. Everybody in Germany knew him, everybody who had ever seen a newsreel in a movie in the last five years, everybody who had heard his slavish, almost cartoonish speeches in praise of Big Adolf.

      "All right, let's get to it," he said, oddly fidgeting. The judge, or whatever you wanted to call him, was Rudolf Hess, the Deputy Führer.
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      It is hard to overestimate what those newsreels meant—and we saw plenty of them in Austria, given that the government needed to play nice with Germany to get Austrian films distributed in the Reich. They took our crap films, we took their crap newsreels. That was the deal.

      So we saw all of Hitler's top henchmen on a pretty regular basis. Mostly, you were left with snapshot impressions, one-liners to describe them. Goebbels was a little weasel. Himmler was an evil worm. Göring was just a fat fuck. But Hess was different, a bit squirrelly, kind of a nut. The other guys seemed like operators. Hess seemed slavish by comparison, the truest of true believers, without an original thought of his own. Whether it was true or not was beside the point. That was the impression.

      And now, sitting in the same room with him, I couldn't shake that notion. He was up on that platform, clearly annoyed to be there, foot tapping, both hands on the table in front of him, fidgeting with a coin. He had no paperwork before him. He was accompanied by one aide, dressed in civilian clothes, who sat in a chair back by the door and immediately began reading the Völkischer Beobachter, the Nazis' favorite rag. The headline screamed, "The Shame of Vienna." I could only guess what atrocity they had concocted.

      "Gentlemen, the Führer has chosen me to mediate this dispute between your two services. But I have important business later this evening in Berchtesgaden. You have one hour. General Ritter, begin. You have five minutes to make an opening statement, then Captain Vogl will follow. Then we will hear, I assume, from the witness."

      Looking around the room, seeing no one else besides the guards, it seemed that the witness was me.

      Ritter stood and made this charge: that Vogl was guilty of treason against the Third Reich. "He has, over the course of many months, traded information with an agent of a foreign government in exchange for money. His motive was not ideological. It was simple greed, and we have the incontrovertible proof. He believes in nothing. He is loyal to nothing. He betrayed the Führer and the Fatherland for filthy lucre, nothing more."

      Vogl shook his head as Ritter spoke. He looked tired, almost beaten. I had no idea what the look on my face was, but it likely approximated astonishment. Because if Vogl was a traitor, then Göring was a swimsuit model. There was just no way, unless he was an actor of unparalleled skill. But beyond that, how were they planning to use me to prove it? Because there wasn't anything. If they asked me under oath what kind of Nazi I thought Vogl was, I would honestly answer that I thought he was the creepiest true believer I had ever met. But beyond that, why had Ritter chosen me to be a pawn in this? I was usually pretty good at reading people, and I’d thought he was a decent guy who genuinely liked my uncle. But he had just identified me as a spy.

      Ritter sat, and Vogl stood. His voice was hoarse. He really did seem beaten. "The deceit of the Abwehr and of General Ritter is clever but reprehensible. He has fabricated a case against me for a simple reason: He is the traitor, and he knew I was getting too close to his despicable secret."

      That was it. Vogl sat again. Hess seemed stunned that Vogl's presentation was so short—he used about 30 seconds of his allotted five minutes. It took Hess a few seconds to say anything as everyone waited. Finally, "General Ritter, what is your proof?"

      "I would like to interview the witness, Herr Deputy Führer."

      "And what is his name?"

      "Alex Kovacs."

      "The witness will stand."

      So I stood. So it was me. There was a dangerous game being played here, but I knew neither the rules nor my part. I didn't know if I should tell the truth or lie or what. I didn't know if it even mattered, seeing as how I was likely fucked either way. I mean, I was the only one wearing handcuffs. And then came the first question from Ritter: "Herr Kovacs, have we ever met before?"

      I wanted to believe that Ritter was on my side somehow, but I couldn't figure out the play. I thought the thing to do was tell the truth whenever possible, just for consistency's sake. I also figured he wouldn't have asked the question unless he wanted people to know the answer—or he thought they already knew the answer and just wanted to get it out of the way. Anyway, I decided on the truth, for now.

      "Yes, we have met."

      "And what were the circumstances?"

      "I was dining with a client in Nuremberg. You knew him from your service in the Great War. You sat down at our table and reminisced."

      I decided to leave out the part about Ritter knowing Uncle Otto. I figured Ritter would lead me there if that was where he wanted me to go. He didn't.

      "What is your business, Herr Kovacs?"

      I offered a short spiel about selling magnesite. Hess appeared to be preoccupied with the coin that he was now spinning on the table.

      "Are you a spy for the Czech government, Herr Kovacs?"

      "Absolutely not. I'm just a magnesite salesman."

      Ritter returned to his table to retrieve a piece of paper from which he read. "Herr Kovacs, did you have lunch at Dimble's restaurant in Frankfurt on February 23rd of this year?"

      Shit. What was this?

      "Yes. While my train to Cologne was making an extended stop, I had lunch at Dimble's. It's close to the station."

      "Did you visit the toilet in that restaurant?"

      "Probably. I don't remember."

      "Did you retrieve an envelope taped to the underside of the toilet tank in that restroom?"

      I denied it because it was the truth. But the question opened up two more for me. One: How did Ritter know I’d had lunch in Frankfurt? Two: How were Groucho and the Czech intelligence service involved in this? Because they’d sent me on that pointless errand to the restaurant in the first place. Had they been setting me up?

      It was getting hard to focus in the fog. Then Ritter turned from me to Vogl, pointing and saying, "And isn't it true, Captain Vogl, that you had a gabelfrühstück at Dimble's restaurant in Frankfurt several hours before Herr Kovacs did on February 23rd?"

      Again, as if the life had been beaten out of him in the cellar at EL-DE Haus, Vogl replied in a monotone, "Yes, I ate in the restaurant."

      "Were you in Frankfurt on official business?"

      Pause. "No."

      "Why were you there?"

      Longer pause. "I was meeting a friend."

      "A woman?  Is her name Elsa Haas? Was this an illicit relationship? You are married, Captain Vogl, correct?"

      Vogl did not answer, instead looking down at his hands, folded on the table in front of him.

      Ritter went on, ignoring the silence. "And the envelope, sir? You taped it under the lid of the toilet tank, correct?"

      Barely a whisper. "There was no envelope."

      "You are honor-bound to tell the truth, sir."

      "There was no envelope."

      Ritter returned his attention to a folder on the table. He opened it and removed what looked to be a bank book along with a separate sheet of paper. He approached Hess and handed them over. "Herr Deputy Führer, I offer this as further proof of Captain Vogl's treason. The bank book, from the Brust & Co. Bank in Zürich, was taken from Captain Vogl's coat pocket on Wednesday night when he and Herr Kovacs were taken into custody in the alley behind the Dom Hotel in Cologne. As you can see, several deposits totaling ten thousand Swiss francs have been made over the last 18 months. As you can also see, the name on the bearer line of the account book is that of Captain Vogl."

      Vogl replied in a voice so low that I wondered if Hess could hear him. "I have never seen this before."

      "The document accompanying the bank book, Herr Deputy Führer, is a report of a fingerprint analysis of the bank book performed by Abwehr technicians, an analysis attended by a Gestapo observer. Both the Abwehr and Gestapo representatives have signed the letter. There were two identifiable sets of fingerprints on the book and two that were not. The identifiable prints belong to Captain Vogl and Herr Kovacs."

      Ritter turned to me. "Do you have any dealings with the Brust & Co. Bank?"

      I had no idea what was going on. I could barely focus. I defaulted to the truth, even though I was pretty sure there was no way they could know about my private dealings with a private bank. I mean, that was the whole point of a Swiss bank. "I have an account at Brust & Co.," I said, leaving out Hannah.

      "And did you make the deposits in Captain Vogl's account?"

      "No."

      "Did you arrange for those deposits?"

      "No."

      "Did you give him the bank book?"

      "No."

      "Then how did your fingerprints get on it?"

      I had no answer. Ritter sat down. It appeared that he was finished.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            50

          

        

      

    

    
      The silence lingered for several seconds before Hess finally looked down and said, "Captain Vogl?"

      A ghost in a black uniform, appearing as dead as the death's head emblem he wore so proudly, Vogl stood and began speaking. He talked about a suspicion that an unnamed Abwehr officer had traveled into Czechoslovakia in the summer of 1936 with a briefcase full of secret papers about Gestapo troop strength in various sectors of Germany and their field radio codes—information that the Gestapo later found out was in Czech hands from a double agent of their own. Researching travel records of Abwehr officers in the eastern sector indicated three possibilities. Two were eliminated with a reasonable level of confidence, leaving Ritter by process of elimination.

      "That is when we began following General Ritter on an intermittent basis. The truth was, he eluded us for hours at a time, occasionally days at a time, and this elusiveness, in and of itself, continued to fuel our suspicions."

      As he spoke and got into the narrative, Vogl seemed to regain a bit of his strength. He opened a file folder on the table and picked up a sheet of paper to which he referred as he continued:

      "In the fall of 1936, while surveilling General Ritter in Cologne, our agents observed him meeting in the bar of the Wasserhof Hotel with Otto Kovacs, the uncle of our star witness today. Otto Kovacs also was an executive in the family mining company. I personally supervised the subsequent questioning of Otto Kovacs, but he denied being a spy for either Czechoslovakia or Austria, his countries of birth and residence, respectively. Otto Kovacs subsequently committed suicide, but it appears that his nephew has taken his place. We observed General Ritter meeting with Alex Kovacs in the restaurant in Nuremberg, a meeting that Mr. Kovacs acknowledged in his testimony."

      The portrait Vogl was painting, and the mention of Otto, brought back every conflicted feeling I had experienced since his death. I now knew who he drank with the last night of his life. But could he have been a spy after all? Or was this just two old friends getting together to tell old stories? As those questions swirled, my hatred for Vogl was reinforced. He had tortured Otto. He just admitted it.

      Vogl looked up at Hess. "Again, Herr Deputy Führer, agents of the Gestapo assigned to the task of surveilling General Ritter lost track of him on several occasions. On at least two of those occasions, Alex Kovacs was within fifty miles of our last sighting of the general at the same time, traveling as he did for his magnesite mine. We believed we were getting close to catching the general in the act."

      Vogl lifted another paper from the file folder. "Besides the circumstantial case we had assembled, our double agent in Prague told us that there was concern in the Czech intelligence service, and I quote, 'that our most productive information source is sensing he is in jeopardy.' That was about two weeks ago, Herr Deputy Führer. That is when this smear against my name was obviously concocted."

      He stopped, then smiled. "With permission, Herr Deputy Führer, I would like to question Herr Kovacs."

      Hess waved his assent. Vogl turned toward me.

      "Just one question, Herr Kovacs. What were you doing in the alley behind the Dom Hotel on Wednesday night? Were you not there at the direction of General Ritter, as a part of this plot to frame me?"

      "I was not."

      Vogl picked at still another piece of paper. "Then why, sir, did you enter the country with a false passport on Tuesday, in a car you had hired in Zürich, a car that was parked a block away from the alley? Why did you stay in Bonn on Tuesday night at the Stark Hotel, using that false passport? Why the secrecy, if this was just a normal business trip?"

      I thought for a second. But the problem was, I didn't know if I could trust anybody. I could say that I was in the alley to give Vogl the bank book, but that would be an admission that I was a spy. I could say that I was there at Ritter's direction, to frame Vogl, but I would be in the same spot.

      So, the truth. "I was in the alley to kill you, Captain Vogl, to avenge the death of my uncle."

      At this, Hess dropped his coin. It rolled off the platform, and everyone seemed to watch it until it settled on the floor. Hess seemed interested for the first time. "I thought Captain Vogl said your uncle committed suicide."

      "I believe that was a lie."

      Vogl was silent. Hess was now fully engaged. "How did you plan to kill him?"

      "With a knife."

      "Is the knife in evidence? Let me see the knife."

      Ritter lifted a briefcase from the floor, removed a large envelope, reached in, grabbed the knife, and handed it to Hess. He fondled the leather, weighing it in his hand, feeling the balance. Then he flicked open the blade. He positioned it just so under an overhead light and squinted to read the manufacturer's engraving. "Solingen, I knew it. Excellent quality. Excellent."

      At which point, Hess pocketed the knife. He was taking it for himself. "Captain Vogl, from the look on your face, I will assume you did not know of Herr Kovacs's plans. And you, General?"

      Ritter stood and spoke confidently. "We believe Herr Kovacs is lying. He is a spy for Czechoslovakia; we are confident of that. His entry into the country with a false passport just added to our confidence. We were following both him and Captain Vogl, and we believe we interrupted a clandestine meeting between two espionage professionals who were working to sabotage the Führer's vision and the Third Reich's future."

      With that, Vogl sat. Both sides appeared to be done. The room was silent, awaiting some signal from Hess. But all he did was clear his throat to get the attention of the aide who had been reading the newspaper, then motion toward the wayward coin on the floor. The aide walked over, picked it up, and handed it up to Hess on his little platform. Hess began to spin it again on the table.

      As before, there was only one certainty: that I was fucked. Both sides had called me a spy, sacrificing me as a pawn in a bigger game. How either of them knew for sure was beside the point. It was the only consistency that existed in the two stories: Alex Kovacs, spy. However Hess decided, I was still going to be leaving the room in handcuffs. If I was lucky, they would just deport me. But I wasn't feeling lucky, not even a little bit.

      I didn't know how long we waited—five minutes, 10 minutes. The only sounds I heard were my own breathing and Hess's damn coin. Then Hess suddenly looked at his watch and, as if startled at what he saw, began to speak.

      "The guards will come to the front of the room." Three of them did just that, one carrying leg chains.

      "Captain Vogl, you will be taken into custody and delivered to the Abwehr for further interrogation. General Ritter, you are free to go."

      That was it. Hess offered no explanation for his decision. Vogl had seemed resigned to the verdict all along and stood calmly as the leg irons were attached. Ritter gave no reaction, gathering his papers and then standing at attention as Hess descended from his perch.

      Perhaps no one else noticed, but it certainly caught my attention that Hess had said nothing about me. But then, as his aide helped him on with his overcoat, he caught my eye.

      "Oh, yes. Herr Kovacs will be transported to Dachau in the morning."

      Then he was gone, followed by Ritter, and then by Vogl, clanking along, one guard at each elbow, one behind. As he trudged by, he stopped for a second at my side and leaned in and smiled.

      And then Vogl whispered to me, "The walls are strong enough. The real problems are inside, not outside."
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      Dachau wasn't a secret place—they’d done newspaper stories on it when it opened, and we saw at least one newsreel on it. I couldn't remember the term they used—something like "re-education facility," I wasn’t sure—but the pictures showed people who were doing a lot of physical labor, then listening to lectures and eating happy meals together. They wanted to make it out like it was a rustic summer camp just outside of Munich—the kind of rustic summer camp where you sent enemies of the state, mind you—with no downsides except for maybe a sore back from all of that good, honest heavy lifting, or water that was too cold in the showers. I didn't believe it, not really, but as I lay there on the straw mattress, back in the same cell, I began conning myself into believing parts of it. You know, hey, it looked like there was meat in the stew they served on that newsreel.

      I didn't think I fell asleep, but maybe I had because I was so startled when I heard the key turn in the lock and the door of the cell open. It wasn't the customary guard. It was Ritter, alone.

      He tossed me an overcoat and a hat. "Put them on, quick." When I did, I saw that I was suddenly an officer in the German army. I couldn't tell the rank.

      "Quick, quick, just walk right behind me and don't say anything." And so we walked, out of the cell, down a hallway, across the courtyard, through an archway, into another courtyard, and then into a waiting car. We did not see a guard.

      "I'll get in the back. You drive. At the guard shack, just point to me in the back. He won't say anything. Then make a right turn, drive a block, and pull over."

      It went exactly as he said it would, at which point he got into the driver's seat and handed me a civilian overcoat to change into.

      I got into the passenger seat and tossed the hat into the back seat. "Seeing as how I'm a civilian again, I have a question to ask you. With all due respect, sir, what the fuck is going on?"

      Ritter smiled. "Can you just shut up and listen for a little while longer? We have a little less than an hour to drive."

      "Drive where?"

      "Just listen, okay?"

      With that, Ritter began to tell the story. I had just spent the night in Traunheim, in a prison where, during the Great War, they had rounded up civilians who had a background in France or England. We were driving to the Austrian border, near Salzburg. I was going home, my role now finished.

      And that role? "Vogl was right—I am a spy for the Czech government, and he was on to me. We needed to use you to get him. It was the only way we could think to do it. But look, I wouldn't have agreed if I hadn't been confident we could protect you."

      "Confident? In that lunatic playing with the pfenning? Are you kidding me?"

      Ritter ignored me and continued. The operation had been a couple of weeks in the planning. The blank bank book had to be obtained from Zürich. "That might have been the hardest part—you wouldn't believe how much money we had to pay one of their clerks to get it."

      Ritter said the fingerprints were easy enough; they can be lifted with tape and transferred from a drinking glass, say, to another surface. The selection of Dimble's in Frankfurt for my lunch was easier: Vogl took his mistress there for a second breakfast every time he visited. That was really the key—that Vogl did have a flaw they could exploit. Without it, Ritter said, he wasn't sure they could have pulled it off. "Even with the bank book, convincing people that a completely straight arrow like Vogl was a spy would have been doable, but a stretch. But add in the mistress, and the arrow is suddenly a little bit bent. Just enough."

      "But why didn't you just kill him? Or why didn't you let me kill him? You must have known what I was thinking. Groucho must have told you."

      "Who's Groucho?"

      I held two fingers over my upper lip. "My Czech contact."

      "I haven't had the pleasure. And, yeah, he told his bosses about your plan. But it wouldn't work. I mean, first off, we couldn't count on you following through, and I was running out of time. We couldn't afford it if you chickened out. But more than that, killing Vogl wouldn't solve the problem—it would just put it off. If he's dead, his replacement just picks up his old cases. But if he's disgraced, and found guilty of fabricating evidence against me to preserve his dirty secrets, the case is closed. Nobody's going near me now."

      It was the middle of the night. For the first half-hour or so, there was pretty much no traffic on the road. But as we got closer to the border, we began to see more of a military presence: not soldiers so much as trucks and other materiel, parked along the shoulders here and there on both sides of the road.

      "What are they going to say back in Traunheim when they find my cell empty in a couple of hours?"

      "It's been taken care of. Germans are great record-keepers but, well, let's just say that people get lost in Dachau all the time. Don't worry about that. Do you have any other questions?"

      There was just one. It was the question that had started this whole thing. It was the line that intersected with all of the other lines.

      "Otto?"

      Ritter nodded. For a second, he looked as if he was going to cry. "I got him killed, and I have to live with that. It wasn't intentional, and there wasn't anything I could have done about it, but I got him killed. I got him killed by running into him in the bar at the Wasserhof that night.

      "It was a total accident. We hadn't seen each other in probably close to 10 years, but there he was. Suddenly, we were retelling our old stories—we had a couple of others, besides Munich—and getting drunk and just laughing our asses off. But I was traveling early the next morning, and I couldn't make it too late a night, so we said our goodbyes and promised not to wait 10 years before doing it again, and that was it. When I found out he killed himself, I couldn't believe it. But I had no idea that Vogl had begun to suspect me at that point, no idea I was being followed. That didn't come until months later."

      "So he wasn't a spy?"

      "Otto? No way. At least not with me. It was just a terrible misfortune. I found out much later that they questioned him the same night we met. I'm convinced they threw him off that bridge. And it's my fault."

      If Ritter was looking for me to let him off the hook somehow, to offer some kind of absolution, he was disappointed. I just sat there and stared out the window. Soon we were stopped, stacked behind a column of trucks carrying troops. I pointed. "What's going on?"

      "Oh, shit. You don't know, do you? About the plebiscite?"

      I told him what I had heard.

      "Well, your source was good. Schuschnigg announced it Wednesday night in a speech in Innsbruck. You were probably in the alley when he did it. The vote is supposed to be Sunday, but Hitler won't let it happen. We're invading. That's why Hess was in such a hurry—big planning meeting tonight in Berchtesgaden. It's Thursday night now going into Friday morning, and we're coming over the border on Saturday morning."

      Ritter looked at his watch. "Maybe 30 hours from now, give or take. We've already closed the border. No trains are getting through."

      The military column finally began to move, and Ritter made a left turn onto a smaller road. We were in the middle of dark farmland within a minute, with few visible landmarks, but Ritter seemed confident as he maneuvered right after one farmhouse, then left after the next, and then right again soon after that, past more farms set in small valleys among the mountains.

      After another right turn into the woods, there was nothing for a while, just us on a single-track road, and then we passed another farm. "Okay, we're in Austria now, through a little back door. Almost there."

      Farms quickly gave way to small houses, and then Ritter pulled over. "The Salzburg station is two blocks down the road and to the left. There's a night train to Vienna in twenty minutes. Here's some money. Make sure you're on it. But just so long as you understand . . ."

      "Oh, I understand. I can't stay in Austria. That's pretty goddamn obvious at this point."

      I opened the door, got out of the car, and started walking. I didn't say thank you. I didn't say fuck you. I didn't look back.
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      The train ride didn't take four hours. I tried to sleep a little and might have succeeded. I figured it was going to be my only chance to get a rest. Still, back in my apartment by 6 a.m., with a pile of newspapers—each more hysterical than the last, even the serious ones—I half fell asleep again. Then the banging on the door began. It was Henry.

      I looked at the wall clock: 7:30. "A little early for a visit, isn't it?"

      "Man, you look like shit."

      "Right back at you, buddy."

      "No, I mean, seriously. Are you okay?"

      I hadn't seen myself in a mirror, so I decided to take Henry's word for it. Then I couldn't help myself and walked into the bathroom to see. He was right. But the thing about it was, I wasn't kidding about Henry. He looked as if he hadn't slept, and like he’d been wearing the same clothes for days.

      He joined me for a peek at the mirror, then winced. "Look, it's a risk, but we both need to get cleaned up. You first, then me. Fifteen minutes."

      "Risk? What's the risk?"

      "I'll tell you when we're done."

      The bath felt like a forbidden luxury, even if only for five minutes. The shave almost made me feel human again. Then I was out of the bathroom, and Henry took my place, having scavenged my wardrobe for clean clothes. Fifteen minutes turned into 25, but then we were out, walking down Mariahilfstrasse, away from the Ring. About three blocks down, we came upon a tired-looking café, the Linden.

      Henry stopped. "You ever eaten here?"

      "Are you kidding me? It stinks. You can smell it out here on the street."

      "Perfect. Let's go in."

      We ordered what turned out to be a more than serviceable breakfast—and the thing was, you got used to the smell. After the waiter brought the food, I finally said, "So what's going on?"

      Henry pointed to a newspaper that a customer had left on an adjoining table. "You mean other than the obvious?"

      "Yeah. What's the issue? What's the risk? Is it Fuchs?"

      Henry's face indicated that he was shocked I knew about Captain Fuchs, or that I had guessed.

      "I saw Max giving him an envelope. I figure that had something to do with it."

      "That isn't the half of it. You probably figured that he goes to the back room at the club sometimes. Nothing unusual there—that's always been a part of the accommodation with the police, back to my father's day. Well, sometimes there’s a young man in one of the rooms to meet him. Our friendly captain is, how do you say, of equal opportunity?"

      "Oh, man." I could see where this was going.

      "It's not my place to judge," Henry said, "and I don't. We don't advertise it, but it's a service we can provide. And as long as he needed me and I needed him, there really wasn't an issue."

      "Except now Uncle Adolf is coming . . ."

      "Exactly. So this is my problem now. Most of the cops are Nazis anyway, and you just know our boy wants to move up in the ranks once the Germans get here. So who can cause him trouble with his new bosses? Well, there's the guy who ran a small organized crime ring, the guy who paid off the local captain to protect just the kind of thing that the Nazis hate. And then there's the guy who can tell the Nazis that this ambitious little fascist is into the fellas. The problem is that both of those guys are me."

      "Oh shit."

      "Oh shit, indeed. But there's more. I haven't been in the bar in three days, and I haven't been home—a couple of my father's old boys have been giving me some cover. But my friend Captain Fuchs has been in there twice in the last two days, asking if they've seen either me or you. So what's with that? Why you? He only met you the one time, right?"

      I could only guess that the Gestapo had put out a few feelers with their soon-to-be coworkers. It was the only thing that made sense—because Henry was right, I had only seen Fuchs the one time.

      Whatever. It was time to tell Henry everything, and so I did. It took a while, from the very beginning to the scene in the alley and the mock trial and my being spirited across the border about eight hours earlier. Henry was either stunned or had suffered a stroke because his mouth was half-open for about the last two minutes of my story.

      He snapped out of it when I stopped talking. "God . . . God, that means you can't stay, either."

      He had known he couldn't stay, and I had known I couldn't stay, but the combination—and the very act of him saying it out loud—added a crushing finality to it. We both just looked at each other and shook our heads.

      Henry began to wipe a tear, and I started talking to distract him. "Liesl?

      He smiled. "We're leaving together. We're getting married, wherever. What about Johanna?"

      I shrugged. "I don't know. We haven't talked about it."

      "Does she know about all the cloak-and-dagger stuff?"

      I shook my head. Henry was quiet again. "Leon knows—he's the only one. He figured it out from the start. Have you talked to him?"

      "Not for a week, at least."

      "But he knows he can't stay, right?"

      "I don't know. But we both know the only way we'll get him to leave is by dragging him."

      "Then we'll fucking drag him," I said.

      Henry said he had access to a car and a plan for leaving that he had been working on and that it would accommodate all of us, plus Johanna if she wanted to go. I told him what I knew about the timing of the invasion, that the Germans would be in the country by this time tomorrow.

      Henry stopped, seeming to calculate something in his head. "Okay, then it's got to be tonight. That's fine. I can get it together. But there are a couple of details I need to nail down, and I need to get Liesl ready and get her down to one small suitcase. That's all Johanna can take, if she's coming. You and I are going with the clothes on our backs."

      "My clothes, you mean."

      Henry opened the jacket, looking at the tailor's label on the inside pocket. "Same shit I wear. I thought you were better than that."

      Henry reminded me that I couldn't go home, or to the office—Fuchs was probably checking both, growing increasingly frantic. He said we should meet at Café Louvre at seven. He asked me what I was going to do in the meantime, and I said I had to talk to Johanna, but first I had to find Leon.

      "His apartment?"

      "Nah."

      "The Louvre?"

      I pointed again to the newspaper on the adjoining table. "Yeah, I think that makes the most sense. If he isn't there, he'll be there soon."
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      Café Louvre was just this side of pandemonium. There were no regular customers that I could see, only reporters—almost every one that Leon had ever introduced me to, plus some others. Their wives were there, too, at least some of them, working as secretaries. One ran past me for the door, clutching a sheet of paper, likely headed for the telegraph office across the street. Another rushed past me the other way, returning with a sheet of paper of her own.

      A waiter scooted past with a tray crammed with empty schnapps glasses. They weren't staffed for a big crowd, so I broke every rule of Viennese waiter–customer decorum and just caught his eye and pointed to an empty table on the periphery. He nodded. I ordered coffee with a shout, and he nodded again. It came in a few minutes, on a small metal tray, with two glasses of water, decorum partially restored, but only after he had delivered a bigger tray of full schnapps glasses to the journalists. It wasn't yet 11 a.m. Leon wasn't there.

      They were in the midst of the biggest story of their lives—at least the biggest for most of them. You could sense both the excitement and the nerves. To blow this one somehow would be to blow their jobs, and they knew it.

      Suddenly, I had a table-mate. Leon.

      He leaned in. "See them over there? Scared shitless, every one."

      "But wouldn't they be excited? I mean, a scoop on this one . . ."

      "Scoop? They're not interested in scoops—they're just worried about being left behind. Look at them standing there—they're standing so close to each other, they're nearly hugging. It's kind of unspoken, but as long as they all write the same thing, everything will be fine with their bosses. So they're not out doing any reporting—they're just watching each other like hawks."

      Just then, the man from the Philadelphia Inquirer walked into the café. A dozen reporters immediately surrounded him, grilling him, debriefing him. Philadelphia had been over by the Kärntnerstrasse, and he had seen some Nazis openly demonstrating. He also had a copy of the latest government handbill, urging a yes vote on the plebiscite. He said they were just throwing them out of the backs of trucks.

      I pointed at the handbill. "Your printer friend?"

      "Yeah. That would have been the story of my career if I’d been able to nail it down."

      Just then, the Chicago Daily News brushed by, nodding at Leon. One of the reporters called out, "Stephansdom, one hour then back here, no more," and it was understood that he was going on a reporting excursion for some color from the streets, at which point he was expected back to share his work.

      Leon scoffed. "Most of those old fucks are too scared to go out and do any reporting themselves." Then Watson from the Manchester Guardian walked in and calmly hung up his coat and hat. "But even more than the streets, they're scared of him most of all. He's been at this a long time and has diplomatic sources that even the guys at my paper don't have. And everybody knows it. If anybody is going to get a break on this one, it's him."

      "But didn't you tell me he was generous with his information?"

      "Yes. Ridiculously generous. Some of those lazy blockheads, I can't believe how patient he is with them. But would you share this story if you had it alone? If you were the only one who knew when the invasion was starting, would you share it with anyone?"

      At which point, the obvious suddenly dawned on me. While the reporters crowded around the Guardian for a few crumbs, I told Leon everything that had happened in the last couple of days, beginning with Zürich and ending with my clandestine drive to the border, and what Ritter said to me about the invasion plans.

      Suddenly, Leon was in full-on reporter mode, the questions coming quickly, one after the other—describe the military vehicles, approximately how far from the border were you, what time was it, what time again did he say the invasion was, when was the planning meeting at Berchtesgaden?

      "Why aren't you writing any of this down?"

      Leon nodded toward the pack of reporters. "Don't want them to think this is anything but a couple of friends having a cup of coffee."

      "So we're not friends anymore? I'm hurt."

      "We're best friends, but right now we're even more than that. I'm a reporter, and you're a 'diplomatic source' giving me the biggest story of my life."

      Leon said they were running extras all day, special editions, every three hours. He looked at his watch. "I've got an hour to get this into the next one. I've got to get to a phone, and away from here."

      I grabbed his arm and stopped him as he began to stand. I told him that Henry and Liesl and I were leaving and that he had to leave, too. I explained everything about us, and he nodded. I made my case, but he was defiant.

      "Are you kidding me? I'm not leaving."

      "Leon, be reasonable."

      "No, you be reasonable. This is the biggest story I'm ever going to cover."

      "It isn't worth dying over."

      "I'm not going to die."

      "They'll arrest you in an hour. Come on, think about it. Jews will be the first ones they come after when they get here, and Jewish newspaper reporters will be the first of the first. You think you'll be covering this big story, but they won't let you. The papers will never be allowed to print the truth. It isn't worth the risk."

      I pointed over to the pack. "They'll probably throw all of them out in the first couple of days—but at least they'll get to leave."

      "You worry too much."

      "You're staying because of some fantasy. They'll never let you print the truth."

      "But they're not here yet, and thanks to you, I have my biggest scoop ever. So let go of my arm."

      Which I did, after getting him to promise to come back at seven. Leon walked out of the café slowly, so as not to attract attention. But once he was out the door, I watched him break into a run.
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      I rang the bell at Johanna's house, and Gibbs answered as he had a dozen times before, all formal dress and stern demeanor. After about my third visit, I started trying to get a laugh out of him with some kind of smart-ass remark, but it never worked. I never got a reply, never even a smile, just an escort to a chair in a little sitting room off of the entrance hall and a promise to fetch Johanna.

      This time, I asked, "How's tricks, Gibbsy?"

      This time, he answered, "Tricky, sir."

      He walked me past the usual waiting place and into the family's main living room, a coldly formal space that happened to be warmed by the biggest fireplace I had ever seen, the opening six feet high and just as wide, the logs stacked to my waist. It was big enough to roast a Göring.

      Johanna and her mother sat in matching wing chairs, 10 feet apart, staring at the fire, not talking. The old man wasn't with them. The radio glowed in the corner and played nondescript music. It was about a quarter till six, when the next scheduled news bulletins were customarily read.

      Gibbs announced me and left. Johanna's mother did not move a muscle in acknowledgment. Johanna looked over her left shoulder at me, but that was it. I was a day late on my scheduled return from Cologne, and I hadn't called or sent a telegram, all of which I was sure had frayed things between us even more. I leaned over for a kiss and received the royal cheek, warm from the fire. I sat down and embroidered a story about being late because the Germans had closed the border and the train connections were a mess, but for all of my efforts at lying, Johanna wasn't really listening. So then the three of us sat in the silence broken only by the forgettable music from the radio.

      After an eternity, or five minutes, the baron arrived, shucking off his coat and handing it to Gibbs, who was struggling to keep up. The old man headed straight for the drinks cabinet, and poured himself a whiskey and his wife some port, or something similarly disgusting. The drinks were both in crystal tumblers, and they weren't small.

      He plopped on the couch as we all looked at him expectantly. Finally, he said, "It's over. It's . . . it's just over."

      His wife took a big slug. Johanna started to cry. The baron continued, "Look, he used us. That's just the truth of it. He's a goddamn snake, and he used us, and now he's thrown us away."

      The baron stopped. I wasn't sure what he was talking about, so I punctured the silence with a question: "Schuschnigg?" He responded with a cold stare directed not so much at me as at Johanna, as if to ask her, "How could you last so long with this idiot?"

      Finally, he said, "Yes, Schuschnigg. He told us for weeks that we were his trump card, that if it all went bad, an appeal to restore the monarchy would be his play. Well, it's all gone to shit, and he won't see us. He won't take a meeting. He won't take a phone call. He just used us."

      The baroness took another gulp and then, so quietly, said: "And we used him, too. And it got us nowhere."

      It had been going on for years—the monarchists supporting the government in general, and lately Schuschnigg in particular, because their only chance at a restoration of the monarchy was if Austria remained free. An Anschluss with Germany was the end of the monarchists’ dreams. It was worse than any war. So they needed Austria intact, and Schuschnigg needed the monarchists, mostly because he couldn't count on support from the Nazis and the other nuts on the far right, or the socialists on the left.

      So he strung them along, always telling them that a restoration was the long-term play even if it was impossible in the short term. And they strung him along, still feeling in their hearts that Schuschnigg was just their errand boy and that he recognized that an appeal to restore the Habsburgs was the ultimate hammer, the one that would unite the people against Hitler.

      But now, this. The baron refilled his tumbler, then looked at his pocket watch. "I stopped at the café for a drink before I got here." The café was a little dark place on Bankgasse, about a block or so from the parliament, a gathering spot where the right people were able to stay informed. It didn't have a name over the door, and I didn't even know what it was really called.

      "I don't know if the radio will announce it now, but Schuschnigg is probably resigning tonight," the baron said. "That's the talk, anyway. The plebiscite is going to be called off. It's over. They'll be here tomorrow."

      They. No explanation necessary.

      Johanna let out a noise that was half gasp, half cry. I grabbed her by the elbow. "Come on, we have to talk." She resisted, then relented. We crossed the hall to the sitting room where I usually waited for her.

      "I have to leave."

      "Of course you do. You just got here."

      "I have to leave Austria, tonight."

      Then I explained why, the whole truth—the spying, the plan to kill Vogl, the trial, the escape, all of it. When I finished, I was expecting some acknowledgment of my predicament, and maybe my courage. Instead, she just laughed—that fake fucking rich person's laugh, like out of a British drawing-room comedy.

      "You never cared, did you?"

      "What are you talking about? I risked my life."

      "You never cared about us."

      "I could never figure out us. Or you. Your father is a raving anti-Semite, you're not—except maybe a little. You're all about being a modern, independent woman, but you're also all about this house and whatever old money it still represents."

      "And you're a coward who has never come close to getting married and never will. What are you afraid of? I'm committed to my family. I'm committed to this country. I could have been committed to you. What have you ever been committed to? Ever?"

      I just stared at her. I was going to ask her if she wanted to come with us, but I didn't—partly because I didn't want her to come but mostly because Johanna turned and left me standing there with my mouth open, returning to her parents, and the big fireplace, and the radio announcer who might or might not have been spelling out the final details of their doom. But even if I did ask, she was never leaving. I think I always knew that. The three of them were going to sell off their lives, piece by piece, and throw parties for their new overlords, and kiss whatever Nazi asses were presented to them, and do whatever it took to survive. Gibbs was probably downstairs already, fashioning a Nazi armband for the old man out of whatever scraps of old cloth he could find.
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      Café Louvre at 7 p.m. was the same as it had been at 11 a.m., only more so. There still were no regular customers, not one, but even more reporters. They probably hadn't been drinking nonstop for eight hours—there were some half-empty coffee cups on the tables to go along with the completely empty schnapps glasses, and the remnants of a couple of picked-over schnitzels—but they had apparently been drinking plenty. Their clothes were just a bit more disheveled—neckties looser, shirttails untidier—and the volume of the place was much louder. It was as loud as I had ever heard it.

      Two questions pierced the maelstrom:

      "What time is he starting?"

      "Where is the fucking radio?"

      It turns out that the “he” was Schuschnigg and that the radio was being carried in through the door leading to the kitchen by two of the busboys. We had always thought that waiters spent their time making things just so for the customers when they went through those doors. Now we knew better.

      The belief was that Schuschnigg was going to speak at around 7:30, but nobody was exactly sure. What he was going to say was also unknown, although everybody had a guess: that Mr. Plebescite was going to head for the hinterland. Every calculation he had made had been wrong. He thought he could deal with Hitler face-to-face at Berchtesgaden, that he somehow had some leverage over him, and instead ended up wetting his pants. Then he thought he could call the snap plebiscite and show the world that the country wanted independence, and instead ended up giving Hitler no choice but to take the army out for a morning constitutional. And now he was going to quit and run away. Idiot.

      I had grabbed a copy of the latest edition of Die Neue Freie Presse and read it while I waited for Henry and Liesl. Leon's story was on the front page, at the top, under the gigantic headline, "Invasion Expected Saturday."

      It was a long story that rounded up information from all over the city, including the notion that Schuschnigg had been ordered to resign by the Germans and that Seyss-Inquart would take his place. It included a box near the top listing a half-dozen reporters who contributed. But the byline was Leon's.

      I looked up and saw Watson from the Manchester Guardian sitting next to me. He pointed to the byline. "Your friend, he does good work."

      "Has anyone else confirmed it?"

      "I have, but please keep that between us. And I have a few other details that no one else does, that I will be filing soon. But Leon deserves the credit. Every one of the rest of them will have to credit his paper if the story holds for a few more hours. American deadlines are just about here."

      It was, as Leon had said, the biggest story of his life. I couldn't help but wonder, for all of their sweat and stress, if anyone outside of this room would even remember at this time tomorrow.

      "What do you expect from Schuschnigg?"

      He stopped for a second. "Well, he has surprised us a few times lately, so I'm not sure I would put money on it. But I think he's quitting. He's afraid to fight. I'll never quite understand him—he's this great Austrian patriot, but I think he's got a German soul. And that conflict, it's just led to so much confusion."

      He got up just as Henry and Liesl arrived. She was calm. Henry was bouncing. "Where's Leon?"

      I told him that he promised to be here at seven and that we had to wait until at least eight. Besides, Schuschnigg was going to be on the radio, and we should listen.

      "Fifteen minutes, not a big deal," I said.

      "You don't know that. I don't know that."

      I looked at Liesl. "Has he been like this all day?"

      She smiled. "This is calm. But he's right, we don't know."

      "Fifteen minutes."

      "Are you sure he's coming with us?"

      I hesitated, then admitted that I didn't know. At which point, Henry's bouncing stopped. "If we have to kidnap him, we kidnap him. But you'll have to be the one who knocks him out."

      I laughed. Liesl laughed. Henry did not. The awkwardness was saved by a chorus of shushing as the correspondents gathered around the radio, notepads and pencils in hand. We joined on the periphery. It was Schuschnigg.

      "The German government today handed to President Miklas an ultimatum, with a time limit, ordering him to nominate as chancellor a person designated by the German government . . .  otherwise, German troops will invade Austria."

      Leon walked into the café, and we made eye contact. Grim did not begin to describe his face. He joined us.

      ". . . I declare before the world that the reports launched in Germany concerning disorders by the workers, the shedding of streams of blood and the creation of a situation beyond the control of the Austrian government are lies from A to Z. President Miklas has asked me to tell the people of Austria that we have yielded to force since we are not prepared even in this terrible hour to shed blood. We have decided to order the troops to offer no resistance."

      So that was it. The Germans would waltz in, one-two-three, one-two-three. Austria wouldn't even pretend to resist. There was some other stuff, and the reporters were all scribbling with a particular fury. Then came the end:

      ". . . So I take leave of the Austrian people with a German word of farewell, uttered from the depth of my heart: God protect Austria!"

      That was it, followed by the national anthem, over and over. The reporters spent a couple of minutes going over their notes, making sure they had identified the key quotations and that they had all heard them the same way—especially the ending. Then they flooded across the street to the telegraph office. The four of us, and the waiters clearing the tables, were the only people left in the place.

      Liesl looked at me. "Johanna?"

      I shook my head. That would have to do, because I just didn't have it in me to tell them what had happened. Then I looked at Leon.

      "So?"

      "I wasn't going to leave. I really wasn't."

      "But you are now?"

      "About a half-hour ago, I called the office. I was over near the Chancellery, and I didn't have anything much to add, but I was just checking in. I dialed direct to Althauser's office—he's the editor. You've heard me talk about him. Somebody else answered. I asked for Althauser. He said that he was no longer the editor and that he had been replaced by the guy on the phone. I didn't get his name. He asked me who I was and I hung up.

      "Then I called directly to Keil's desk in the newsroom—he's another reporter. He picked up, and I asked him what was going on. He said Althauser had gone for dinner with his family—he'd been in the office all day, putting out all of the extras. When he came back to put out the morning edition, they arrested him. Said they were the police, and that they were taking over."

      Henry looked confused. "They're not even here yet. How can they be here?"

      Liesl grabbed his hand. "They've always been here."

      Leon said, "Keil is Catholic, so he's okay. But he told me not to come back. He said they grabbed every Jew in the newsroom. He's calling Jewish reporters at their homes and telling them to stay away."

      Leon was crying. "It's over. It's fucking over."

      We all sat, exhausted. I wasn’t sure I had ever seen Leon cry. After a minute, Henry looked at his watch. "Look, we have to go now. After what you just said, now more than ever. The car's right outside."

      As we got in, an open truck pulled up in front of the telegraph office, and a dozen Brownshirts jumped out and ran for the front door. We kept our heads down. From what Henry had said, Liesl had the one bag in the trunk. The rest of us, friends for 20 years, had each other and the clothes on our backs and nothing else—except for Leon, who had scooped up from the table the copy of the extra from Die Neue Freie Presse.
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      The car had belonged to Henry's father. It was a massive black Daimler that we used to call the Love Tank when we were triple-dating in our twenties—Henry and whoever up front, Leon and I and our whoevers in back, three couples in all manner of embrace and with room left over besides. Honestly, a family of four could have lived comfortably inside, and besides that, it was heavy enough that it could have stopped an artillery shell. The glass was double thick, too. "As Pop said, 'I don't know if it would slow down a .38 from six feet, but maybe 20 feet—so why not?’"

      When Henry's father sold off the loansharking part of the family business, he included the car in the deal. The guy who bought it, Putzi Brandstetter, was one of his father's oldest friends, and he sold him the territory for half of what it was probably worth. So when Henry asked Putzi to borrow the car, there was no hesitation; he said he'd have somebody pick it up in Bratislava next week: "He said, 'Just leave the keys at Café Milos.'" Putzi had even restocked the bar in the back.

      The drive to Bratislava was about 50 miles, most of it right along the Danube. Not that this was a sightseeing trip, but you could see it off to the left sometimes, or at least the moon reflecting on the water. While we drove, Henry laid out the details of his plan. He didn't think the regular border checkpoint made a lot of sense, and I couldn't disagree. As he said, "Me and Alex could be on a list at this point, and Leon—every Jew—is always going to be on a list. But—oh shit—Leon, do you even have your passport?"

      He didn't, which clinched it. That and the fact that, as we approached the border, a ribbon of red taillights greeted us. A long ribbon. Henry said, "We're more than a half-mile from the border. Maybe a mile. That could be 200 cars ahead of us. It'll take hours. This is why . . ."

      He stopped and jerked a U-turn—which was really a three-point turn in the Tank—that sent us heading back toward Vienna. "The turnoff was up there, but I don't want anybody following us. We can get to it another way, from back here."

      After about two minutes, Henry made a right turn at a forlorn-looking farmhouse, dark and maybe abandoned. No one followed us as he drove us into the black. The fields were still frozen, weeks from planting. That moon—less than full, more than half—bathed everything in a soft glow.

      This was Henry's plan: Up ahead, after a couple of turns, we would pass another farm that belonged to the guy who had supplied the lamb to Fessler's for as long as Henry's father owned it. On the far side of his land was a little road—it was on all the maps—that led into Czechoslovakia. Before the war, when we were all one big happy Austria-Hungary, it didn't matter. After Versailles carved us up, though, this was suddenly a border crossing—this road that was about eight feet wide. So the Austrians and Czechs each dutifully built little guard shacks on either side of the imaginary line and then proceeded to forget about them. The farmer told Henry—and he’d checked with him again last week—that the Czechs staffed their side for about six months in 1919 before quitting, and that the Austrians had never even bothered. The shacks were barely standing, all of their glass broken. The roof of the hut on the Austrian side was gone completely—at least, that's what Henry said.

      "The farmer told me that kids have been using it as a back road into Bratislava forever—it's cheap to drink there—and the farmers have been using it to avoid customs inspectors and do a little business on the side. It's like their own private pipeline."

      So, for the second time in as many nights, I was going to be fleeing the Nazis by sneaking across a border on a darkened back road. The truth was, I was just being carried along at this point. The last decision I had made was to go into that alley in Cologne. Everything since then was just me clinging to a piece of driftwood in a rushing river.

      As Henry snaked around the dark farm roads, Leon was getting worried. He was riding shotgun, with Liesl and me in the back. "Are you sure about this? Do you know where you are?"

      "Calm down. That's our friendly farmer's house on the right—up there, with the flagpole and the Austrian flag. It's the next left."

      The flag, red and white, hung limp as we passed. That's when it really hit me: He'd have to take it down tomorrow or deal with some officious Nazi in no time.

      We made the left turn, and the road really was about eight feet wide. The tank came close to filling it. If somebody came in the other direction, one of us would be in a ditch. We drove for about two minutes, and the farmland gave way to forest, and then Henry warned us, "Hang on, there's a hairpin turn to the left, right before we get to the guard shacks."

      When he turned, two spotlights suddenly flashed on, blinding us. Henry stopped. Quiet curses filled the car. There was no way to turn around. We were maybe 200 feet from the guard shack, and we were paralyzed.

      Then, from a bullhorn, "Get out of the car, please, and approach the checkpoint."

      We all looked at each other. To get out was to get sent back to Vienna. That wasn't an option, not now, not if they were suddenly guarding border crossings that had never been defended. They had seized the newspapers, and probably the telegraph and radio stations, and they had manned a border crossing on a cow path—all before the Germans even invaded. This was so over.

      The silence in the car was almost scarier than that thought. Nobody knew what to do. Finally, I said, "Okay, here's what we do. Liesl, lay on the floor and don't get up. I'm going to open my door and get out. I'll just stand there for a second, shut my door, take a step. You two start to open your doors. Then I'll run for those woods."

      I gestured to the left. It was maybe a hundred feet to the tree line.

      "That will distract him. Then you just fucking floor it, straight ahead, right at him. First, he'll be looking at me, then you'll be going right at him—he'll just tumble out of the way. Just stay down as low as you can."

      Henry and Leon were silent, and then they started to disagree, and then the bullhorn again: "Get out of the vehicle and approach the checkpoint. This is your last warning."

      I opened the door, got out, yelled ahead, "Yes, sir, we're coming." I leaned back in through the window. "I'll take two steps forward and then run—that's when you gun it. Open your doors, just a little, and now I'm going to start to walk."

      They opened their doors.

      One step.

      Second step.

      I ran. The doors slammed, bang-bang, and the Love Tank accelerated with a roar. I heard the slams and the roar, and I heard my breath as I ran, and I heard some yelling—there must have been more than one man at the checkpoint—and I heard the gunshot. It was such a pure and clean sound, piercing the rest of the noise.
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      Café Milos was a Hungarian caricature plopped down in a Slovakian nightmare. Everything—carpet, tablecloths, napkins, curtains, wallpaper, everything—was red, or at least red-dominated. Everything on the menu tasted at least a little bit like goulash. But by the third night, Leon and Henry had taught Milos how to make a Manhattan, which was how they passed the time, drinking and trying to ignore Milos's accordion-playing daughter and wondering about Alex.

      The plan had gone exactly as Alex had predicted. The guards dived out of the way, and the car wasn't even scratched. But where was he? There was no way they could go back and look for him, but Henry did call the farmer, who had heard the gunshot. He drove his truck down to the border and innocently asked the guards if there had been an incident, and the two of them looked at each other and said that they had shot at a suspicious person but scared him away.

      Whether that was true or not dominated the conversation among the three for about the next 36 hours. They debated back and forth and decided that, if the guards killed Alex, they would have boasted to the farmer about bagging an enemy of the German state. There was no reason to lie. The story they told made them seem kind of weak, to be honest. You wouldn't tell a lie that makes you look bad, so it must have been true.

      So where was he?

      The smart play would have been for Alex to go back to the farmhouse and hide—unless he decided that they would be searching for him, and hiding would just put the farmer in danger. So maybe he went through the woods and into Czechoslovakia that way—although who knew how hard it would be to make his way through a pathless forest in the dark. He could have easily gotten himself turned around. Hell, he could have wandered right back to the guard shack. And besides, if he did do that, and if he did make it through, why wasn't he here? Café Milos was only a couple of miles from the border, right on Michalska in the Old Town, and it was the only place they had talked about.

      So where was he?

      Saturday night, they drove right to Café Milos and waited, sleeping in the car after it closed. Sunday, they rented two rooms when they woke up and were back in the café by noon, listening to radio reports of the German arrival in Austria. Monday, the same thing, long silences between radio bulletins punctuated by a variation on the same conversation:

      "Okay, so if he got through the woods by dawn . . ."

      "If he hid out for the night, and then tried to get through . . ."

      Over and over. By dinner on Monday night, Liesl said she couldn't take another night, especially when the lovely Zsofia and her accordion returned for her evening set. So Liesl headed back to the rooms—they were just across the square—and Henry and Leon kept drinking.

      The radio was a nonstop Hitler travelogue—Braunau and then Linz on Saturday, right behind the army, to see the home folks. Then stops here and there on Sunday, then Vienna on Monday, crowds cheering the whole way. There were a few other Austrians who came in and out of the café, mostly Jews, drinking and listening to the radio, shaking their heads and drinking.

      At one point, Leon looked at Henry and said, "My God, it just hit me. We're refugees. We're fucking refugees. We don't have a home."

      So they drank and sat. What else was there to do? Zsofia's repertoire, which wasn't that bad if you arrived without expectations, was mostly standards and folk songs—and just as all of the food kind of tasted like goulash, all of the songs kind of sounded like "Ochi Chernye." Which was fine.

      But that night, she got a little daring, offering a sampling of American big band songs—which was, well, interesting. But you could tell what the song was after a couple of notes: first Tommy Dorsey, then Teddy Wilson, then the first few notes of Benny Goodman.

      Which was when Henry and Leon heard someone behind them start to sing:

      Wah-wah, the girls of Schottenfeld,

      Wah-wah, they smell like . . .
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      To Rich and Casey,

      Wonderful children, even better adults, you are an endless source of love and pride.
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      The heart of Zurich -- the heart and maybe the soul, too -- were at the Paradeplatz, a vast expanse just off of the Bahnhofstrasse where about 10 tram lines converged. The lake and all of its beauty, and Switzerland really is a beautiful country, was off to the right. The temples of conspicuous consumption and commerce that made this country go more than any place I had ever been, dotted the street to the left. That street led ultimately to the train station and the transportation links to still more commerce. But what held it all together was in the Paradeplatz, because that was where the banks were.

      It was two banks, two substantial buildings, stone fortresses, staring at each other across the expanse. Kreditanstalt was on the north side, and Bankverein was on the west side. Those two ran everything. The truth was, they ran the country. There was plenty of money to be made by the minnows, the small private banks tucked into the side streets between the Paradeplatz and the Grossmunster -- different churches, yes -- thanks to the Swiss secrecy laws. But the whales on the Paradeplatz made the biggest decisions, funded the biggest developments, and controlled their smaller competitors by throwing them morsels of side work, or not.

      That was the dynamic on a beautiful September day in 1939. It was still more than a month away from the sun's autumnal retreat, and three months away from the cold and miserable gray that descended upon the city every winter. It was bright and blue and much too nice to be inside, but the massive fourth-floor reception room in the Kreditanstalt building was filled that day with that great oxymoron, the smiling banker. One of the bank's directors, Gerhard Femmerling, a miserable prick even by Swiss bank director standards, was retiring, and we had all been summoned with engraved invitations to wish him well at a noontime reception. Looking around at the assembled dozens, grins plastered in place, I did a quick head count, and it appeared that everyone had RSVP'd in the affirmative. It was just business, after all. You had to retain your place in the queue for when it was morsel time again.

      I had two rules at these kinds of things. The first was to make sure to be seen by the person or people who needed to see me and to do it quickly. There was nothing worse than waiting your turn for an audience. So I took a direct line to old Femmerling as soon as I walked into the room, and barged in on the group surrounding him, and offered a random sampling of pleasant conversational nothings, and was done with the work of the day in five minutes. That allowed me to attend to my second rule, which was never to be out of direct contact with the bar.

      This was a rarity, seeing as how Swiss bankers didn't drink at lunch, except for maybe a glass of wine -- one glass, and not drunk to the bottom. But it was a full bar this day, and the scotch was really from Scotland, and the bartender was pouring my second when I received a nudge in the ribs followed by, "Bonjour, Alex. I see that Zurich has not changed -- that there are almost no women in the banking business, and that they have never been seen in public without every button of their blouses buttoned all the way to their eyebrows."

      Freddy Arpin had made the trip up from Geneva, where his family owned Banc Arpin, a little private joint whose principal customers, in Freddy's words, "were either French pseudo-Fascists or outright Fascists, hedging their bets." We had met at a conference in Basel and immediately hit it off, mostly because we were clearly oddballs in the banking business in that we didn't give a fuck. Or, as Freddy put it, "My father and brother are in the sharp pencil and green eyeshade business. I am in the cognac and silk stocking business." We got along fine.

      "Long way to come for this, huh?"

      "My father insisted," Freddy said. "It's OK, easy to kill the time on the train. There's plenty to read in the papers."

      "Anything new?"

      "No. Warsaw is still holding out, but --"

      "Poor bastards," I said. "Any sign the French or the Brits are getting off their asses to help?"

      "Nope."

      "Useless fucks."

      Some variation on this conversation was happening all over the room, no doubt. The Germans had invaded Poland two weeks earlier. The British and French had declared war on Germany a couple of days after that, but sat and watched as the Wehrmacht went about its business. The conversations -- and I had participated in my share as president of my own little bank, Bohemia Suisse -- were all about the sober calculation of the effects of war on European business in general and Swiss business in particular. I could do sober calculation if the social or business setting demanded it.

      But this was a little more personal for me. My adopted home, Austria, had been seized by the Nazis in March of 1938. My real home, Czechoslovakia, had been gifted to them, bartered away a couple of months after that by Chamberlain and Daladier. So, yes, useless fucks.

      I asked Freddy, "Are you guys seeing an increase in deposits?"

      "You might say that. We actually had a guy show up last week from Lyon in his car, and he had the driver get out and carry in a picnic hamper stuffed with French francs. We sold him Swiss francs --"

      "At an obscene markup --"

      "That is getting more obscene by the day. Or, as my brother says, 'Add a point for every drop of piss you see dribbling down their legs.' So his deposit is in Swiss francs. Then we had a guy drive the French francs back to Paris and bought gold coins -- at a markup, yes, but not yet obscene. Then he brought the gold back, and it's in our vault."

      "All in the same picnic basket?"

      "The very same."

      Freddy was saying that his father was calculating that they wouldn't be able to accept French francs at all in a couple of weeks, the way things were going -- unless, that is, the bank wanted to get into the business of using them to buy French real estate.

      "If the little corporal keeps going, we could probably get houses in Paris at knockdown prices," Freddy said. "But that's a really long game. Maybe buying artwork is the way to go."

      He stopped as if he were hearing himself for the first time, then said, "You think we're shitheads, don't you?"

      "I don't know who isn't a shithead anymore, me included."

      I went to grab two more drinks and returned to find Freddy talking to the only woman in the room with her top button undone. Her name was Manon Friere, and she was a trade representative from the French consulate, and she was more than a pleasure to look at. In this room, her red lipstick was like a beacon in a gray flannel night. She apparently had been working out of the consulate in Geneva but now was stationed in Zurich.

      I waved my arm toward the windows to point out the expanse of the Paradeplatz, lit by the sun. "So how do you like our fair city? Freddy hates it, but you probably already knew that."

      "You mean Tightassville?" Freddy said.

      "Freddy is a Parisian at heart, trapped in a Swiss hell," Manon said

      "Hell?" I said. "All of it?"

      She shrugged.

      Hell it is, then.

      "Are you a tiny banker, like Freddy?"

      "No one is as tiny as Freddy."

      "That's pretty much what I hear --"

      "Your vengeance is unbecoming," Freddy said. He pointedly turned away from Manon and looked at me. "Here's the story. I was dating a friend of Manon's in the consulate. At the same time, I might have also made an attempt to date Manon. It was honestly a mistake."

      "You're honestly a pig."

      "And my penance is her indiscriminate use of the word 'tiny' in conversations such as these."

      "If the name fits," she said.

      "I think it's more like when I was in high school," I said. "We had this buddy who was about 6-foot-4, and we called him Shorty."

      "Exactly. Alex Kovacs, you are a true friend," Freddy said.

      "No problem, Tiny," I said.

      She snorted. Freddy made a face. I was smitten but also in a hurry. I had a 1:30 appointment that I couldn't miss. So I said my goodbyes and walked out into the Paradeplatz. I'm not sure I had ever been there without stopping on the way home at Confiserie Sprungli, on the south side of the square, for a small bag of something sweet and rich and decadent -- although, as everyone knew, the truly rich and decadent things happened on the north side and the west side. Anyway, I stopped, collected my little stash, and began the 10-minute walk back to Bohemia Suisse.

      As I turned onto Rennweg, I looked ahead and saw a small crowd had gathered outside of Gartner, a little restaurant that I had walked past about 500 times and never once thought to enter. As I got closer, the crowd grew, and I could see the frightened looks on the faces and hear the cries and the shouts for help. Then, in the distance, I heard a police siren.

      I got to the edge of the crowd and shouldered my way through it. Finally, to the front, I looked down and saw that I suddenly wasn't in a hurry anymore. Laying on the ground was my 1:30 appointment, his head framed by a puddle of blood. He had been shot through the left eye.
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      A few blocks away, on Fortunagasse, was Bohemia Suisse. The bank was tucked in amid a row of houses, each with a ground floor and four floors above. It could have been just another residence in the hilly line of homes, but for the small gold sign on the door that identified the bank and said, "By appointment only." I always thought that it seemed to be more of a warning than a statement of information.

      I moved slowly away from the crowd surrounding the body. I walked for five minutes in the wrong direction and did my best to check behind me while looking in the reflection of shop windows. I turned and walked in a circle around the Fraumunster and actually said a little prayer to myself somewhere behind the church, although I wasn't sure, in retrospect, about the effectiveness of a prayer that included the phrase, "Please let this not be completely fucked." Only then, when I was sure no one was following me, did I start walking toward the bank.

      Even I couldn't let myself in during business hours -- such was the show of security required for private banks in Switzerland. And it was a show. At night or on the weekend I just used my key, but at 1:30 in the afternoon I rang the bell and was greeted after about 30 seconds by Anders, the security guard. He was dressed in a blue blazer and gray slacks. He was dressed that way every day, the coat specially tailored to smooth the line of the pistol he carried beneath it. He was a retired captain in the Swiss army, which I always thought was a hoot. I had fought in Caporetto for the greater glory of Austria-Hungary, for the emperor and his whiskers, while Anders oiled his gun on weekends in some barracks beneath an Alp. I made a joke about it when I first met him. His reaction, not in words but in the more powerful language of the body, made it quite clear that there would be no need to make the joke a second time.

      "Herr Kovacs," he said.

      "Anders," I said.

      This was pretty much the extent of our conversation most days. He returned to his desk in our small lobby. What he did all day was beyond me, seeing as how most days we had no appointments. I never even saw him read a newspaper. He would let himself in. He would let me in. And he would let in Marta Frank, the office manager. She handled everything when I wasn't around, which was often. She could authorize cash deposits and withdrawals. She could, in the presence of Anders, open the vault and assist customers with their safe deposit boxes; she knew the lock's combination while he held the required key. Only I could open it by myself.

      Marta had heard the police sirens. She said, "What is going on out there?"

      I told her that a man was dead outside of Gartner and that he had been shot. And just as she got done gasping about that, I told her the dead man was Michael Landers, our 1:30 appointment, at which point she pretty much collapsed into the chair beside my desk, clutching my diary to her bosom. The diary was always either open on her desk or open in her hands.

      She pulled herself together and looked down at the diary. "Landers. You wrote this one in. Who is he? Did I ever meet him?"

      She knew very well that she had never met him, and I knew that she knew. We had only about 50 clients, most of them ancient Czech expats, so it really wasn't tough to keep track.

      "He's one of the nephews in the Kerner Trust."

      "Rich fool setting his money on fire," Marta said. She had been disapproving of the setup from the first time I explained it to her.

      "But it's his money, and he pays his fees, so as far as I'm concerned, Bohemia Suisse will always be happy to supply Herr Kerner with all of the kerosene and matches that he requires."

      The Kerner Trust was the fiction that had been created during my first months at the bank. The original depositor was a 40-year-old who had, with the aid of some stage makeup, a hunch, a limp, and a cane, passed himself off as an 80-year-old when he made his one and only appearance at the bank. It was important that Marta and Anders saw he was a real person, living and breathing. There was no way, after all, to hide a mysterious account from them, and especially from her, seeing as how the client base was so small and she kept the books.

      The deposit he made was sizable, 200,000 francs. The money could be withdrawn by any of four of his nephews, all of whom I was to meet personally later that evening at Herr Kerner's home. There were no restrictions on the withdrawals. I would bring the required account identification materials on the home visit and distribute them so that a withdrawal could be made if I wasn't around.

      Marta actually snorted and said, "The whole thing is ridiculous. And what are you now, his butler? Going to his house?"

      "Look, it's a lot of money, and it's a service business, right? And you're acting like he's the only eccentric on the client list. What about Herr Lutz?"

      Rudi Lutz was one of our wealthiest depositors. He never made a withdrawal but, once a month, he came in and asked to see a full accounting anyway. Then he inspected the contents of his safe deposit box. This did not make him eccentric in my book, just untrusting. The eccentric part was that he showed up for every visit with a chauffeur whose job, besides driving the big black Daimler,  was carrying in a small fish tank, and the several fish swimming inside, and placing it on my desk as we went through the accounts, and then on the table in the room where deposit boxes were examined in private.

      "Ah, he's just an animal lover," Marta said, conceding the point with a smile.

      "He's batshit is what he is," I said. "But we're happy to have his money, and we're happy now to have Herr Kerner's money."

      That seemed to satisfy her. She usually said something snide when she took note of the withdrawals on the accounts that I had posted -- they tended to be at night or on weekends and handled by special appointments with me -- but that was it. "Shiftless" was her favorite word to describe the nephews. She did meet one of them once and handled his transaction, and told me later that "he had obviously been drinking at lunch." That also was by design, to assist in keeping her suspicion level low.

      Marta was going to meet a second nephew that afternoon. Until, well.

      She pulled herself together pretty quickly and asked, "Are you going to inform Herr Kerner?"

      "No, I don't think so. It's not my news to tell. I'm sure the police will get to him soon enough."

      Of course, Marta did not know how right she was. I was going to have to tell somebody else -- not Herr Kerner, but Herr Kerner's handler.

      Because Herr Kerner was actually Fritz Blum, the man in charge of an espionage network working in Switzerland, Belgium and Holland on behalf of the French, the British, and my old bosses, the Czechs, whose spies had fled to London along with the leaders of the government after the Nazi takeover in 1938. My Czech bosses, who were actually running the operation, shared everything with their hosts. My job was merely to be in charge of this sleepy bank and to distribute funds for operations to the spy network on demand. The truth was, it was the easiest and best-paying job I had ever had.

      Well, it was until that day. As Marta got up and went back to her desk, I was wondering how quickly I needed to contact London, and pretty much immediately was my conclusion. But the contact information was back in my house, the return address on a random postcard currently being used as a bookmark in a book I had never read, "Dante's Inferno." And while I contemplated precisely what circle of hell I was about to enter, Marta poked her head into my office.

      "There's somebody to see you," she said.

      "Is there an appointment I forgot about?"

      "Nope. He says he's a police detective."

      I stood, and buttoned my jacket, and batted a flake of dandruff off of my shoulder, and walked out to fetch him. What circle of hell indeed?
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      Anders and the cop were talking as I approached. They were laughing, in fact.

      "You guys know each other?" I said.

      They stopped laughing. Anders said, "Army training together."

      Perfect. That Anders did not like me had been made pretty plain over the prior 16 months. I'm not sure I had seen him laugh -- or, if I had, I didn't remember. But here he was, laughing with the cop. The two of them had probably been drunk together more than once, because what else do you do during Swiss army training but march and drill and...drink? And what do you when you're drinking but tell each other endlessly, in some variation, "Fuck them -- we are so real soldiers."

      I stuck out my hand and introduced myself. The cop's name was Peter Ruchti, and he was a detective. He said his goodbyes to Anders and suggested we head into my office. The look on Anders' face indicated that he knew all along that I was a pickpocket or a pervert or something, and that I was about to be found out. In his heart, Anders was likely hoping for pervert.

      Ruchti sat down, didn't want anything to drink. I tried small-talk, which is about the only professional skill I possessed. "So, were you in the army long?"

      "Just two years -- I didn't make it a career like Anders. That was enough time for me to make the world safe for democracy and the bankers."

      Great. Just great. "So what can I do for you?" I asked.

      "Do you know a Michael Landers?"

      In the minute or so I'd had to think, I had played this question out in my head. Would I admit it or not? There were upsides and downsides to both answers. Telling the truth is always best when dealing with the police, and there would be no harm in admitting that I knew the guy other than having to endure a series of follow-up questions. But then, the more I thought, there was a problem. There was no way Ruchti could find out that Landers was able to draw on an account at the bank because the Swiss banking secrecy laws were pretty much impenetrable. And there was no self-respecting Swiss banker who would ever identify one of his private clients. So if I told Ruchti that I knew Landers, I would have to invent some other context for knowing him, and that lie would be more complicated.

      The alternative was to deny knowing him. Again, the banking secrecy laws protected me there. But it was a lie, and if Ruchti could ever put Landers and me in the same place at the same time, it could be a problem -- and we had met for a drink once, and he had made a previous withdrawal on a Saturday afternoon, and who knows who on the street might have seen us together.

      So there were risks either way.

      I went for the lie.

      "No, I don't think I know him. Why?"

      "He's dead. Murdered about three blocks from here. Shot through the head. You must have heard the sirens and the commotion."

      "It is pretty quiet in here," I said, pointing to the leather padding on the walls behind him, and on the door. "That's official, standard-issue private bank wall paneling, gracious soundproofing. It really works pretty well -- but I did hear a little something. I thought it was maybe an ambulance siren."

      "You mean maybe 10 ambulance sirens. I think the whole police force is on Rennweg. This would be a great time to rob a bank."

      I shrugged. Maybe I was going to get out of this after all. "So you're just asking everybody in the neighborhood?"

      "Street cops will get to that in the next few hours," Ruchti said. "I came to you because the deceased had your business card in his wallet. When I saw that and saw how close you were, I took you for myself. Besides, I'd had enough of the crime scene. Puddles of blood turn my stomach."

      He removed the card from his breast pocket and flipped it on to my desk blotter. It was, indeed, my business card.

      "You sure you don't know him?"

      "Pretty sure."

      "So how did he get your card?"

      "Beats me."

      As soon as I said it, I was pretty sure I was going to need more than "beats me" to end this conversation. Flippant doesn't work with these guys. So I started to tell Ruchti how I spent my time. When I wasn't in the office, I was going through the motions of drumming up business -- and being seen drumming was significantly more important than actually signing new accounts. So besides lunching with prospective clients, mostly wealthy friends of friends who lived to have their asses kissed and their lunches paid for, I attended banking conferences and trade shows and sat through boring speeches at arts festivals and municipal project unveilings and whatnot. The truth was, I gave out 50 business cards a month, easily. For all I knew, the next random dead guy they found would have my card, too.

      If Ruchti was swayed at all by my explanation, he wasn't letting on. He had that cop face perfected, that vaguely-smelling-shit-on-your-shoe look. I didn't know if I had made any progress, but I was out of things to say and didn't want to start babbling. So I just shut up.

      He stared back at me, three seconds, four seconds, five seconds. Silence like that can be better than thumbscrews sometimes, and it took everything I had to match him, wordless second for wordless second. Finally, Ruchti gave up.

      "Okay, we'll be in touch," he said, standing and shaking my hand and heading for the leather-padded door. I scrambled to follow him, but he stopped me. "I can show myself out."

      I sat at my desk and grabbed a stack of letters to sign and a pen, playing over that one phrase in my head: "we'll be in touch." About what? I said I didn't know the guy. There should be no need for any other questions, no reason to be in touch. Maybe he didn't mean anything by it. Maybe it was nothing.

      I began signing the letters and, after each signature, took a quick peek. One letter. Two letters. Three letters. Four. And Ruchti and Anders were still talking as they stood near the bank's front door.
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      One of the privileges of friendship, when the friends you are talking about are the owners of a cafe, is your own personal stammtisch. Mine was a tiny booth in the back corner of Cafe Fessler, where I could see the whole place. The table was designed for two people, max, but the space was big enough that I could spread out a couple of file folders stuffed with paperwork, and there was a decent light overhead.

      I had never been an office guy, and much preferred a more comfortable environment when I was wading through the black-and-white avalanche that came with my job, as it did with a lot of jobs. Order forms and delivery schedules back when I was a magnesite salesman in Vienna had morphed into legal compliance forms and weekly deposit reports in my bank job, but it was all just shitwork, there to remind you that your job was, indeed, a job. And in my experience, it tended to go down easier with a beer or two.

      Cafe Fessler usually did an early dinner business, as it was a family kind of place and an old guy kind of place. I was 40 and single, and there was precisely zero chance of me finding a date in the cafe most nights, this one included. It was 8 p.m., and we were already down to what I liked to call the "fossil collection." They were all over 70, all men. Their conversations were dominated either by jokes that traveled another mile along the rutted road from risqué to raunchy with the consumption of each successive round of drinks, or by spirited-beyond-all-sense arguments about the FC Zurich vs. Grasshoppers football rivalry.

      I was plowing through the latest compliance schedule and half-listening to an anguished debate about the substitution patterns employed by "that fucking Bohm," the FC Zurich manager, when Henry sat down.

      "Shouldn't you be massaging your wife's feet or something?" I said.

      "She's out at dinner with a couple of girls from work."

      "What do you think librarians talk about at dinner?"

      "I think they rage on about the Dewey decimal system."

      "Or they talk about the male librarians," I said, and Henry shrugged. Henry was one of my dear friends from Vienna, and also one-half of the Fessler empire. He ran the cafe during the day while his wife, Liesl, was working as a librarian at the Central Library, the biggest in the country. Henry's father, Gregory, was the other Fessler, still automatically Mr. Fessler to me. He took over in the afternoon and closed up at night. They both lived above the shop in enormous apartments -- it really was a big building -- with Gregory on the second floor and Henry and Liesl on the fourth.

      Henry stood up almost as soon as he sat down. "I'm just getting my drink," he said. I hadn't seen Henry legitimately drunk in a while, probably years. He was on a one-Manhattan-per-day plan, a regimen from which he rarely deviated.

      "Besides," he said, with a quick flick of his head toward the circle of fossils that included his father. "You know how he gets."

      How Gregory got was angry if he perceived that Henry was hanging around because he thought the old man was letting things slide. Henry ordered the provisions and the alcohol, supervised the deliveries, scheduled the staff, kept the books, and made sure to go upstairs when Liesl got home from work. Gregory was the central presence in the cafe from lunch till closing -- pinching babies, telling tales, very much the charming rogue. And if he tore up a few checks now and then, well, Henry would just have to understand.

      Alone again, I got back to my pile. At the bottom was the note to write the letter to London, which I was saving for last. I felt into my breast pocket, and the postal card with the return address was there. I had stopped at home long enough to scoop it up before coming to Fessler's. This was going to be only the second contact I'd had with Czech intelligence in the 16 months I had been in Zurich. The first had been to alert me to the mechanics of setting up the spy account. Now, this, the matter of the dead client.

      A knot of the old men was grabbing their coats. Henry was still by the bar, and he was talking to his father and shaking his head, and Gregory was smiling and shrugging and heading toward the kitchen. Henry walked over.

      "None of those guys paid a franc," Henry said. "The old man's going to ruin us. Sometimes I think we just should have stayed in Bratislava."

      "Yeah, maybe you could have bought Cafe Milos."

      "And smelled like goulash forever."

      "And I could have married the accordion player."

      "And smelled like goulash forever," Henry said.

      We had escaped to Bratislava in March of 1938 when Herr Hitler decided to add an addition onto his country and nailed Austria to the back of the house. We had to leave for different reasons. Henry had gotten in trouble with a Vienna police captain who was about to be given a free hand by the Gestapo, so he had to go, and Liesl was going with him. Our other great friend, Leon, had to go because he had two blots in his official Nazi copybook -- he was not only Jewish but a Jewish journalist besides. Then there was me. I had to go because I had been recruited by Czech intelligence to act as a courier during my sales trips to Germany, and had tangled with the Gestapo along the way. So all of us slipped into Bratislava on the night of the Anschluss and tried to figure out what was next.

      The answers came pretty quickly. The Czech intelligence people owed me, and they knew it. This was handy as we needed some favors in return. Leon had no passport because, in the hurry to escape, he forgot to bring his. Henry wanted to be able to get full-time resident status in Switzerland, where his father had settled in 1936 -- Gregory had seen Hitler's moves coming even back then and wanted to beat the rush to the exits, a rush that never happened. Liesl wanted to go to Switzerland with Henry, whom she was to marry, and also wanted an introduction at the library.

      So we made a deal. Leon received a Czech passport and a plane ticket to Paris, where he knew a guy who knew a guy who could get him a job on one of the newspapers. Henry and Liesl received their Swiss paperwork, two plane tickets to Zurich, and a letter of introduction at the library. I received a Swiss passport to go along with the Czech passport of my birth, along with a high-paying job as president of Bohemia Suisse. In exchange for all of this, I had to agree to keep working for Czech intelligence by becoming the banker for their network based in Zurich.

      It was impossible to make the deal without everybody knowing the details, or at least most of them. With the three of them sworn to secrecy, we embarked on our new lives. They really were pretty good lives, too. As Henry walked away, I thought about how happy he was. He could be a moody guy, but Liesl had pushed most of that out of him. The truth was, he was even kind of happy when he was bitching about his father.

      It really was a good time, if you could find a way to ignore the Hitler drumbeat that was never far below the surface.

      I got through my stack and was left with the letter to write to London. I had been made to memorize exactly one thing by my Czech handler, and it was the title of the book I was to request if I needed an in-person meeting. So I wrote to the Smedley Bookshop on Charring Cross Road in London:

      Sirs,

      I am in search of a copy of "Northanger Abbey" to complete my Jane Austen collection. Please inform me at your earliest convenience if you can obtain a copy, as well as the cost. My request is urgent, as I hope to present the collection as a gift on a special family occasion upcoming soon.

      Thank you for your consideration.

      The addition of the sentence containing the word "urgent" was meant to tell London just that. As I was sealing it and copying the address from the postal card, Gregory began making his way toward my booth.
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      "Mr.--"

      "Goddammit, Alex."

      "Gregory," I said, recovering.

      "You're 40 years old. I can't believe I have to remind you."

      The truth was, I couldn't help it and would never change. Henry, Leon and I met in the army and stayed friends after the war in Vienna. We were a pretty mismatched threesome. Leon was a crusading journalist and a crusading womanizer. I was a traveling salesman for the family magnesite mine, a job I shared with my uncle. And Henry, well, he was the son of Gregory, a small-time mobster who made his money through illegal gambling, loan-sharking, a little bit of protection work, and the family restaurant, which was actually a bar, a restaurant, a nightclub, and a series of rooms in the back whose purpose was, in Gregory's words, "for shared company and a few moments of relaxation amid the tumult of the modern world." The shared company charged by the half-hour.

      "The schnitzel was good tonight," I said. It was a small lie, a just-making-conversation kind of lie, but Gregory would not tolerate it.

      "No, it wasn't. It's nothing like we made at home."

      "It's pretty close."

      "It's nowhere near as good, and you know it. I don't think the veal's as good, and the cooks here, they just can't get it crisp. Is it really too much to ask? I mean, how hard could it be?"

      Gregory had a couple in him, and it was going to be that kind of conversation. His wife had died about five years earlier, and it took a lot out of him. It's why he worked the late shift and gave Henry the mornings. As he said, "The nights are too long if I'm not doing something."

      He left Vienna in 1936, only months after Hitler marched back into the Rhineland and France sat on its hands and watched. He was the first one who I remembered insisting what everybody in Austria was insisting a year later, that we were next on the corporal's to-do list. He had been quietly shipping money to Switzerland for years anyway, and in a matter of weeks, he sold the gambling, loan-sharking, and protection businesses to his under-boss, gave Henry the restaurant to do with what he wanted and bought a train ticket to Zurich. Within two years, he had picked up the former Cafe Mortimer when Morty Spiegel died. Now it was Cafe Fessler, on Oberdorfstrasse in the old town, where the narrow, cobbled streets were crowded with small specialty shops and apartment houses, many in converted hotels from the 1700s.

      Gregory pointed at his last two customers, besides me. "You know them?"

      "No. Tell me."

      "The guy on the left owns the coin collecting shop on Kruggasse. The other guy owns the stamp collecting shop across the way. You know how narrow that street is -- if you're sitting on the toilet in one of the apartments upstairs, the guy across the way can read your book along with you. So these two guys stare at each other all day with pretty much nothing to do but dust their inventory. I bet they don't have five customers a week. But look at them, happy, laughing. But how can they be happy? It's so fucking dead here."

      And then, Gregory delivered the line the same way he always did when this was his mood:

      "It's true that I always figured I would die here. But I didn't think I would be dead when I was still living."

      This was not a conversation that Gregory ever had with Henry, and it was understood that I was not to share it. Fathers and sons have tricky relationships when things are simple and, well, let's just say that having a father who was a mobster was not simple for Henry. Gregory was not Al Capone or anything like that. He had no involvement in drugs, and he did not want his guys doing anything permanently disabling to someone who got behind on his payments. He did not even want his guys allowing their customers to get too far underwater. His theory was, "What good is this guy to me if he loses all of his money and his family? I want regular, happy, return customers -- no broken legs, no busted marriages."

      But Gregory did carry a gun, and he had used it in his younger days. He taught Henry to shoot and wanted him to carry, too. But Henry could barely rough up a guy who was behind on his payments -- he punched a guy in the face once, and it made him physically sick -- and at a certain point, he told his father that the only part of the business he would consider working in was the restaurant. Gregory told me once that he respected Henry for standing up to him, but that's something else the father never told the son. So when he was younger and drinking more, Henry would often come to this conclusion: "He just thinks I'm a pussy."

      But that was in Vienna. Now Henry had Liesl, and now his father wasn't a mobster anymore. Zurich was simple for Henry. Zurich was happy for Henry. But for Gregory, oddly, the only time he seemed happy was when he was talking about the thing he hated most -- Hitler.

      "You hear the radio today? The Poles are barely hanging on. Poor bastards."

      "I know," I said. "Brave and doomed is a tough two-step."

      "You know, I knew it from the minute they went in the Rhineland."

      "I remember."

      "It was so fucking obvious -- first Austria, then Czechoslovakia, then Poland. Anybody who could read a map could see it. At least the Poles are fighting back."

      "Brave and doomed," I said.

      "Better than laying back and throwing their skirts up," Gregory said. "Austria never had a chance. But if your people had fought, Hitler might have backed down."

      This was true. It was at least part of the information I brought back from my trips to Germany as a courier, that the German army was more of a figment of Goebbels' newsreels than anything. But that was about a year and a half earlier, a long time in Krupp years.

      "It's too late now," Gregory said. "You know they're much stronger now. It's only a matter of time."

      "What is?"

      "He's coming this way. He'll finish off the Poles, take a little rest to digest, belch once, and head in our direction."

      "To Switzerland?"

      "No," Gregory said. "France."

      "What about France?" It was Liesl's voice. She was hovering over the table after her night out. At her side was a friend. It was Manon Friere, whose top button was still unbuttoned.

      I stood. "Miss Friere, twice in one day. The gods must be telling us something."

      "Only that Zurich is a small town," she said.

      "Still, what are the odds?"

      "I'm sure a statistician would come up with a calculation that would leave you quite disappointed."

      If this was flirting, it was a bit on the chilly side of normal. Seeing as how there wasn't really room for four in the booth -- there wasn't really room for three, to be truthful -- Gregory got up to get the women a drink and then joined the stamp guy and the coin guy. As it turned out, Manon had been at a banking reception at lunch and a booksellers' reception at 5, where Liesl and the librarians had gone for a couple of free cocktails before their dinner. They were introduced to Manon there and brought her along.

      The conversation over the drink was entirely forgettable. I said a couple of witty things, for I was nothing if not a witty motherfucker, but Manon barely cracked a smile. Oh, well. But as Manon stood and began sliding into her coat, Liesl kicked me under the table, then stared at me and offered a quick flick of her eyes in Manon's direction. I had not sensed an ounce of interest on her part, but Liesl was watching the whole thing with a woman's eyes. What the hell.

      So I said, "Dinner sometime? I'll show you that it's a bigger city than you think."

      Manon leaned over, grabbed my pen from the table and scrawled her phone number on one of my folders. That was it. Liesl grabbed her arm and walked her to the door, the two of them giggling the whole way.
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      The tram ride to Uetliberg started in the Bahnhof and lasted about 20 minutes, give or take. I wore an overcoat, knowing how cold it could be at the top. In the wintertime, even when there was no snow in Zurich, there would invariably be a few inches on the ground surrounding the tracks as you pulled into the station. In mid-October, with the temperature forecast for the high 40's downtown, it would be 30-something on the mountain.

      I didn't know who I was meeting. The return postcard from the Smedley Bookshop in London had been succinct:

      Sir,

      We have located a copy of "Northanger Abbey," as per your request. We will put it in the mail on the 2nd. Please remit 1 pound, 15 schillings upon receipt. As a favor to us, if you could include a picture postcard of Uetliberg along with your remittance, it would be most appreciated. I told my grandson about your beautiful city mountain, and he is desperate to add the picture to his collection.

      Cheers,

      Giles Hadley

      So, 1:15 p.m. on October 2nd at Uetliberg. Unless he meant 1:15 a.m., but that seemed unlikely -- there were no trains out there in the middle of the night, and no lights besides. Daytime would be much less conspicuous than nighttime. It had to be 1:15 p.m. And if it weren't, well, whoever it was would have been stood up, figured out my confusion, and come back again in the afternoon.

      There were a handful of people on the tram -- an old couple, a single old man, a mother attempting to corral a pair of 4-year-old boys, and another woman with a pram. It would have been different on a summer weekend when the trams were packed, and the whole menagerie would alight, mostly families, most with small children, many with prams that required a complex geometric negotiation with the doorway of the tram.

      The path off to the left was paved, and it was about a 15-minute walk straight up the hill if you were alone and persistent, a bit longer if you were involved in a leisurely conversation with a companion, a bit longer than that if you were wrangling two small children who were alternately racing ahead or complaining that they needed to be carried.

      In winter, the macadam would be covered by layers of ice and then a thin carpet of packed, dirty snow, all of it topped by a healthy dressing of rough gravel. It was the gravel that prevented most pratfalls. But in the summer and early autumn, before wet leaves turned the path into a slalom, the walk was nice and comfortable and smooth. The forests along the sides had been thinned recently by workers, the felled trees hewn to precise lengths and stacked immaculately along the route. This was Switzerland, after all.

      At the top, especially in the summer, the reward was an unparalleled view of Zurich and its environs -- the river, the lake, the rooftops looking down as if seated in an amphitheater. The view and the gentleman selling cold drinks and wurst from a grill were the reasons to go on an October afternoon. Unfortunately, on this day, the view was largely obscured by low cloud, and the gentleman had not fired up the grill and had only hot chocolate on offer, and it wasn't even that hot.

      I sipped it, though, and waited. I had taken a place on the far side of the viewing area, a couple of hundred feet away from the public binocular things that the kids were all climbing on and attempting to see the roofs of their houses. After about 10 minutes, I began calculating how long I had to wait before abandoning the meeting. A minute or so after that, Groucho arrived. I didn't know his real name, but he had been my Czech intelligence contact when I was recruited in Vienna in early 1937.

      "Wait a minute," I said, pointing. The mustache was gone. "What happened? What will I be calling you now."

      "You can call me 'Sir,' asshole."

      He laughed. We had an odd relationship -- although, to be fair, I didn't know what a healthy relationship between a spy and his handler was supposed to look like. Groucho had recruited me by arguing that, given the stakes, only a coward would refuse. It worked, but it left us in an odd spot. He needed me, and I knew it, and he knew it, yet he spent most of his time giving me shit. The shared experience, though, had worn off some of the roughest edges.

      "I thought you were getting out of the business," I said. In his real life, Groucho had been some kind of banker or financial guy in Vienna.

      "They kept me in Vienna for a while, but it's not like there was a lot of covert information to be gleaned. Hell, they fucking bragged about how badly they were treating the Jews -- they put it in the newsreels, for Christ's sake. I was wasting my time. I was back in Czechoslovakia in a couple of months, right after you left. I became a full-time intelligence officer, and we all left for London after they fucked us at Munich."

      "How's London?"

      "Let me put it this way: everything they say about the food and the dentistry is true."

      "But at least the Gestapo isn't in your pockets," I said.

      "Well, there is that."

      Groucho already knew about Michael Landers getting shot, which I expected. In the couple of weeks since it had happened, things had settled down. There was a big splash in the newspapers on the day after the murder, and then the story was on the bottom of the front pages the second day, and then on an inside page the third day, and then gone by the fourth. Nothing at the bank changed. Marta asked me if I was going to the funeral, and I made up something about it being a private service. She never asked again. And, most importantly, Ruchti had never returned with any additional questions.

      Still, I was worried. I told my story to Groucho and asked what he thought.

      "I can see you're concerned, and I am too," he said. "It's a complication we were hoping to avoid. We can deal with it, but it is a complication. But there's something else I want to talk to you about."

      This "something else" had been my fear since I had first agreed to the whole me-running-the-bank scheme, that they were going to want more. And I wasn't going to do it. I wasn't going to spy for them again. Babysitting the bank was one thing. Actively spying was something else. They had screwed me the last time, and I wasn't going to get screwed again. They used me as bait in a scheme to frame a Gestapo officer who had uncovered their prized informant, and only through sheer luck did I survive. They swore it wasn't luck, that they always had my fate under their control, but I was convinced they were lying. The cynical bastards had used me, and I wasn't going to be used again.

      I had all of that bottled up in me, and when Groucho said, "We want you to get back in the game," I exploded with a "FUCK NO!" that was loud enough to startle a couple of the kids running around nearby.

      "Calm the fuck down," Groucho said.

      "I'm not fucking doing it."

      "Just hear me out."

      "Fuck you. This wasn't part of the deal."

      "First of all, I didn't make the deal," he said. "Second of all, if you've read a newspaper lately, things have changed a little bit in the last month or so. Things are getting serious."

      "Getting serious?" I said. "Getting? First, he swallowed the country where you and I lived, then he swallowed the country where you and I were born, and only now you think it's getting serious?"

      "Look. When Hitler made the deal with the Russians, everything changed. You can admit that to yourself or not, but it's the truth. And once they get done squeezing the life out of Poland, Germany from the west, Russia from the east, well, you know."

      "No, I don't know," I said, lying.

      "Yes, you do. While Stalin guards his ass, Hitler is coming this way. And I love my country as much as you do, but this has become way bigger than Austria or Czechoslovakia. If we're going to have any chance to stop him, it's when he goes into France. And on-the-ground intelligence could make the difference."

      "Fuck you. I'm not doing it. I might just quit the bank and get the hell out of here. You can't stop me."

      I stopped talking. He stopped talking. We both looked out into the distance, the view obscured by the low cloud.

      "Can't see shit," Groucho said. "Kind of a metaphor."

      We talked some more, quieter now. I agreed not to quit the bank. Groucho said he would be in town for a bit and would be in contact again if necessary. I left first. What was a 15-minute walk on the way up the hill took less than half of that on the way down.
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      "When's the date?" Liesl said.

      "Date? With who?" Henry said.

      "Is it the French one from the other night?" Gregory said.

      And so went the ritual dissection of my love life. We were in the cafe, near closing time. Henry and Liesl had come down from the apartment for their nightly drink. Gregory was tidying up or appearing as if he were tidying up, mostly for Henry's benefit. Two of the fossils shared a table up front by the door.  It was just a Wednesday night in October.

      Manon and I had both been busy -- she had traveled to Lausanne to a convention of fabric manufacturers or some such thing -- but we were going to have dinner Friday night. It would be my first actual date in nearly six months. I really had no expectations, even as Liesl was talking her up to Henry and Gregory and making it seem as if I had a shot, and that it would be my fault if it didn't work out. The two times I had met Manon, it just had not felt right. But, well, whatever -- it clearly beat the alternative.

      As I sat there, trying to change the subject, the door opened. I didn't hear it as much as feel it, because it was a chilly and windy night, and wind could sometimes chase up Oberdorfstrasse from the Grossmunster and fill the narrow, cobbled street, almost creating heightened pressure that would burst through a release point, such as an open door. I felt the cold and looked up and saw a man wearing a dark overcoat and hat and carrying a portfolio. He looked around and then fixed on our little group and headed toward us.

      His face brightened as he approached, and brightened was followed by grinning when he arrived. He opened the portfolio pulled out a pen and began pointing at us as he spoke.

      "I think this is my lucky day. You are Gregory. You are Liesl. You are Henry and Alex, in some order. I think I have hit the jackpot."

      That the man was presumptuous went without saying. That he was unlikeable besides also was plain -- hair slicked down, suit just so, perfectly knotted necktie, a well-kept weasel. It took a second for us to digest the fact that he knew who we were and that he had yet to introduce himself.

      "And who would you be, exactly?" Gregory said, finally. "And what are you doing with our names in your goddamn leather notebook?"

      With that, the grin was gone, replaced not by anger but by a kind of hurt puppy kind of look. He was getting more unlikeable by the second. He said his name was Ernst Meissner, and that he was some kind of junior assistant bullshit attache stationed at the German legation in Zurich.

      He positioned the portfolio under his arm and held his hands up, as if in surrender. "I am nothing more than the humble census taker. As a service to our citizens, we attempt to keep track of all expatriates from the Reich and to offer them contact information and social opportunities with their brethren."

      "None of us are German so you can go," Liesl said. Her rudeness was more than a little sexy.

      "You hold a Czech passport, according to my records. So do Alex and Henry. Gregory holds an Austrian passport. That makes all of you citizens of the Reich."

      "But we're not Germans." Gregory this time, angrier. "And what right do you have to come into my place of business and--"

      Meissner held up his hand, stopping the rant.

      "I am sorry you are upset. Let me assure you that there is nothing nefarious about this cataloging of our citizens. Each of our legations in Switzerland has an office in charge of just such record-keeping. That is all it is -- paperwork designed to benefit you and our other citizens living abroad. In Switzerland alone, we have located thousands just like you -- tens of thousands. We keep their contact information on file. If there is ever a need to speak to someone, because of some kind of emergency back home, God forbid, or maybe to offer a business contact or a social opportunity, we have the means to get in touch. That's all this is."

      Of course, anyone who knew the Germans knew that nothing was quite that innocent. I had no doubt that they were organizing little Nazi hit squads, in case the Wehrmacht ever came calling on the Swiss border and needed a little help with their entrance. I also had no doubt that the names in Meissner's portfolio, and in other portfolios around the country, were encouraged to keep their eyes and ears open and report any interesting morsels of rumor or gossip to the legation. You know, just like back home. Because while you couldn't openly wear the swastika or go all pro-Nazi in this country, there was no way they could tell what was written on your heart.

      The fact that the four of us had so clearly identified ourselves as non-cooperators was also to Meissner's benefit. If the Germans ever did invade, grabbing all of the gold and the chocolate, they would already have a list of potential enemies. Which, I guess, was why Meissner uncapped his pen, ticked a couple of boxes on his paperwork, and clapped shut his portfolio. Then he stopped for a second, re-opened it, and removed a sheet of paper that he left on the table.

      "My apologies for interrupting your evening," he said. "I assure you that no one else will be visiting your cafe. Participation in our expatriate program is strictly voluntary. I hope to see you again someday, but that is entirely your decision."

      We all watched him walk out and felt the rush of wind again as he opened the door. The creepiness of the whole episode was palpable. We had gotten out of Austria and Czechoslovakia ahead of the Nazis, so Henry, Liesl, and Gregory only had the knowledge provided by newsreels, and newspapers, and by their imaginations. But I had been to Germany many times before the Anschluss. I had seen the Gestapo raid someone's home and bundle a man off to who knows where. I had spent a few hours naked in a Gestapo jail cell, consumed by my worst fear -- electrodes attached on one end to a car battery and on the other end to my balls. I never experienced it, but I dreamed it enough times that it seemed more than real. Just thinking about it now had me involuntary raising my ballsack from the bench in the booth in a quick motion, only an inch. I don't think the rest of them saw me.

      Here in Switzerland, we were allegedly protected, safe from Nazi invasion, swaddled in a golden security blanket. Herr Meissner, though, had just offered an unsettling vision of what might be.

      "One more?" Henry said, and everyone nodded in the affirmative. He was breaking his one-Manhattan rule.

      I looked down at the piece of paper that Meissner had left behind. It was a flyer advertising a night of German music and dancing at a social hall on Forrlibuckstrasse, over by the Hardturm stadium.

      Liesl caught me reading it. She said, "It's on Friday. You should take Manon and make a night of it."
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      The sun shone through the curtains and woke me. I reached for the watch on my night table. It was 7:15. The other side of the bed was empty, but her scent was still on the pillow.

      I scanned the room for bits of her clothing, listened for running water in the bathroom, then for a teacup's clinking in the kitchen or footsteps in the living room. Nothing. But there was the smell on my pillow, and my fingers. I closed my eyes and remembered.

      What was the last thing she said before I fell asleep? Yes, this: "Not French, but not bad."

      The night had not begun well. We agreed to meet at the restaurant, Orsini, which was at one of the entrances to the plaza in front of the Fraumunster. It was my favorite, from the look outside -- a black iron gate guarded the entrance, along with a corner turret on the second floor painted a kind of salmon color, one you didn't see much on the outside of a building -- to the classic menu. It was old Zurich, old Switzerland, and I enjoyed going inside and shutting out the Hitler headlines on the newsstands. If only I had known how much Manon detested the Swiss.

      Or, as she said after the waiter had taken our orders, "You've been here longer than I have, so you might know the answer to this question: Are they born with the stick up their ass, or is it inserted at the christening."

      I laughed and said, "Oh, they're not that bad," defending them for no apparent reason other than to make conversation. "The Swiss bankers are a little, uh, Swiss, but ordinary Swiss people seem like people everywhere to me."

      "And you know a lot of ordinary Swiss people?"

      I thought for a second. The truth was, I had very few friends other than the people who came with me from Vienna. Part of it was because I flitted around pretty consistently because of my work. Part of it was because I was at an age where making new friends was simply harder than when you are in your 20's. But part of it also was because I was still my late Uncle Otto's nephew. I took on so many of his characteristics, for better or worse -- and his worst attribute was his reluctance to make lasting bonds outside of his small, established circle. I was still like that.

      And so, I said to Manon, "Come to think of it, I don't have a lot of ordinary Swiss friends. So let's agree that they're all assholes and talk about the weather or something, what do you say?"

      "The weather? Cold and gray, followed by gray and cold. The perfect Swiss metaphor."

      "But what about the two glorious weeks of sunshine in the middle of July?"

      "The tease," she said. "Another perfect Swiss metaphor."

      "Are you talking about Freddy?"

      "Don't insult me. He never had a chance."

      Finally, a smile. This was much harder work than I had hoped. Eventually, though, I was able to get her to talk about her background. She was from Lyon, the daughter of a silk manufacturer who could never understand why she would join France's foreign service as a trade rep, even if she were promoting industries like silk-making.

      "My papa always said, 'But why would you want to leave?' When I made the decision, it was obvious -- I had lived in the same place my whole life, never out of earshot of the clattering of the looms. Why did I want to leave? Wasn't it obvious? But now I can't wait to go back."

      "Have you told him?"

      "Too late," she said. Her father had died two years earlier.

      I offered up my story, the one that was appropriate for public consumption. Mother died in the Spanish flu epidemic after the war. Father ran the mine from near Brno with my asshole younger brother. Uncle Otto and I lived in Vienna and handled the Austrian and German clients. Then Otto died. Then Hitler came, and I fled with my friends. Then, Zurich. I left out the part about being a spy, and the identity of the most important customer at Bohemia Suisse. That was still need-to-know, even if it was my whole life.

      Which hit me as I was talking: what kind of a future might I have with Manon, or with anyone, if I couldn't talk about the most important part of my life? Still, I kept on. Talking is what I did for a living, what I always have done. She asked me what I missed about my old life, and I went on an extended riff about the trains that I loved, notably the Orient Express, which came through Vienna a couple of times a week and often took me as far as Cologne. Again, I left out the part about Otto getting murdered in Cologne by the Gestapo, his body thrown off of a bridge into the Rhine, and my subsequent attempt to kill the Gestapo captain who was responsible. More secrets. So many secrets.

      Manon asked if I had ever taken the train from here to Jungfraujoch. "I think it's the highest Alp, and it's truly breathtaking," she said, and then caught herself. "It almost makes you forget how cold and calculating the people are."

      Jab.

      "Their only emotion is greed."

      Double jab.

      "I'm not sure greed is an emotion," I said.

      "But it's a way of life for them. A governing principle. A physical law, like gravity."

      We walked around after dinner, vaguely in the direction of my flat, but only vaguely. It was a beautiful night and a clear night, and the moon reflected brightly off of the lake. The boats were tied up along the piers, not yet tarped and shut down for the winter. There were a lot of people out and about, it being Friday night. At a certain point, she took my hand.

      We talked about her job for a while. She was a trade rep, which meant she talked up French industries and products in all kinds of settings -- trade shows, business conferences, private one-on-ones with businesses and government officials.

      "Last week, I got to talk about silk, which I could do all day," she said. "I got into an argument at one point with a Swiss silk manufacturer. I was really trying to be polite--"

      "Really?" I said.

      "Well," she said. "The man went on about the quality of silk manufactured in Zurich, which is second to Lyon in the size of the business. I pointed out that Lyon was first. He said, 'Quantity is not the same as quality.' So I said, 'You are correct, sir. But even a blind man would tell you that Lyon silk is superior to any Swiss product.' It degenerated from there. We actually drew a crowd of other exhibitors from the show. He turned on his heel and stormed off at a certain point -- I think it was right after I used the term 'tight-assed fraud,' but I'm not sure. The crowd applauded. I bowed."

      All I knew about silk was that I enjoyed how it felt in a darkened bedroom -- as it did, maybe an hour later. And proving that I am not a complete idiot, after gently removing her silk underpants, I rubbed them on her cheek, and then on mine and whispered to Manon, "From Lyon. Definitely, from Lyon."
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      Cafe Tessinerplatz, a pretty big place across from the Enge train station, ran a promotion they called "First Thursday." Once a month, the drinks were two-for-one and a free buffet was set up, a table laden with bread and cheese and little wursts and other assorted shit. They got a good crowd, and my guess is that they broke even on the night but maybe made a profit on return visits. Me, I'd never been back except on another first Thursday.

      The first time I came, about eight months prior, had been as a specific attempt to make a couple of actual Zurich friends -- not another emigre from Vienna or Prague, not another banker or a potential client whose ass needed kissing, but an actual, no-strings-attached human being. As it turned out, I met a guy the first night who was a major in the Swiss army, Marc Wegens. We had become legitimate friends. I had met his wife and kids. He had met the Fesslers, which was as close as I had to family. But mostly, because of his travel and mine -- he was a kind of roving inspector who checked on whatever a roving inspector in a fake army checked on -- we were limited to first Thursdays at Cafe Tessinerplatz. We both actually scheduled our business appointments around it.

      So when I walked in at 6:30 on Thursday evening, Marc was already there. He was drunk enough already that I could tell he had been there for a while. Drunk or sober, unlike Anders, he didn't mind a little kidding about the tremendous Swiss military machine. Or as he said himself, "When they promoted me to major, they told me it would be twice as much work, and they were right. Now I have to work on Monday and Tuesday."

      With the kidding out of the way, and my first drink beginning to take hold, we settled into a minute of comfortable silence. As it turned out, the place wasn't that busy. The waiter guarding the buffet table appeared to be even more bored than the waiter's guild required of its members. The tables of twos and threes were hushed enough that the phonograph music playing in the background seemed too loud. My mind drifted for a second to Manon, and then Marc snapped me out of it.

      "Your face," he said. "I can see it. You met somebody. You're fucking somebody."

      "You must be in military intelligence."

      "Just human fucking intelligence. So give."

      So I told him. He congratulated me in the typical male fashion, with a pat on the back and an "about fucking time" and an order of two shots of schnapps.

      "But seriously," he said. "It is about fucking time. Miriam has been hinting around that she wanted to introduce you to one of her friends, Myra, who isn't tough to look at but is a horror show of a person. Miriam made her brother go out with Myra for a while and he calls her the shark because you spend a little time with her and you just know she's going to end up biting off either your head or your dick, you just don't know which. I've been putting her off but, to be honest, I was starting to lose the battle -- and, you know I love you, but my marriage comes first. Now I can call her off with a clear conscience."

      "I'm touched. But this might not last that long. We both travel a lot, and she could get recalled to France or posted somewhere else."

      This was the truth. I had no idea what I was into with Manon. Part of me wondered what it would be like to live a life with a person who had such a strong personality. I had spent a good portion of my life avoiding all manner of controversy, especially in my personal life. And while she was funny and physically attractive, a life with Manon would be a life of controversy. She wouldn't be able to avoid it. She seemed to have no filter.

      I was telling some of this to Marc, and parrying his attempts to find out some details of the sex, when I sensed a hulking presence over my shoulder. Marc said, "Herman, Herman, sit down. Alex, this is Herman Stressel."

      "I don't mean to interrupt," Herman said. The accent was German, maybe Alsatian.

      "Please do," I said. "You can assist me in changing the subject."

      "Alex, I'm an old married man. Just a few details to warm my night."

      Herman said, "Maybe I should leave."

      "You're staying," I said. "Marc's nights are warm enough. Tell me about you. What do you do for a living? Are you German?"

      Stressel was indeed an emigre, a magazine publisher. I was worried I was going to have to watch my mouth, just as a matter of politeness -- because you never knew where people stood until you knew. This dance had been all the rage in Vienna before the Anschluss when you didn't know if somebody hated the Nazis or was ready to welcome them with a smooch. It was the same thing in this part of Switzerland, where -- emigres aside -- there were so many people with a German heritage or a love for German culture, and you just didn't know if that love extended to the maniac with the mustache. So you spoke carefully until one of you hinted where he stood, and then you took the hint. Delicate did not begin to describe the process.

      But Stressel wasn't 30 seconds into his abbreviated biography when he made a reference to "that shithead Goebbels," so we were going to be fine. Marc and I had done the Nazi dance the first night we met, and while he represented all that was proper and neutral when he wore his uniform, he could motherfuck Hitler with the best of them after a couple of pops. So it was going to be a relaxed evening.

      As it turned out, Herman left Germany in 1936. "I wasn't exactly one step ahead of the Gestapo, but I wasn't a mile ahead, either. I couldn't publish what I wanted, and I couldn't sneak enough of my true beliefs between the lines of what I could publish. They confiscated one of my editions because of a story where, if you looked only at the first letter of every paragraph, it spelled out "FUCK YOU ADOLF." Sophomoric, I know. And then there was a mysterious fire that would have destroyed my printing press if I hadn't been in the office late one night because I was fucking my secretary."

      He could see my eyes widen. "True story," he said. "We were both stark naked throwing buckets of water on the fire. But, anyway, that's when I decided to get out. Now I publish what I want here."

      "And what about the secretary?"

      "Now she's my wife," he said. "True story."

      Marc had apparently heard the tale before. I caught him checking his watch and asked if anything was wrong. He said that Hildy, his 3-year-old, was sick with the croup. He wanted to get home and see her before it got too late.

      "Next month," he said, gathering his coat and his hat. "And then, I want details. No excuses accepted."
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      I offered Herman my bare-bones biography, leaving out the spying part and the business about how I came to be running Bohemia Suisse. If you don't know all the details, the story is a little bit thin. Seriously, how does a traveling salesman from a Czech magnesite mine suddenly find himself parachuted into Switzerland as the president of a private bank? Most people, though, just let it go, either because they weren't listening, or they didn't care, or if they did care, they didn't want to get involved. Because that was one thing about the Swiss -- they were buttoned-up tight, and that was true, but the melange of cultures and languages and the emphasis on banking and money seemed to leave everyone with a secret or two.

      Herman, though, was less complicated, and he saw through my story. Or, as he said, "Do people actually believe that bullshit when you tell them?"

      I tried to act offended, then confused by his question. He literally laughed in my face.

      "I'm a lot of things," he said. "But I'm not a fucking idiot. You're connected, somehow, and you're going to tell me."

      "And why would I do that?" I said.

      "Because we're both half-drunk, on the way to three-quarters. And because I already told you my true story, and you owe me."

      For some reason -- because I was, indeed, half-drunk, and because he was a friend of Marc's -- I trusted Herman. But I offered a caveat.

      "Marc doesn't know, and you can't tell him," I said.

      He agreed. And I told him the story -- again, not all of it, but enough. I told him I was a courier for the Czechs. I didn't tell him I tried to kill a Gestapo captain and ended up in a tribunal in front of Rudolf Hess, the deputy Fuhrer.  I told him that I was forced to flee Austria after the Anschluss and that the Czechs sent my friends and me here as a favor. I didn't tell him that I was still working for Czech intelligence. That seemed not to matter.

      "So you're still spying?" he asked.

      "No," I said.

      "So they set you up with a plush job as a bank president because they're swell people who were doing you a solid?" he asked.

      "Yes," I said.

      "I know that's bullshit and you know that's bullshit, but I like you, so I won't embarrass you by pressing for any more details. At least for a while."

      I drank and thought for a second. The story really was pretty thin. Finally, I said, "Do you think Marc knows?"

      "I'm sure if he doesn't know, he suspects. But he's more polite than I am."

      We started talking about Hitler and Poland and what might be next. I had opinions. Herman had opinions. But as we kept drinking, and I kept working harder and harder to listen to what he was saying, it suddenly struck me that he was offering military details that were interlaced within the opinions. Finally, I stopped him and repeated back a statement he had just made about the thickness of the armor on some such model of a Panzer tank.

      "Twenty millimeters on the sides, huh?" I said. "So now who's the fucking spy?"

      "I'm not a spy. But I do continue to have, shall we say, sources of information within the German military establishment."

      "That makes you a spy."

      "Only if I covertly give the information to a foreign government, which I have not done. I am merely a humble reporter."

      "Do you write this stuff?"

      "A little. Enough so that serious people know I'm a serious journalist -- it helps sell the magazine, and my wife and I do need to eat. But I don't print enough to get us killed in our bed while we sleep."

      "But have you been approached by anyone about getting more information?"

      "Now who's being nosy?" he said.

      I let it go, as we were both entering severe hangover territory and it wasn't even 9 p.m. For me, the decision was to leave now and have a chance for at least a somewhat productive day at the bank on Friday, or keep drinking and write off Friday as a sick day.

      I decided to get up and leave -- because I did have things to do at the bank, and because I didn't trust myself anymore to keep the few secrets I had remaining from Herman. I stood up to reach for my coat from the rack next to the table, and he grabbed my arm.

      "One more," he said.

      "I can't."

      "Then just listen. You might be interested. This is one I'm afraid to write -- partly because I don't have all of the facts nailed down, partly because I like living here."

      He stopped and read what I assumed was the quizzical look on my face. I hoped that my quizzical face was appreciably different than my about-to-throw-up-in-the-gutter face. Apparently, it was.

      "Just listen," he said. "I'm going to make a little speech here, so don't interrupt me."

      I belched. Herman continued.

      "We all know about the Swiss and their 'historical prerogative.' You know, their neutrality. They see it as some kind of divine fucking right or something, and, well, fine. They have their culture. They have their mountains to protect them. Fine. Even though there's a monster next door, fine.

      "But what is neutral? What does that mean? They seem to think it means that you don't help either side and you keep doing business, at least a little bit of business, with both sides. Because they see that as their other divine fucking right -- keeping the cash register ringing, no matter what."

      I was trying to follow what Herman was saying, but the fog had suddenly descended. He seemed to sense my predicament -- perhaps it was my mouth fixed wide open, or the permanent tilt of my head to the left -- and gave my arm a poke.

      "I'm with you -- promise," I said.

      Whatever. Herman talked faster.

      "So the Swiss see it as their right to keep doing business with the Nazis," he said. "What does that mean? Well, Nestle sells chocolate to the Wehrmacht, so that the boys can have a little sweet before they lob a few more shells into Warsaw. Fine. It would be embarrassing if I wrote it, but only that. It would be a little more embarrassing if I wrote that Hitler was getting at least a few of his anti-aircraft guns from Oerlikon-Buhrle."

      "A Swiss company? You sure about that?"

      "Pretty sure. But that's not the real story. I can live with that. I think France and England could live with that. War brings out the greed in a lot of people, and it isn't that big of a deal -- I mean, if they didn't get it here, they'd just get the chocolate from someplace else."

      I was more awake now. "So what are you talking about?" I said.

      He leaned in and almost whispered.

      "Gold," he said.

      Again, my quizzical face, apparently.

      "Look, you know Germany doesn't have sufficient resources," Herman said. "You know it first-hand -- you sold them that stuff to line their blast furnaces. They need iron, they need nickel, they need oil and food most of all -- you can't make war without them. Hitler needs money to pay for all of that. Most of the world won't deal with him. The neutral countries that will -- like, say, Portugal -- can't be seen as doing it. They can't take German gold, and they certainly can't take the gold the Nazis stole from Austria and Czechoslovakia.

      "But you know what?" Herman said. "They can take Swiss gold."

      Again, my face betrayed my ignorance.

      "Don't you get it?" he said. "The Swiss are laundering the Nazis' gold for them -- maybe the national bank itself. And that is much bigger than some chocolate bars. And stopping it could be the difference between crushing this asshole or not."
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      I was pretty sure I wasn't stinking of alcohol when I arrived at the bank at 9:30 the next morning, but that was the only hint I wasn't offering of my consumption of the night before. I showered and did my best, but my face still appeared as if it had been spanked with a shovel, and there was no remedy but time.

      I'm pretty sure Anders could tell. He grunted a greeting when he unlocked the door to let me in, which wasn't unusual, but it was the way he grunted. As for Marta, well, she was less opaque. Within seconds of me sitting down at my desk, she arrived carrying a tray that held a cup of coffee, a tall glass of water and a bottle of paracetamol. She didn't say anything, but she didn't need to. Her's was not a motherly concern. She pretty much dropped the tray on the desk in disgust, and I'm still not sure how nothing spilled. As it was, I nearly knocked over the water as I grabbed it with a shaky hand.

      My diary was carried closed and under her armpit. She opened it and said, "You have Herr Stern at 10, and then lunch at Veltlinerkeller with Herr Cronstadt at 12:30." With that, Marta was gone. If disdain left a stain, we were going to need to have the carpets cleaned.

      Cronstadt was from Kreditanstalt. He was offering me a sliver of the financing work on a municipal road improvement bond that was being floated by the city of Schlieren, just outside of Zurich. It wasn't a pimple on Kreditanstalt's ass, but it was projects such as this, doled out piecemeal to the smaller banks, that kept everyone in line. The deal would be done to Cronstadt's specifications, and I would be happy to be included in the grand Swiss money-lending ecosystem -- because a pimple on their ass was a big hill to me and the other small private banks. Kreditanstalt and Bankverein would use these deals, granting them as rewards for good behavior or withholding them to make a point. And if they did it just right, they would keep everyone financially sated, planets happily revolving around these dual suns, nothing to challenge the stable profitability of their world.

      The deal was already done -- not that I really cared, other than that it was essential for me to seem that I cared if people were to believe I was a real banker. The lunch was just a reaffirmative formality. And by 12:30, and with the accustomed glass of wine at lunch -- OK, maybe two -- the day would likely be brighter. But first, there was Stern at 10. He was another one of Kerner's "nephews”, here to make his first withdrawal, the first since Michael Landers was murdered. And I could feel the dread of this one in my head, my stomach, down to my bowels -- first what Herman Stressel told me the night before, now this.

      I could say that the stuff that Herman told me upset me so much that I couldn't sleep, but that would be a lie. I somehow got back to my flat, passed out on the couch in my clothes, and slept okay. My memory was a little fuzzy, though. I remembered that he had told me about the Swiss somehow laundering Nazi gold, but I didn't remember how or exactly why. I think he mentioned the national bank, but I wasn't sure. My overall sense was that it was something very big, though, if he could prove it. It was also something I should tell Groucho, although that would be my first unmistakable step, and I just didn't want to get back into the game.

      I kept trying to tell myself that, if I played it just right, I could maybe do this on my own terms. I could tell Groucho what I heard, but make up some shit about how it was all third-hand, and I didn't even know who I was talking to, and there was no way for me to contact the guy for more details or anything. What could he say to me at that point other than, "OK, thanks for the info, and if you hear anything else, let me know." So I would be in, and then I would be out, and there wouldn't be anything Groucho or his masters in London could do about it.

      Over and over again in my head went variations on this strategy, and repetition seemed to make them more plausible. That made me feel a little better, that and the paracetamol and the coffee. I was approaching human status when Marta rang my phone to tell me that Herr Stern had arrived. I told her to walk him back, which she did, closing the door behind her, leaving behind another stare of disdain.

      I think it was for the customer, though, another of the trust fund kids for whom she had no time. And he was a kid. I remembered wondering about his age the night I met them all and distributed the credentials that would allow them to make withdrawals if I wasn't around.

      "No offense," I said after we settled into facing wing chairs in my office sitting area, away from the imposing desk. "But how old are you."

      "Nineteen," Stern said, with all of the arrogance he could muster.

      "No offense, I repeat, but that's bullshit."

      "Almost nineteen," he said, the arrogance giving way just a bit, the eye contact disengaged for a second before reconnecting.

      This was another reason I wanted no part of getting back in. I was more than twice this kid's age. Besides the physical stuff that he could do that I could no longer do, if it came to that -- run, climb, whatever -- there was something else. He was too young to know what he was risking. He probably had nothing, so he had nothing to lose.

      The door of the office was closed, and the leather-padded walls were further protection against being overheard. Still, when we began to talk, I instinctively lowered my voice, just a bit, and Stern followed.

      "What's your first name again?"

      "Martin. Marty."

      "Are you OK, Marty?"

      "I'm a little shaken up -- we all are," he said.

      "Do you have any theories about why Michael was shot?"

      "That's the thing -- we don't. We have no idea. He wasn't into anything crazy, at least that we know of. And even if he was, it's almost like a gentleman's game here. Nobody gets arrested. Nobody gets deported. There's no fucking way anybody gets killed, but Michael did."

      "What do you mean, a gentleman's game?"

      "This doesn't go to my level or Michael's level," Marty said. "But the level above me, like Fritz Blum -- the spies all know each other. They all drink in the same place in Bern. I've been there -- German spies at one table, Czech spies at another table, French spies at another table, Swiss cops at another table. They don't talk to each other, not really, not much more than a hello, but they all nod to each other and acknowledge each other and buy each other drinks. It's not a big secret. It's not supposed to be dangerous. Like I said, just gentlemen shuffling paperwork in the paperwork capital of the world -- but then Michael ends up dead, and we have no idea why."

      As it turned out, Marty had just finished up at the gymnasium. His parents wanted him to give university a try before taking over the family business, which was manufacturing nails in Winterthur. Or, as Marty said, "manufacturing fucking nails in fucking Winterthur," explaining that he convinced his parents to allow him to take a year off and live in Zurich. He found a job in a bookstore, where the ancient proprietor allowed him to live above the shop in a spare apartment. In exchange, he did all of the lifting and cleaning and watched the register while she napped after lunch. As it turned out, the bookstore was a place where the Czech spies passed messages. The proprietor was originally from Prague, and after he had figured out half of the story, she supplied him with the rest. He immediately wanted to join, and she was happy to have him.

      "But why?" I said. "It's not your fight."

      "Not yet," he said.

      "The Swiss will never fight."

      "The Swiss are fools if they think this doesn't affect them."

      "All they care about is doing business."

      "Well maybe that's the problem," Marty said.

      The arrogance was back in his eyes. I walked over to the desk and made out his withdrawal slip. I went out to the small cash window, which was more of an artifice than anything -- we could have kept a cash box in Marta's bottom drawer just as easily -- and got the money. Marta eyed me up as I carried the pile back into my office.

      I leaned over and told her, "Five thousand."

      She shook her head. "Rich, wasteful fool."

      "That's Herr Rich Wasteful Fool to you and me," I said.

      She half-smiled.
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      After shuffling some paperwork for a while, the lunch with Cronstadt went as expected, and the two glasses of wine -- "Come, come, Herr Cronstadt, we must have a second glass to toast our agreement!" -- reestablished my equilibrium. I was actually feeling pretty good when I returned to the bank and was told by Marta that I had a last-minute appointment, a 4 p.m. at the office of Peter Ruchti, the police detective.

      "Can you call him back and tell him I'm busy?"

      "It wasn't a request," Marta said.

      So. Coming so soon after Martin Stern's visit to my office, my nerves were naturally vibrating a bit. A shot of schnapps from the crystal decanter on my sideboard dulled them a bit. Then I sipped a second shot to maintain that level of anesthesia as I tried to figure out what Ruchti might know.

      I kept coming back to the idea that he knew nothing. Michael Landers, he of the bullet in the eye, had been in my company precisely three times. Once was in Fritz Blum's home, when we were arranging the withdrawal credentials. His house was miles away from the center of the city, and no coincidence in the world would have had a witness place me there. For one thing, the meeting was at night.

      A second time was an accidental meeting in a random bar, where we looked at each other and decided, what the hell, it's only one drink. There were only three people in the place, and we were two of them, so what were the odds anyone saw us? And it was over a mile away from the murder, so why would a cop go looking there to connect the two of us?

      The third time was the most dangerous, the time I walked him into the bank on a Saturday afternoon to make a withdrawal. But thinking back on it, the day had been rainy, and we both were wearing hats and overcoats with our collars turned up -- and Lander was carrying an umbrella. Even if someone had occasioned to look out the window and see us, and even if they recognized me, there was no way they could have gotten a good look at Landers' face. No way.

      The only other potential problem would have been if Ruchti had gotten a look at my diary. But he hadn't, and without being asked, Marta had covered over Landers' name with a relatively-believable accidental ink spill that blotted out several of the entries from that day. She even blotted out another afternoon, three months previous, to make the spill seem less unusual.

      So what did Ruchti know?

      His office was right along the Limmat River, in the police station at Bahnofquai 3. It was a building already famous for being the best-decorated police station in the world because of the murals that the artist Augusto Giacometti had painted in the lobby. I had never seen them, so at least I would experience a little culture before dealing with Ruchti's inquisitiveness.

      As I waited for him to come down, I spent a few minutes with the murals. The locals call the place Blüemlihalle because of all of the flowers in the murals, but they weren't actually flowers but floral shapes, eight petals in a circle around a center. There were flowers and crosses and a lot of orange and a lot of green, from floor to ceiling, forming roofs and arches and all kind of bordering around the main murals.

      One featured a boy performing all manner of mathematical and geometry tasks, all angles and equations. In another, the theme was astronomy, with someone looking through a telescope at stars and a crescent moon. A third panel showed five stone masons building a wall, laying bricks, and troweling cement. One figure was of a man chipping away at a rock. And in the fourth mural, there were two carpenters. One of them was wielding a big saw. The first two murals were dated 1926. The last two, of the masons and the carpenters, were dated 1925.

      Ruchti caught me in front of the carpenters. "Ah, Herr Kovacs. There you are, admiring a depiction of honest labor. Why would a banker be attracted to such a scene?"

      This was the second crack about bankers that Ruchti had made. Yes, I was counting. I tried to keep things light as if that would matter.

      "I'm surprised there is no mural of bankers," I said. "If this artwork is indeed a Swiss national treasure."

      "Yes, how could a national treasure not contain a depiction of those in charge of the national treasure?"

      "Perhaps because of the statutes prohibiting profanity?" I said.

      Ruchti laughed. "Herr Kovacs, you are not like the typical Swiss banker. I find that intriguing. Perhaps you can tell me about your bank."

      "Not much to tell. Small, wealthy clientele. Ties to Czechoslovakia. Some old Czech clients -- I think I can reveal that much without running afoul of the secrecy laws. But that is about it. You know as well as I do that I cannot say anything more. But there are several dozen banks in this city just like it."

      He pointed past the reception desk and toward the front doors. We began to walk along the river. If he had planned to arrest me, I figured he would have done it while we were inside. So, what? Ruchti said nothing as we strolled. I had matched his silence before, back in my office, and I could do it out there, too. Absent somebody who had seen Landers and me together, the only way I could get into trouble was if I dragged myself into it with an unthinking remark. So, silence, for one block, then a second.

      Finally: "I always enjoyed this view," Ruchti said, pointing ahead, the Grossmunster on the other side of the Limmat, the lake ahead. "I like it better than some of the views from the Uetliberg. What do you think? Have you been up there?"

      The Uetliberg. It was, on the one hand, a celebrated Zurich vantage point. It was, on the other hand, a hell of a coincidence for him to bring it up about two weeks after I had met Groucho there. Unless it wasn't a coincidence.

      "Funny you should mention it -- I was up there recently," I said, riffing with a bit of the truth. "It was a cloudy day, though. I didn't get the full experience."

      "But I'm sure you were enlightened nonetheless," Ruchti said. Then, again, silence.

      Uetliberg. "Enlightened." If Ruchti wasn't delivering a message, then I wasn't nearly pissing myself, which I was. But it didn't make sense. He was a cop investigating a murder. It was hard to believe that he had access to the kind of manpower it would take to follow me around all day for weeks at a time. And for what reason? I really hadn't given him one. The business card in Landers' pocket wasn't enough to make that kind of commitment. I had explained it away, and it really was true -- I did give out about 50 of my cards every month. It wouldn't have been hard for Ruchti to find that out. All he had to do was ask another banker because we all did the same thing.

      Maybe it was just my imagination.

      We got to the lake, and then Ruchti turned us around and walked us back, retracing our steps along the riverbank. He said something about the weather. I said something back. We got to the police station, and he shook my hand. He said, "Okay, we'll be in touch." It was the same thing he had said in my office.

      I watched Ruchti as he climbed the steps and re-entered the building. If his purpose had been to do anything other than mess with my head, I don't know what it was.
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      Manon and I settled into a relationship that I would describe as comfortably passionate. The passionate part was obvious enough -- we were spending about three nights together per week, right from the start. I was 40, and she was 30ish -- still not sure, exactly -- and there seemed little reason for pretense or the dating dance. She had a job, and I had a job, hers busier than mine but both requiring occasional overnight travel, and the thought of flowers and chocolates and such seemed silly. There was an attraction, and it was real, and I know that at least a couple of times a day, I found myself zoning out of a conversation or forgetting everything I had read on the previous page because I was thinking of Manon. I sensed that the feeling was mutual, and that was enough.

      Some nights, she would just show up at Cafe Fessler when I was sitting at my stammtisch, going over a pile of bank paperwork after dinner. It was easy, natural. I would finish my work while she had a drink, chatting with whichever Fessler happened to be handy. Sometimes she brought a novel and sat with me and read while I plowed through the pile -- initial here, sign there, daydream for a second and feel the stirring below the table.

      The Fesslers left us alone, for the most part, other than to say a quick hello. They would have this look on their face that unnerved me, just a bit. It was a shade on the beatific side, not a typical look between friends, and I even asked Henry about it at one point.

      "Look, we're just happy for you," he said. I knew that was it, but I hated what it left unsaid. That is, that my life before had been such an abject pile of shit that Manon was somehow rescuing me from misery.

      But here's the thing: I wasn't miserable. I enjoyed my own company, for the most part. I had been on a dry spell, and that was true enough. And I was finding it hard to meet new people, also true. But I was content. I was not miserable. I had dated more in Vienna and had a few somewhat serious girlfriends along the way, but Henry and his father had many times seen me very happily alone for significant stretches of time. I was not some kind of social basket case. Henry was always the one who seemed to need a girlfriend, and who fell the hardest when the relationship ended -- usually right after they found out what daddy did for a living. But I was never like that. My life was not an abject pile of shit.

      This night, it was Liesl who made the quick visit. She looked at me and offered up the smile. Manon looked at Liesl and giggled as she walked away.

      "What was that about?" I said.

      "Nothing."

      "Come on."

      "She's just happy to know that I'm getting it on a regular basis."

      "No way. Women don't think like that."

      She stopped, shook her head. "For future reference, what's German for 'men are complete idiots'?"

      I had been thinking about Johanna, the girlfriend I had in Vienna at the time of the Anschluss. She was the daughter of a baron and baroness whose star (and bank account) were fading, and likely to fade even quicker under the Germans. But she wouldn't leave when I left, for a lot of reasons -- and mostly because I didn't even ask her to leave in the end. We wanted different things, and she could never let go of the notion that she was tied to her family, and her family was tied to Austria, and that was that. But part of it was that I had kept the spying part of my life from her, and when I finally told her, she laughed in my face, laughed as if it were impossible to see the traveling magnesite salesman acting for any kind of noble, higher cause.

      That her opinion stung went without saying. Her disdain then, the beatific smiles now -- how exactly did people see me? My Uncle Otto had taught me many things, but one of them -- "Cards to the vest, son, cards to the vest in life and in love" -- had stuck with me, maybe too much. I always figured, if you didn't let people in, they would just see what you showed them. But more and more, it was dawning on me that a blank canvas was just an invitation for other people to fill it in however they wanted.

      I didn't want that with Manon. I didn't know where we were headed, but I didn't want that. So I wanted to tell her something about the spying part of my life, but I didn't want to endanger her or scare her. Because there was little doubt I was going to get in deeper. As soon as I heard about the Nazi gold, I knew. I couldn't just walk away from that kind of knowledge. I didn't know what to do with it, and I didn't even know if it was entirely true, but it was the kind of thing that could affect Germany's ability to fight in a very big way, and I had to pursue it. I just felt it inside, that I needed to get involved, regardless of the risk. And fuck Johanna.

      But what to tell Manon? I couldn't tell her what happened in Vienna. And while I might be able to tell her soon about being the banker for the Czech spy network in Switzerland -- the Fesslers all knew, so what was one more? -- but it still seemed awfully soon for that. I settled on telling her the gold story but without the details of who told me or how or when. I said it was a guy from another bank who got drunk and told me he heard it third-hand. And that there was no proof.

      Manon was simultaneously fascinated and enraged.

      "The goddamn Swiss," is how she began, followed by a recitation of every lousy thing she could say about the country and its people, ending up with, of all things, "and that includes the fucking fondue."

      "But I don't know what to do now?"

      "You need to embarrass them," she said.

      "But how?"

      "You need to get the story published. Nobody here would ever do it, but you have that friend in Paris, right?" she said. I had thought about Leon. This is the kind of story he would kill to write. He had worked on a scandalous tabloid in Vienna, and he had worked on a serious broadsheet, and his heart was with the serious. To expose the Swiss banking system for making a deal with the Nazi devil would be his highest honor.

      "But I don't even know if it's true," I said.

      "Then you have to find out. Get your banker friend drunk again and go from there. You need to do this. Publicizing this is the only way to get these assholes to do the right thing."

      There might be some other ways after I had spoken again to Groucho. But none of that came up as we made what turned out to be an extra-quick walk back to my flat.
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      Arriving at the bank the next day, trying to figure out how I was going to contact Groucho, the answer came in the morning post. It was a picture postcard. On one side was a photo of the Fraumunster, the church that stares across the Limmat at its big brother, the Grossmunster. It was a photo of the outside of the church, marred by a red X that was drawn on the bottom right, in the foreground. It was just a random, stray mark, you would assume, except that on these kinds of postcards, there was no such thing as a random, stray mark.

      On the other side were my name and the bank's address, along with this message:

      It was great seeing you! Zurich has so many wonderful sites! One day, we saw 7 of them and, let me tell you, we were exhausted -- slept till nearly 11 the next morning. Heading home soon. Thanks again for the hospitality!

      G

      It was easy enough to figure out -- Groucho wanted to meet on the 7th at 11 a.m. at the spot marked by the X. The 7th was the next day. As it turned out, the X marked the spot of the Fraumunster Kreuzberg, the cloister. Behind an iron gate, open to tourists and worshippers and lovers of murals painted of nuns and angels, it was a courtyard in the center with the murals along the sides, tucked into covered walkways supported by marble pillars. Some of the walkways were darker than others, depending upon the time of day and the angle of the sun. I understood why Groucho picked the place. There were plenty of places to hide in the midst of a public place. From what I could see, there were six people in the cloister.

      I stood in the center of the courtyard and scanned the scene, my face painted with as much religious fervor as I could muster, turning slowly, trying to spot Groucho, my left arm embracing my body, my chin cupped in my right hand. I sneaked a look at my wristwatch. It was 11:05, but I didn't see him. Then I heard a cough. It came from the side to my right, an area wholly darkened by shade and a spot I couldn't see because of one of the pillars. I walked over and found Groucho pretending to admire a painting of two nuns cowering behind a deer, their faces framed between antlers that the artist bathed in a kind of ethereal light.

      "A fan, are you?" I said.

      "It's art, I guess," he said.

      "It's holy art, sir. In some circles, your skepticism would be heard as heresy. Your soul would be damned."

      "My soul was damned a long time ago."

      "Finally, something we agree on," I said.

      I asked him what he had been doing during his stay in Zurich, and he really didn't answer, other than to say that he wasn't in Zurich the entire time. I tried to draw him out a little more, but he seemed uninterested in chitchat and eager to get to the point. I preempted him, though, and surprised him by saying, "I changed my mind. I'm in."

      "Well, fuck me," Groucho said.

      "Shhh," I said, and then pointed at the nuns on the wall.

      He laughed. "I have to admit that I'm surprised -- no, shocked. I hesitate to ask why you changed your mind because I don't want to jinx it, but why did you change your mind?"

      I told him the story about the Nazi gold. I had learned in my time working with Groucho that he was interested pretty much only in the provable and less in theory, which he dismissed as "intellectual embroidery" and with gruff interruptions that demanded a return to the facts. But while this was a story light on facts and heavy on theory, Groucho was mesmerized. His only interruption was a single "holy shit," half-whispered, followed by an encouragement for me to continue talking.

      When I was finished, we stood there in silence -- Groucho and I, the two nuns and the deer. We had been there for five minutes, but no one in the cloister had interrupted us. Finally, Groucho spoke. He actually took an exaggerated deep breath before he started, as if steeling himself.

      "Look, this is huge -- you can see that," he said. "We need to find out if it's true, that's the first thing. But you know, that might be the easy part."

      "What do you mean?"

      "I don't have to tell you that we work for smart people who sometimes have no instincts. I don't have to tell you that we might have stopped Hitler before he took Austria with a little show of Czech muscle. We might have stopped him before Munich if the French had a set of balls. It's obvious to you, and it's obvious to me what this gold laundering means, but part of me thinks our bosses won't see it the same way."

      "How is that possible?" I was incredulous. Because while Groucho was right about the rest of it, as he had said up on Uetliberg, things were different now. This was much bigger. If he was right, France was next. They had to see what this meant.

      "Look, I hope you're right," he said. "But I can just as easily see Benes sitting at the end of our big conference table telling me that, in the bigger picture, we must realize that upsetting a sovereign, neutral government that permits us to run our espionage operations from its soil and blah, blah, blah."

      Then, more silence. Two 5-year-old kids ran by us, giggling and pointing at the deer. Their mother, or a harried facsimile of one, rushed past us in pursuit.

      "But let's not worry about that yet," Groucho said. "First things first: we need to prove that it's true, that it's really happening. Do you have any ideas how?"

      I really didn't. Then again, I really hadn't made up in my mind that I was going to get back into the spying business until the day before. Groucho began thinking aloud, about having me become a part of Fritz Blum's network.

      "No," I said. "I'm a free agent here, or I'm out. I work for you and report directly to you. You can tell Blum I'm in the game, but I don't work for him. That's non-negotiable. Besides, it doesn't make any sense. I'm going to be fishing in a different stream than his boys."

      "Well, then you're going to need a radio," Groucho said. "And you're going to need some training. There's a little more involved in this than just being a courier."

      "How hard could it be? They fucking let you do it," I said.

      My bravado was beyond false. I think Groucho knew that, too. He looked at his watch, and we arranged for another meeting -- this one, in his hotel room. Before he left, I wanted to tell him about the meeting at police headquarters with Ruchti, the one I found so unsettling.

      "What's the cop's name?" Groucho asked.

      "Ruchti."

      "Peter Ruchti?"

      "Yeah, you've heard of him?"

      "You might say that," Groucho said. "Peter Ruchti is an officer in the Swiss intelligence corps, which is really about two guys whose idea of covert communications is using a couple of tin cans and some string."

      "No," I said. "He's just a cop, a homicide detective. He's investigating the murder."

      "No, he's a spy," Groucho said. "And seeing as how he used his correct name, my guess is that he wants you to know."
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      A fortress on Talstrasse, the Baur au Lac was Zurich's grandest hotel, where the swells had the swellest of times and paid handsomely for the privilege. The key selling point was in the name: the view of Lake Zurich. In my mind, though, it came up a little short in that department because the hotel was not on the lake itself but about a block back. And while it was true that the view was uninterrupted by any buildings, there was a small park and about six lanes of traffic between the hotel and the lake, traffic that you could hear with the windows open. It was not some perfect idyll within the city. Of course, that was the opinion of someone who had never stayed there and likely never would. I couldn't afford to be a regular customer, but that did not mean I couldn't afford to be critical.

      Still, I was sitting in the lobby bar, having a drink, and surveying the swells. My tiny table was in the corner, my view of part of the lobby obscured by some sort of potted palm. This was an amateur mistake, but seeing as how I was an amateur on my first real spying mission, oh well. Better to miss part of the room than to get the waiter to change my seat, which would just have drawn attention to my presence.

      I had been there for about 20 minutes, and my second Manhattan had materialized, and it was all very normal, other than the tightness of my sphincter. It was a busy room, and while the typical table had two people seated, there were plenty of singles -- having a drink before dinner, waiting for a companion, just reading the afternoon paper and unwinding amid the marble and the tapestries. In some cases, spying involved physical danger and derring-do. In my case, it involved drinking and observing people. So, as it turned out, I had really been a spy for my whole adult life.

      The plan had been to stay for a third drink, but no more. Again, that would have likely drawn some attention -- from the waiter, if no one else. I wasn't sure exactly what I was hoping to see -- Groucho had said I should start doing this every night, here and at a couple of other hotels, just a drink or two. Between that and my typical roster of client lunches, I would see more than I imagined, he said, as long as I kept my eyes open. And so it was, near the bottom of my second Manhattan, when Klaus Berner arrived in the bar with a man who I recognized but did not know.

      Berner was a vice president in charge of something-or-other at the Swiss national bank. They had a lot of vice presidents, and I had met most of them at one time or another. Precisely what they did was another question. Then again, precisely what I did in my day job was also open to debate, if anyone cared to think about it. And while I didn't know the name of Berner's companion, I did know the face. I knew it because it was one of the 50 or so men whose photographs Groucho had given me to study.

      He had made me up a packet of portraits after our talk at the Fraumunster. Apparently, one of his tasks while in Zurich was assembling this Nazi rogues gallery, and now he was picking and choosing photos for me from a much more extensive collection. It filled an entire briefcase, and not a small one. I didn't bother asking him how he had gotten them, although they looked quite official, like the kinds of photos that big companies, or big governments, kept in their personnel files.

      He appeared to have two copies of every photo. Included were the head of Germany's legation in Zurich, and a few other people who worked there who were known to be spies. I handed one of the snapshots back to Groucho.

      "I already know this asshole," I said, explaining how I had come to be acquainted with Ernst Meissner, the smarmy census taker, and his story about offering business contacts and socializing opportunities.

      "You know that's bullshit, right?" Groucho said. "The truth is, the Nazis have organized the true believers and made sure, if they aren't already, that they're armed and ready. You know, just in case the time comes when the Wehrmacht decides to cross the border and learn to yodel."

      "We kind of figured that."

      "Yeah, and you know what else? The Swiss have kind of figured that, too. I'm pretty sure it keeps your pal Ruchti up at night."

      Berner and his companion sat at a table on the other side of the lobby. I'm pretty sure he didn't see me. I knew I had seen the face of his friend, and that it was in my collection of photos -- photos that, coincidentally, were in a file folder in the briefcase that was currently nuzzling against my right calf.

      Did I dare? I scanned the room. There would be nothing unusual at all about a lone traveler grabbing a file folder from his briefcase for a quick peek. I was seated against the wall -- at least I had gotten that part right -- so no one could see over my shoulder. The big plant to my right -- which really could stand to be watered a bit more regularly, given the price of the Manhattan -- would shield me from that direction. So why not?

      With the file folder as close to my chest as I could manage while still opening it, I riffled through the photos. About halfway through, I found my man. Now I needed to see that name written on the back, except I did not dare remove it entirely from the folder. So, instead, I kept my finger on the photo inside and flipped over the entire folder and then read what was on the back:

      Walter Sparberger

      Deputy Minister of Finance

      On the one hand, there were probably a dozen reasons why the German deputy minister of finance would be meeting with a vice president of the Swiss national bank. On the other hand, if there really was a gold laundering operation underway, who better to coordinate it than a pair of functionaries who were pretty high up in their respective organizations, but not so high as to dirty the hands of the truly important people.

      I was thinking all of this, and looking down one more time into the file folder, when a voice startled me.

      "Herr Kovacs, a pleasure to see you."

      It was Berner and Sparberger, standing at my table, standing above me and looking down at me and my file folder.

      I flinched and yanked my hand out of the file and placed it on my lap. Berner said, "I apologize. I have startled you. Working after hours?"

      He introduced me to Sparberger, offering his name and title. No secrets, then. I explained that I was just checking a contract for an error that, as it turns out, was not an error after all.

      "Alone?" Berner asked.

      "Stood up, it appears," I said, shrugging. The two of them offered weak smiles. I said, "I haven't given up yet, though -- not until I finish this drink, anyway."

      "Well, good luck," Berner said. He and Sparberger headed into the restaurant for dinner.
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      I stopped at my flat to change my clothes, then headed to Cafe Fessler. Manon was overnight in some godforsaken place at some godforsaken farm show. Or as she said, "Cutest goat contest, followed by judging the butter sculptures, followed by a half-hour of scraping the shit off of my shoes."

      The weather had turned cold and wet, which kept most of the fossils at home for the night. The last one left the cafe at about 10:15, at which point Gregory locked up and turned off the outside lights. I had already told him that we had a job this evening, and he motioned into the back room and then up the staircase that led to his flat.

      It was a massive space -- small kitchen and eating area, large living room and three bedrooms besides. Henry and Liesl had the same setup, two floors above. The level in-between could have been another apartment but was instead used as a storage space for tables and chairs and fixtures and such. This way, it gave them all a little more privacy.

      Only two of Gregory's bedrooms were furnished. The third was used for storage, a maze of half-filled boxes and mismatched furniture pieces. Only now, in the far corner, hidden behind the warren of shit, were a wooden folding chair and a small round table, upon which sat the radio that Gregory would use to transmit Alex's report of the meeting between Berner and Sparberger.

      "Let me turn it on," Gregory said. "It's going to take a little while to warm up."

      He flicked the switch, and the dial lit up, and I wondered for the tenth time exactly what I had done by allowing Gregory to get involved in all of this. Slowly, you could hear the tubes inside the radio begin to hum. Gregory actually put his hand on the radio, to feel the temperature rise. He did it lovingly if that was possible.

      It had started when Groucho insisted on the radio. He said, "If you're insisting on being a free agent, as you call it, then you will need it to communicate. The mails aren't quick enough except for the most routine messages."

      He gave me a handbook on Morse code, as well as a copy of the King James Bible, all 1,279 pages of it. The system we used would be simple enough. If we were sending a message on August 20th, we would go to page 821 of the bible -- always add one page. Then we would substitute letters on the page for numbers. If we wanted to transmit the letter T, we would count the number of letters on the page until we reached the first T, and that number would be sent. It was easy to execute and pretty much uncrackable. Even if someone found the book and figured out the date part, the extra page would likely confound them forever.

      "Okay, let me start on the message," Gregory said. I handed it over. It was simple enough: "Brenner met tonight with Sparberger." But seeing as how this would be our first real transmission -- we had performed one test -- we were both nervous.

      Groucho had said that the radio would be shipped to me by regular mail, but he said that he would not risk it being sent directly to my flat or to the bank. "Ruchti knows you're up to something, which means the Nazis in the legation might at least suspect," he said. "We just can't take the chance. We need a third party."

      My only third party was the Fesslers. So they had it shipped there. When it arrived, I would think of some explanation. And as it turned out, when it did arrive, Henry didn't even think twice. He signed for it and, when I came in for dinner, he said, "You had a package delivered here this morning. It's in the back. I'll get it for you in a few minutes." First, though, he was going upstairs to drop off his Manhattan and a glass of Riesling for Liesl. Then, by the bar, I heard Gregory tell him, "Don't bother, I'll get it for him." And then, a few minutes after that, Gregory brought me the package, about the size of a shoebox. It was apparent that he had opened it and rewrapped it.

      "So, explain," Gregory said. He sat down, and the look on his face was one part excitement and one part disdain.

      There seemed little point in lying. It's not as if I could argue that I was joining a shortwave radio club as a hobby. Gregory, Henry, and Liesl already knew about what I had done in Vienna, and the deal I had to make with Czech intelligence to get all of us to Zurich, and Leon to Paris. They knew I was running the bank as part of the arrangement. They had probably assumed that I was more involved than I was before somebody put a bullet in Michael Landers' head. So, well, what the hell. I told Gregory everything. The story about the Nazi gold really set him off.

      "Those goddamned--"

      "What ones? The Germans or the Swiss?" I said.

      "All of them. But especially the goddamned Swiss. You have to stop them. And you have to let me help."

      "Wait, wait, wait. No. This can't happen."

      "You just told me you're a free agent. So you're free to recruit some assistance. I'm your assistance."

      "No, damn it. No. Absolutely not. N-O. There's no way I can let you get involved in this."

      "I'm already involved in this." Gregory pointed to the box on the table.

      "No you're not, not really," I said. I think I spent the next five minutes babbling myriad variations of the phrase "no fucking way." All I could think about was Henry, and how much he loved the life where his father was just a normal father, not the guy who ran a protection racket, and how he would kill me if he found out.

      "Just listen to me," Gregory said. I had pretty much talked myself out, and he waited until I was done. "If it wasn't safe to mail the radio to your flat, then it's just as unsafe for you to transmit from your flat. We both know that the technology exists to detect the transmissions, which means the Germans likely have that capability here. For all we know, that's why the guy got shot through the head, because they caught him transmitting."

      "We don't know that," I said. I was weakening.

      "Alex, you have to let me do this. It will help you, and you know it even if you won't admit it, but I really need this. I need it for me. I'm dying of boredom here. I miss the game. I miss the action. And if I can't ever have that back, I can have this. And I can do something for my country, for Austria. Alex, I need this. It might be my last chance."

      Twenty years earlier, Gregory had hired me for a summer job at the restaurant -- Henry's dad, our friendly neighborhood mobster. Now he was begging me, half pathetic but half defiant. So I agreed. He learned the Morse code in a couple of days. The practice transmission went off perfectly. And now, on our first real night, after I checked over the message, Gregory sent it with a steady, even cadence. He kept the Morse code cheat sheet at his side, but it he referred to it, I didn't notice.

      After sending, we waited in silence for an acknowledgment from London. The letter G would mean that Groucho received and understood the message. The letter R would mean that they needed a repeat. Silence for more than five minutes would mean they never received the message.

      Two minutes, three minutes, then:

      Dash, dash, dot.

      The letter G.

      Gregory and I hugged as if we had just bombed Berchtesgaden. He flipped off the radio and offered me a drink, but I declined. Turning to leave, I looked at him and nodded, and we both laughed as we repeated the one rule that both of us had agreed upon as inviolate:

      "Henry can't know."
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      Manon went home to Lyon for Christmas and New Year's. I asked her if she was going to tell her family about me. Her reply was a laugh. Not a giggle, not a smiling titter, but a brief explosion of a guffaw. Imagine your best friend's drunken belly-laugh when he recalls the story of the time when you drank beer for the first time, and he literally dropped you in a heap just inside the vestibule of your building. Now cut that in half. That was Manon's reaction.

      "Darling," she said. She must have seen the hurt on my face and was backtracking. "We are not children anymore. I do not practice writing 'Manon Kovacs' on the inside of my school copybooks. I do not gossip about you with my friends -- although Liesl does pry a few details out of me every once in a while, but that's more about her knowing you than anything else. Because I don't act like a schoolgirl doesn't mean I don't love you. Because I very much love you."

      In all, it was a decent salvage on her part. But I would close my eyes and hear that laugh for weeks afterward.

      The newspapers, all through that time, were full of talk of the "sitzkrieg" or the "phony war." The Poles didn't think it was so phony, of course. They had lasted about five weeks, give or take, before the Germans pushing from the west and the Russians pushing from the east strangled the breath out of a proud army that actually fought nobly, given everything. It was such a shame. When you talked to somebody about Poland, if one of you didn't use the term "poor bastards" to describe them, it was an upset. They had done nothing wrong. There was no good reason why they should be the volleyball of Central Europe, batted around strategically sometimes and simply smashed at other times. Their only offense was an accident of geography. Poor, poor bastards.

      But since then, nothing. The Christmas markets in Zurich were their usual charming selves, full of kitsch and crap and smiling families from the hinterlands, making a day of it. Christmas in my flat was typical -- no tree, no lights, no kitsch, no crap. Liesl tried to embarrass me into decorating, but I refused to be embarrassed. Christmas was for children. Period.

      Still, I bought a bracelet for Manon and received a necktie from her to go along with her belly-laugh. It seemed about right. I also bought small gifts for Henry, Liesl, and Gregory, because on Christmas Eve, the cafe would close at 2 p.m. and there would be a family celebration, and if they weren't my family -- along with Leon in Paris -- then I didn't have a family. My father and brother in Brno weren't speaking to me anymore after I chose a life of spying over a life of selling magnesite. But the truth was, they were jealous, seeing as how the Nazis had forced them to sell them the mine for about an 85 percent discount to what it was worth and to continue running it on a pittance of a salary. The root of their jealousy was that when they bought out my share in 1938 -- after I fought them just to give me a share -- they had not had such foresight and had only fucked me by about 50 percent.

      The last time I had heard from my father, it had been a telephone call to the bank where he asked me to give some of the money back. It was a long call, in three acts. In the first, he said a rebate from me was the "sporting" thing to do. In the second, he said it was the "gentlemanly" thing to do. And then, in the third and final act, the man who had always treated both his brother Otto and me as some peculiar species of irresponsible wastrels, insisted that I owed it, "as a matter of family honor." That's when I hung up.

      So, Merry Christmas. My spying activities had pretty much shut down for the holiday season, not because spies are particular fans of nativity scenes, except as places for a discreet brush pass of information or a quick conversation, but because the people I was spying on -- bankers, German ministers and the like -- all had families outside of their day jobs, and this was a family time. I was pretty much left with the newspapers, which speculated reasonably often about what might be next, but subtly. When it happened -- when Adolf's legions finally arrived -- it wouldn't be subtle, but for now, the talk was of unspecified "consultations in Berlin," and feature stories about the state-of-the-art technology contained within the Maginot Line, and friendly reaffirmations of Belgian neutrality, and the catch-all "awaiting events." Everybody was awaiting events.

      Gregory opened a bottle of champagne on Christmas Eve, and we sat around and told the old Vienna stories. Gregory got misty when he brought up his wife, who died of breast cancer in 1930. I got misty when I told my Christmas story about Uncle Otto, the one from soon after the war when he bought me a new suit and handed me a train ticket and a list of hotel reservations, officially giving me my first three clients, saying, "God, you were born to do this. Sometimes I think you really are my kid."

      And then Henry and Liesl locked arms and announced she was pregnant. Gregory wept for about five minutes and then sat stunned as if clobbered by an especially mighty right hand. As best as the doctor could figure, she was due in late May.

      Walking home, picturing in my head the whole way just how happy Henry and Liesl and Gregory were, I wondered if I was close to that. Or was I kidding myself? Was a life with Manon just some invention of my imagination, one that she never considered a possibility? And if she did think it as a real possibility, would I be able to commit when the moment arrived? Or was I always destined to be Otto's nephew, continually holding life at arm's length?

      Questions. And then, beneath my front door, someone had stuffed a flyer. It read, "Unite Against Nazi Aggression!" It was advertising a rally for the following Sunday, New Year's Eve, at the end of Bahnhofstrasse, right in front of Lake Zurich. The sponsors of the rally were not identified, which seemed odd, and I wondered if it was a request for a meeting from Groucho or another of the Czech spies. But I looked outside and saw the same flyer sticking out of from under a half-dozen doors. I snatched one and compared it to mine, just to make sure.

      As it turned out, they were identical. It was just a flyer. Next week, I knew, there would be another one, not for a pro-Hitler rally -- that would just be crass -- but for "a celebration of German culture and heritage" or some such thing. In a neutral country, divided by German influence in the north and east and French influence in the south and west, this tugging in both directions was a near-constant.

      I grabbed the bottle of schnapps from the sideboard. And by the time I was finished comparing the two flyers, and wondering about what morsel of news the morning papers might bring, and considering when it was time to start trolling the hotel bars again, I wasn't thinking about Manon or babies or what might be anymore.
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      January 4th was the first Thursday of 1940. Cafe Tessinerplatz was even more crowded than it was for the typical Thursday promotion. It was filled with men, almost exclusively, men who likely had seen enough of their families recently. Or, as Albert the waiter said as he seated me, "You can overdo it with the kith and kin, am I right, Herr Alex?"

      Marc Wegens, my army friend, was nowhere to be seen, though. I was two Manhattans deep, and he was still absent, which was unusual but not unheard of. Even during a phony war, as a major in a phony army, Marc likely was dealing with a lot of last-minute re-figuring of, well, everything an army figures.  It was such a strange outfit, the Swiss military. They didn't have a general except when things started to get hot, and the legislature picked a guy to deal with the heat. The legislature just did that, and the papers said the guy's name was Guisan, and they called up a couple of hundred thousand people from the reserves. The whole thing sounded like a logistical nightmare. Hence, I figured, no Marc.

      I was about to call it a night when Herman Stressel, the German magazine editor, walked in with another man I had not met before. He caught my eye, and the two of them sat at my table.

      "Vlad Brodsky," the man said. He stuck out his hand and began talking before Herman had time to make the introductions. "And you are Alex Kovacs, who might or might not be doing a little undercover work for the Czechs. Am I right?"

      I looked at Herman. "Motherf--"

      "Calm yourself, my friend Alex," Brodsky said. He put his hand on my arm, as familiar as if we had known each other since kindergarten. "You must not blame Herman. I wheedled it out of him. I can be very persuasive."

      "He can help you," Herman said. He sat, half-smiled, half-shrugged. "I promise you, he can help."

      I didn't know what to say. They ordered drinks from Albert, and we sat in silence until they arrived. I don't know if it was the alcohol, but the rage I felt at the instant of hearing that Herman had blabbed to Brodsky ebbed almost instantly. Soon, I was calculating how this might help me, waiting for one of them to say something -- which Herman finally did.

      "The reason I could tell Vlad was because, well, Vlad is in the same business," he said.

      "Sort of," Vlad said.

      "Let me put it this way," Herman said. "Vlad is in a couple of businesses. Do you understand what I am saying?"

      I had no earthly idea what he was saying, which I told him, substituting the word "fucking" for the word "earthly." Vlad snorted his approval.

      "You are so careful, my dear Herman," he said. "It is the German in you, always walking on the eggshells -- that is the expression, yes? Hitler has you spooked. You're in a free, neutral country but you act as if the Gestapo is listening over your shoulder."

      "For all I know, they are," Herman said, pointing at Albert.

      "I don't think so," I said.

      "You know nothing," Herman said. "You are so naive."

      "Listen -- I once tried to kill a Gestapo officer in Cologne. I had spent time stripped naked in a cell of a Gestapo prison. I'm not fucking naive."

      "Now this is interesting," Brodsky said, rubbing his hands together in delight. "You will tell me that story another time. But in the here and now, let me spell out what our friend Herman has been attempting to explain in his riddles. When he says that I am in a couple of businesses, what he means is that, under my cover as a journalist -- I'm a correspondent for a newspaper in Helsinki -- I am working as an intelligence officer for some important people in Moscow."

      I looked at Herman, my eyes as serious as I could make them. "But, in case you haven't been reading the papers, that makes you Herr Hitler's partner at the bridge table," I said. "Are you doing his bidding."

      "This is where my businesses get interesting," Brodsky said. "I have sources here and there, in Germany and elsewhere, including our friend here," he said, waving at Herman. "When I get a piece of information, I send it in one of three directions. If it is bullshit analysis or gossip, I send it to Helsinki to put in the newspaper. If it is military information that I believe will benefit the Soviet Union for the day when Hitler turns on us, as we all know he will -- even Comrade Stalin does, I believe -- I send it to Moscow. But for information that I believe might benefit the French or the British or the Belgians or the Dutch, my inclination is to send it in their direction."

      "Those are his businesses," Herman said.

      "And this is where you come in," Brodsky said. "I have begun to receive information that I would like to send westward, and I would like to do it through you."

      With that, Brodsky began to tell his story. From a source just outside the German high command -- "but he's very close, and not a damn janitor, although they can be quite lucrative sources" -- Brodsky had obtained the bare bones of the Wehrmacht's western invasion plans. Their name was "Case Yellow."

      "Terrible name," I said.

      "Terrible people," Herman said.

      "Shhhh," Brodsky said. He went on to explain that he knew only two things: that the plan involved the invasion of Holland and Belgium first, and that it was likely to occur before the end of January.

      "Sounds like the last time," I said. "Why do they think it's going to work this time after what happened the last time?"

      "Come now, you read the papers," Herman said. "You've heard Hitler's speeches. You know why they think they lost, right? It wasn't because of a bad plan or any military failure. It was because of the Communists hiding in the government. It was because of the Jews most of all. German territory was intact, the army was entirely in France, and it got stabbed in the back, right when it was on the verge of victory."

      "With the country starving and millions of men already killed and wounded," I said. "That the Jews' fault, too."

      "Of course it is," Herman said. "Where have you been?"

      "But it's more than that," Brodsky said. "If you look at the map, there really aren't a lot of ways in, especially if the Maginot Line is all that it's cracked up to be. If the Germans come in a little stronger and a little faster this time, they could do it. They came damn close at the beginning last time. They were this close to taking Paris."

      We debated back and forth about our understanding of the Battle of the Marne, and the soldiers ferried to the front in taxicabs to join the fight, and how much was truth and how much was propaganda. In the end, though, I needed to get the message to London, and quickly.

      "So we can work together?" Brodsky said.

      I nodded.

      "And if you come across any crumbs that might benefit me?"

      I nodded again.

      We agreed on a signaling method if either of us needed a meeting. On the path around the perimeter of Lake Zurich, used by families taking a stroll on pleasant days and solitary men smoking cigarettes and walking their dogs in the evening, there was a marble fountain with some fish and other assorted designs displayed as part of a tiny-tiled mosaic. At the top of the fountain, it said "MCMIX."

      "If either of us needs a meeting," Brodsky said, "we will just leave a mark with yellow chalk on the side of the fountain's basin. You'll need to check it at least every other day, and definitely on Thursday." He then said the meeting place would be at the Barley House, a bar on Escher-Wyssplatz.

      "Way out there?" I said.

      "It's right on the tram line -- the stop is right out front. And nobody will ever think anything of it. It's full of people pretty much all day -- the brewery down the street is running three shifts these days."

      That settled, we decided to have one more. I had so many thoughts running through my head that I almost forgot. I looked at Herman, and it was as if we remembered at the same time.

      "The gold," I said.

      "I know, I know," Herman said. "I do have a little something -- not much, but maybe it can get you started. I still don't have any details about the mechanics of the transaction. I can't even prove it's happening, not definitively. But there is somebody at the national bank -- Herr Jan Tanner. Somebody who I trust told me that if this is happening, he is the person making it happen."

      "Spell the name," I said, and Herman complied, and I repeated it back.
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      The next night, Gregory and I sent the information that Brodsky had given me to London. It was the longest message we had sent and by far the most important. We still weren't exactly sure what risks we were running, although the picture of Michael Landers with his eye shot out was never far from my consciousness when Gregory was tapping away on his radio key. But whatever the risks, this was worth it. As he finished up, Gregory looked at me and said, with a kind of solemn excitement, if that was possible, "If this were to make a difference, I would be proud to die right now. Maybe for the first time in my life."

      "You don't mean that," I said.

      "I think I do. I was proud of my marriage. I am proud of Henry. But I have never been proud of anything I ever worked on. I made money. I did it within the rules of my profession. I wasn't a thief. The punishments I inflicted, or had inflicted on others, were always within the understood boundaries. But I never fought in a war for my country. I never did much charity work, other than within the context of the business."

      "That isn't true. I rememb--"

      "It is true," Gregory said. He was disconnecting the Morse key, placing it in the drawer of the table along with the copy of the Bible, not so much to conceal them as to keep things tidy, even amid the stacks of crates and crap in the spare bedroom of his flat. We were still waiting for the acknowledgment from Groucho, though. If it didn't come, Gregory would just have to pull out everything from the drawer and start again.

      "My life was about money and power but mostly money," he said. "What could I tell God when he asked for my accomplishments? That I never stole from people, even as others did? That I never had anyone beaten up just to make an example of them? Alex, there has to be more than that."

      We sat for a few seconds in silence. I didn't know what to say, even as I knew what Gregory was feeling. The more I thought about it, the more I recognized the parallels in our lives. I wasn't a mobster, but until Groucho had recruited me in 1937, my life had been strictly about money and comfort and avoiding personal entanglements.

      "I think you understand what I'm saying," Gregory said. He stared me down, locking eyes until I nodded. The moment was broken by the acknowledgment code from London, dash-dash-dot, the letter G.

      "You sent the whole thing?" I said.

      "Of course."

      "The last part, too, about how we are awaiting further instructions?"

      "Yes, yes, all of it," he said. "This was pretty big news. They might need a few minutes to digest it."

      We had a drink and distracted ourselves with talk about the baby. But it was a temporary thing -- I barely slept, seeing every hour on my bedside clock, worrying about the impending German invasion and how the French and British would react to our message, wondering how they might use me from here. The truth was, I was excited.

      I remembered something Leon told me, about the first time he covered a murder for Der Bild in Vienna. He said, "So it's this horrible fucking scene, the guy's head was half hacked off of his body. The cop let me have a peek, and any normal human being would have thrown up on the spot. But I started taking notes from the scene: the cut of the dead guy's hair, the color of his jacket, the blood dripping over the curbstone in a tiny stream and falling into the gutter. Recording the details was like an instinct for me. That's when I knew for sure that I was in the right business."

      And this night, and what I was feeling every time I woke up and looked at the clock, that's when I knew.

      But there really wasn't anything I could do until Groucho sent some instructions. Gregory would turn on the radio every night at midnight for five minutes, in case there was a message. There had not been one in the weeks since we had started, but he listened every night.

      In the meantime, I had Herr Jan Tanner to investigate. In a bookcase behind where Anders spent his day, we had copies of the yearly directories published by the national bank. The next morning, I went and grabbed the 1939 edition -- the heft of the book, with its brown leather cover, buckled my wrist for a second, until I adjusted. I felt Anders staring through my back as I reached up to take it.  I could make small talk with anybody, but I had given up trying with that guy, and I usually just saw his blank expression for what it was -- blank. Lately, though, and especially since the murder, his look had seemed more menacing. Or maybe it was just my imagination, which admittedly had undergone a few recent jolts.

      The book told me that Tanner's official title was director of currency and physical assets. I assumed that physical assets were gold bars and bullion and coins. He had held the position since 1935. His main offices were in the bank's building in Bern, but the book also listed another office in Zurich. I guessed that he had to spend at least a third of his time here or they wouldn't have bothered to give him the second office. So that is where I would concentrate.

      As I considered, Marta barged through the door with my diary open before her. "We need to do this," she said, accusing me of ducking her attempts at organizing my schedule for weeks. The truth was, I had only been ducking her for days.

      She sat in the chair next to my desk -- Marta was the only one who ever sat in it -- and, from a separate notepad, began firing off questions and answers. A dozen lunches, dinners, coffees, cocktails, and conferences were decided upon, with Marta doing most of the deciding. She wrote the appointments in the diary in ink -- always in ink, despite the inevitable changes that would occur.

      Her handiwork complete, she paged through. She got to the last week in January and stopped. This was suddenly having the potential to be a pretty big week in my life, in all of our lives, after what Brodsky had said, but that wasn't why she stopped. Instead, it was because of a longstanding appointment that had been winking at me for weeks, ever since it was first entered.

      "Liechtenstein," is what it said, simply.

      In Liechtenstein -- which wasn't 100 miles from Zurich but still a hump, whether by train or by car -- Count Miroslav Novak lived in exile. A member of the Czech nobility -- not major but not a bit player, either -- the count was, as we liked to say in the refined confines of the banking industry, totally fucking loaded. And, out of some sense of nostalgia, or patriotism, or something, he was interested in storing some of that load within the secure walls of Bohemia Suisse. But he wanted to meet me first, and he wasn't dragging his ass to Zurich for the privilege.

      Marta dropped the diary on my desk and started thumping on the "Liechtenstein" entry with her forefinger.

      "You have to decide now," she said.

      "Okay, okay."

      "Car or train?" she said.

      "Car."

      "So you drive on Wednesday. I'll call and set up the meeting for lunch on Thursday. I'll let the Count pick the place. Do you want one night in the hotel or two?"

      "Two."

      "Which hotel?"

      "There's more than one?"

      "Fine, I'll pick one," she said, standing up, clutching the open diary to her breast as she left the office. She whistled a few notes of an unfamiliar tune. Marta was never happier than when that damn book was in order.
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      I didn't know what Tanner looked like, and I didn't know what days he would be working out of his Zurich office -- so staking out the bar at the Baur au Lac seemed a waste of time, assuming he stayed over, and stayed there, and didn't just commute from Bern every once in a while. The only certainty was that there had to be a secretary who assisted him in the Zurich office when he was there, and who ran things when he wasn't. So she would be my target.

      Tanner's Zurich office was in the Altermatt Building, on Barengasse, a healthy goal kick from the edge of the Paradeplatz, a comfortable distance from which to bless or frown upon the latest maneuver of the Paradeplatz twins, Kreditanstalt and Bankverein. No one thought that the national bank did much frowning when it came to those two, but it was at least a possibility.

      My play consisted of two separate maneuvers. The first was reconnaissance, and simple enough. I needed to see the secretary first. The easiest way I could think of was to look at the building directory in the lobby and find Tanner's office. It was on the second floor, 209. Then I looked at the directory and spotted Lindner Investments, which was in 309. And then I went up to Tanner's office and let myself in.

      "Can I help you?" said the woman seated at the desk in the entrance area.

      "Yes, can I speak to Carl Lindner, please?"

      "I'm sorry, you're in the wrong office."

      "This isn't Lindner Investments?" I looked as helpless as I could. This was something I was good at, and the woman smiled a bless-your-pathetic-little-heart smile. She told me to wait right there while she grabbed the building directory. It was in a cabinet behind her desk. As she stood, and then bent down to reach for it, I was doubly rewarded -- mostly obviously by the view of the skirt that climbed the back of her thighs as she reached down for the book, less obviously by the sight of her left hand as she reached. No ring.

      This could not be more perfect: single, late 20's, attractive besides. Homely might have been better, to be honest, but this would work. This would work fine.

      "Here it is," she said, thumbing through the book. "Ah, that's your mistake. You're in 209. Lindner Investments is in 309. Right on top of us."

      "Are they noisy?" I said. I was whispering, one conspirator to another. "Are they fat? Are their footsteps heavy? Are they dancers?"

      She giggled.

      "Thank you so much, Miss ..."

      "Buhl," she said. And then, after a half-beat. "Sophie."

      As I turned to leave, I noticed on the wall behind me a series of vanity photos, undoubtedly of her boss along with various dignitaries who I didn't recognize. But it was easy enough, by process of elimination, to identify Jan Tanner -- he was the only guy in every picture: shaking hands, toasting something-or-other, turning over a shovel full of dirt at a construction groundbreaking. It would be an easy face to remember, mostly because of the ears. They stuck out like the wings on a strutting rooster.

      Mission accomplished. Three days later, when I staked out the building and managed to run into her accidentally on the street, Sophie Buhl accepted my assertion that fate must be bringing us together and agreed to meet me for a drink the following night.

      For my cover, I adopted my previous life as a traveling salesman for a magnesite mine, peddling the stuff that lines blast furnaces for fun a profit. I didn't push her for many details of her work life, but by the second drink, she had volunteered that her boss was in town only three or four days a month and that most of the time, she answered the phone, took messages, and accepted document packages from bankers which she then assessed for future action. The routine stuff was filed away. The semi-important files were sorted and stacked for action the next time Tanner was in town. The urgent material was couriered to Bern.

      By the third drink, which was a glass of wine over dinner, Sophie was telling me that Tanner was "nice enough," but that "whenever he smiled, it looked like it hurt his face." She giggled that same giggle when she said it. She also reached for my hand. Suddenly, we were headed in a direction that I knew was possible from the moment that I gamed out the strategy, but tried not to think about.

      It all came down to one question: Would I?

      One of the advantages of living a life without many serious girlfriends was that there had been relatively few periods of my adulthood when an impromptu fling would be considered cheating. But, well, here I was. Despite the guffaw and my doubts about the long-term with Manon, I was most definitely in a relationship in the here and now. But if it came to that -- if the lovely Sophie were so inclined -- would it be considered cheating if I slept with her, or would it be considered just a part of the job?

      The first time I noodled over it, I actually laughed out loud in the back of a taxi, startling the driver. Just a part of the job? It sounded like an excuse three buddies at a bar would concoct after one of them admitted to something that involved three Martinis and a chance meeting with an old teenage girlfriend on a business trip. But in my case, I really thought it was the truth. If I didn't have the information I needed, and if it was essential to continue the relationship with Sophie to get it, and if she was eager, how could I not? I didn't have to press her, and I wouldn't, but if she was inviting, I could lose everything if I turned her down. She would think it was odd, mostly because it would be odd. There was no way around it if that's where we were headed.

      So how could I not? Rationalizations aside, this was about the Swiss laundering Nazi gold, a practice that could assist Germany's war effort in a way unlike any other. Other than Stalin agreeing to guard Hitler's east-facing backside, there was nothing that could bolster the German war machine like the Swiss agreeing to oil the Nazis' financial gears. This had to be nailed down, and then the Swiss had to be pressured to stop -- on the governmental level, by popular disdain because of press reports, or somehow.

      This was about stopping fucking Hitler, I kept telling myself, even as I closed my eyes and re-ran the film of the skirt inching up Sophie's thighs.

      A few minutes after she held my hand in the restaurant, all doubts were erased. Just after the waiter cleared away our entrees, I suddenly felt Sophie's foot, sans shoe, probing between my legs. I flinched, startled. She laughed.

      "Jumpy?" she said.

      "Let's call it pleasantly surprised," I said.

      There was no question how this was going to play out. My only hope was that she would tell me she had a roommate, at which point I would tell her I had a cousin staying with me for the week and ask for a rain check. She would buy that as an excuse, and that would buy my prematurely guilty conscience some time. But, no. As we got out of the cab and I leaned over to kiss her goodnight, she grabbed my hand and pulled me over the threshold and up the stairs and inside.

      I thought about Manon. To be completely honest, it was for about two seconds.

      An hour or so later, I was buttoning my shirt and suddenly having a hard time making conversation, which never happened to me. Sophie had no problem, though. She was a bit drunker than I was, and she talked about maybe getting together the following week, that she might be able to take off all day Wednesday, that her boss had a big two-day meeting in Bern with "some big Nazi" on Wednesday and Thursday. She giggled again when she said "big Nazi." She said the meeting had been on the books for weeks and would never be canceled. I made some excuse about sales appointments in Strasbourg and promised to call her and find another day for our next date after I checked out my diary.

      I had been successful. I had gotten the lead on Tanner and the big Nazi and the two-day meeting in Bern that I needed. I was not a shithead. That was the mantra that got me to sleep.
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      I called Manon around lunchtime the next day. I was still bipolar on the subject of my business task of the previous evening, justifying it half the time, crippled by guilt the other half. But I knew that talking to her would wrench me back toward normalcy and that doing it over the phone would be the most effective way to disguise the shame that must have been painted on my face.

      She picked up on the first ring. I started telling her a story about a tram accident I had seen on Quaibrucke that morning -- an out-of-control Daimler hit the tram so hard that it tipped it over on its side -- but she was beyond uninterested. She didn't even pretend to be listening.

      "Is this a bad time? You sound distracted," I said.

      "What does that mean?"

      "I don't know. Are you mad about something?"

      "No," she said. "Should I be?"

      There is no way she could know. I had purposely chosen a restaurant outside of the center of the city and away from the old town where I lived, and where Cafe Fessler was. Those are the only two parts of Zurich that Manon knew, and it isn't as if she had a long roster of local friends who might have spotted me having dinner with Sophie. Now that I thought about it, I had not met any of her friends, other than Liesl. So there was no way unless Manon saw me herself -- and that really was beyond unlikely.

      "What's the matter with you?" I said, redirecting her inquiry.

      "Nothing. Just tired."

      "Do you still have that rug manufacturers thing in Geneva? When is it? Tomorrow? You should just cancel. Fucking rugs."

      "I can't cancel," she said. "This is what I do. Smile pretty and admire the carpets and point out the fine French craftsmanship."

      "Do you think it makes a difference? Do you really think it sells more rugs."

      "I don't know," Manon said. She paused. I could hear her sigh through the receiver. "Not that you can quantify specifically. It's more about public, I don't--"

      She stopped again. "I don't know," she said. "I don't know about anything anymore."

      I asked her if she wanted to come over to my place that night, and she said no. I asked her if she wanted me to go over to her place, and she said no. I was going to ask if she wanted to meet for a drink after work, but I reconsidered. She really was in a foul mood. A little distance might not be a bad thing. Besides, I needed a decent night's sleep before my trip to Bern.

      I walked home the long way, taking a detour on the path around the lake. It was a miserable evening, the wind icy off the water. I came to the MCMIX fountain and looked discretely for a yellow chalk mark. There was none, only a poodle wearing a red sweater, lifting its leg.
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      The trains from Zurich to Bern ran hourly, greasing the wheels of Swiss commerce between the banking center and the national capital. It was an easy trip, the cars populated at whatever time of day mostly by men in dark gray business suits, their faces buried either in newspapers or manila folders stuffed with papers of two sorts: columns of numbers or legal contracts. It was not a place for frivolity, for children laughing and running up the aisle. Most of the train cars were stone silent, other than the clatter of the wheels and the conductor calling for tickets. If you listened carefully, you could hear the man across the aisle calculating the compound interest in his head.

      Even as it was the national capital, Bern was a small town compared to Zurich. The walk from the train station was only a few blocks, passing through a mundane shopping district. Then, along the bank of the Aare River, you first come to a park. In it, there was a statue celebrating the postal union, with figures representing the continents handing over letters from one to the next. Such a Swiss thing, celebrating the delivery of the mail. I kept searching for the statue of the man who invented the green eyeshade. Some sculptor was really missing out on the next Swiss masterpiece.

      Then came, in quick succession, a government building, the parliament building, and -- God bless Switzerland -- a big square with three banks on it. One of them was the national bank, and it was the closest one to the parliament building, just across a narrow street. It was almost near enough to touch, which was just about perfect. Somewhere inside was undoubtedly where Jan Tanner did his business.

      And then, after the government block, came the Bellevue Palace, the hotel of hotels in Bern. In other words, you could ride in on the train and, after a short gambol, be bought and paid for, or buy and pay for someone else, and then rest your head after a full day of nefarious commerce in luxury. It was all so convenient.

      I checked in at the front desk and attempted not to faint at the rates -- not that it was my money, but still. A single room with a bath was 20 francs per night. A suite was 40 francs. If you brought your man with you, or your chauffeur -- you know, if you had a man or a chauffeur --- it was 13 francs more, and he would live in a triple with someone else's men or chauffeurs. I wondered if the big Nazi was bringing a man.

      It was 3 p.m. on Wednesday. I could only guess, but Tanner and the Nazi were likely having the first of their two days' worth of meetings, after which they would probably meet up here for drinks and dinner if the Nazi were like every other high-level traveling businessman in the capital. If he wasn't, I was screwed, but I tried not to think about that.

      The lobby was imposing, expensive looking without being ornate. The floors were creamy marble topped by oriental rugs. The lobby bar had three stools, and the rest of the space was filled by an array of leather chairs, couches and low tables of varying shapes, all beneath a stained glass dome ceiling. The design above was mostly plain gold and blue stained glass panels around the perimeter. What drew your eye at the top of the dome was a set of large spiral designs.

      At 3 p.m., three tables of women were having tea. It was too early for my lurking to begin. I checked in, unpacked, and returned at five. There was one table of tea drinkers, and one man had grabbed a leather club chair and what appeared to be a wholly satisfying Martini, given the relaxed sigh that he let out after the first sip. Again, I grabbed a chair of my own, my back to a wall. If I didn't sigh after the first sip of my Manhattan, I should have.

      The evening trade was as expected, men in suits meeting other men in suits. I was looking for one particular man in a suit, the only one likely to be sporting elephant's ears. It actually made the stakeout pretty easy, even though the space was pretty busy. And while it wasn't possible to tell a typical Nazi without his party card, I still played the "is he/isn't he" game with every sausage-necked suit I spotted, just for fun. The game distracted me just enough that I never saw Peter Ruchti until he was already sitting in the other chair that shared my little table.

      "Looking for anyone in particular, Herr Kovacs?" he asked, almost in a sing-song.

      "And what brings you here, detective? Did somebody get poisoned by the pate?" It was lame, but the best comeback I had.

      "Alex, I don't have the energy to play this game tonight," he said.

      "What game?" I said, stalling.

      "You have no idea what you have gotten yourself into," he said. And then we were both silent for what seemed a long while, but that was probably only about 15 seconds. I was calculating exactly how much truth I should tell, how much I should acknowledge, and I'm sure some of that showed. Ruchti just looked tired. Finally, he said something.

      "Okay, let's pretend that I am a mere homicide detective and you are a humble private banker. Let's go with that for now -- I mean, what the hell? My guess is that you have never been to the Bellevue Palace before. Well, I have. So let me offer up an assessment of the premises.

      "Over to our right," he said, pointing openly. "Over there, behind the bar, is La Terrasse restaurant. If you were to go inside, all the way in, you would see the tables with a view overlooking the river. It is quite nice, but I don't think it would be for you."

      "Okay, I'll play along. Why would it not be for me?" I said.

      "Good, good, I'm glad you're playing. The reason it would not be for you is that on most nights, and this is definitely one of them, La Terrasse is exclusively an eatery for espionage practitioners of the German persuasion, along with their friends from Japan, Italy, and Russia."

      I made a face. He smiled back.

      "This is quite so," Ruchti said. "It has never been more true. But there are other places to eat in the hotel, and they are patronized by espionage practitioners of different heritages. The French, say. And the British. An American or two has been known to stop in for a bite. And the Chinese. Yes, the Chinese -- they are frequent customers, mostly because it seems they are worried about the Japanese. In the Salon Royal or the Salon du Palais -- yes, they are all more than welcome."

      He was pointing now toward his left. The different restaurants weren't 100 feet apart.

      "You're kidding, right?" I said. Martin Stern had mentioned some of this to me, but it still sounded bizarre. "What you are describing is some kind of stage play, and a bad one at that."

      "But it gets better," Ruchti said. And then, after a sweep of the arm that took in the entire lobby, he said, "After dinner, this is the place where they all might mingle if they so choose. The Germans might be at one table, the British and French at another, the Czechs -- your countrymen -- at another, and the Chinese at another still. There might be a short bit of conversation between the groups, there might not -- you never knew. A newspaperman or two might be leaning up against the bar because this evening quadrille is well-known and respected throughout the journalism profession, a fertile fount of gossip and even the occasional fact, one never attributed to anything but 'sources' in the next day's paper.

      "And usually," he said, "often right at this very table, is a representative of Swiss law enforcement, whose job it is to keep track of all of the players from the various nationalities and to be seen keeping track by those players. That is the most important task -- being seen. The Swiss authorities want them to know they are being watched, because the last thing we want is for one of those players to end up lying in a gush of his own blood on Rennweg, with a bullet through his eye. Such things make the government ministers nervous."

      "And the bankers," I said.

      "Same thing."

      With that, his lesson for the day must have been completed. Ruchti stood to leave, groaning the groan of a man 20 years his senior.

      "Enjoy yourself," he said. "But it's too early for me. I'll be two blocks over, back toward the station, at Brunckhorst's. I can't afford to drink here all night. You must have a better expense account than the police."
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      I checked my watch -- five had become six, and six had become six-thirty, and only I knew that Ruchti had left me balls-naked in this crowded lobby bar. Since he made his exit, I had spent half of the time convincing myself that only he knew my secret. The other half of the time, I plotted my escape and wondered if I should go get my suitcase or just leave it behind when I fled.

      I didn't feel ready to play the game. I didn't feel ready to accept it as a game. I understood the adrenaline jolt might be similar to executing a goal-saving slide tackle -- I had felt it before, so I got that -- but a game? No. And with rules and courtesies and bows and polite little laughs out of a bad English drawing room comedy? Fuck no.

      Still, as I eyed up dinner groups as they left the bar -- some to La Terrasse, some to the Salon du Palais -- I made mental notes and came to harsh, reflexive judgments. It was only natural. Although, it was probably a bit overboard when I watched two 70-year-old ladies shuffling themselves into La Terrasse and muttered to myself, "Goddamn Nazi bitches." I mean, they were probably just two local grandmothers having a night out.

      I had ordered a third Manhattan and theatrically looked at my watch and mumbled something to the waiter about, "Meetings always running late," as if I needed an excuse for ordering a third drink. But the truth was, I was getting a little worried about my plan. What if the Nazi wasn't staying here? What if Tanner took the guy to his house for a home-cooked meal? I really didn't have a Plan B, other than maybe to sit outside the entrance to the national bank in the morning and see if big ears walked into the building with a companion. Then again, seeing as how I had no idea what the Nazi's name was, and given that my memory for faces was, frankly, shit, I'm not exactly sure what that would accomplish. Then again, I wasn't exactly sure what sitting in this bar was accomplishing, either -- until, that is, the table next to mine came empty, and two men sat down, one of them with a pair of ears that could block out the sun.

      I was sitting at a 45-degree angle from the table, with my back mostly facing it, so I didn't have to worry about making eye contact or anything. My biggest concern was appearing to lean over too far in an attempt to overhear what they were saying. Because the truth was, I couldn't hear anything. Or didn't I mention the lobby piano that was currently being played by a gentleman in white tie and tails? It was hardly intrusive but precisely loud enough to camouflage whatever you were saying from a table about 5 feet away. Which, I guess, was at least part of the point.

      Part of me wanted to walk over to the piano and give the guy a couple of francs with a request to take a break. But I decided to just stay put. I was nervous -- about Ruchti, about being a little bit drunk, about being so close to their table -- and the last thing I wanted to do was draw attention to myself. I figured the thing to do was sit, and maybe catch a snatch of the conversation if I got lucky. If I had to, I could possibly ask the waiter what the Nazi's name was after they had left, pretending I recognized him from somewhere, maybe an old school chum from Wiesbaden or some such thing. We were probably about the same age.

      I did need at least to make an attempt at memorizing his face. So I did manage, at one point, to lean over and tie my shoe and take a peek. As it turned out, memorizing it would be easy, because the big Nazi looked very much like my old neighbor from Vienna -- that is, if Rudolf Kreizburg was about 10 years younger, and sported some kind of mole on his neck that was about an inch in diameter and must have been a bitch to shave around every morning. They were quite the freak show, mole and big ears. If I were properly introduced to them, I don't know what I would have stared at first.

      So I sat there, sipping the Manhattan, waiting them out. They ordered a second drink, and I ordered a fourth, along with my bill. They were going to have to eat soon. And, as it turned out, the piano player did take a break just as they were drinking up. I did get to hear a little bit.

      "...it's a couple of hours," Tanner said,

      "My driver or yours?" the big Nazi said.

      "Mine. But maybe it would make sense for yours to follow in your car. That way, you'll be starting that much closer to home."

      "We'll be done then?"

      "Yes, I'm pretty sure," Tanner said. "I just want you to see how it works. You can inspect the procedures and suggest any changes you think necessary, although I'm confident you will be satisfied. If we need to speak further about anything, there is an office we can use there. Then you can be on your way."

      Then they swallowed their last swallows and stood up. The Nazi motioned toward the waiter, mimicking signing his signature with his index finger on the palm of his hand. The waiter rushed over with the bill and a breathless "Herr Steiner," and Herr Mole Steiner signed the bill, and he and Big Ears Tanner made their way to La Terrasse. Of course. Goddamn Nazi bitches.

      After they had left, I asked the waiter, "Is that Ernst Steiner? I went to school with an Ernst Steiner, and I haven't seen him in 20 years, and he looked a little like him. But, you know, 20 years and four Manhattans..."

      The waiter smiled that you-are-a-smudge-of-shit-on-my-shoe smile that they all must perfect before being accepted for employment.

      "Matthias Steiner," he said.

      "Perhaps he is Ernst's brother," I said.
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      I had a name and a face. I had the fact that they were going to drive someplace for a meeting the next day. I had that the someplace was closer to Germany than Bern was. I also had four Manhattans in my system and had long since abandoned the idea of eating a proper dinner. So I decided to go up to my room and call down to the kitchen for a sandwich.

      The obvious thing to do was try to follow them to wherever they were going, although I really had no idea what I might see when I arrived. After all, a private meeting here would likely be followed by a private meeting at the next place. It isn't as if they had plans to advertise what they were doing, even if both sides probably were able to justify it to themselves -- the Germans, obviously, and the Swiss because, well, they were Swiss.

      The truth was, even if I learned nothing more, I had learned a few things -- and the name of Matthias Steiner most of all. When I got back to Zurich, Gregory could send it along in our next message to London, and it would add to the picture. As Groucho once told me, "This business tends to be less about the snapshots and more about the tableau." This would be another little piece, like filling in a jigsaw puzzle.

      The sandwich -- cold, rare roast beef, sliced thinly and piled on brown bread, horseradish on the side, accompanied by a pickle and a beer -- filled my stomach as my mind churned. I was less drunk and determined to see at least the outside of the place where Tanner and Steiner were meeting the next day. Of course, I had no idea how early they were leaving, which meant I would not be getting much sleep.

      But following them would mean having to hire a car at the last minute. I needed to go down to the front desk and speak to someone there, even if it was almost 11. The desk clerk said the concierge was off for the night, but that he would be able to get a few phone numbers for car hire businesses if I didn't mind making the arrangements myself. I said that was fine, and he walked over to the concierge's desk and began rifling the drawers, searching for the numbers.

      Leaning on the front desk, I picked up a brochure advertising tours and tastings at a nearby winery. I thought it might be a fun trip for Manon and me -- a night or two here at the Bellevue, along with some wine and whatnot. I thought, maybe in the spring, if we weren't at war. There was always that caveat now: if we weren't at war. Then I immediately remembered that we still had not received instructions from Groucho about our next move. Well, maybe Gregory had in the last day.

      I looked over, and the desk clerk was still foraging. Then I saw behind him, the lobby bar. It was well after dinner, well past the let's-have-one-more crowd. Bern was buttoned-up early -- all of Switzerland was -- and this was likely the scene that Ruchti had described. Two guys were leaning against the bar -- maybe the newspapermen that he had mentioned. And, not surprisingly, there was Ruchti himself, his back to me, at the same table that he and I had shared a few hours earlier. A couple of other tables, mostly of twos and threes, were likely populated by the spies that Ruchti had said would be mingling there, seeing and being seen on their comfortable turf. There was even a table of Chinese, as he had said.

      And then I saw, and it took a second for it to register. Sometimes, when you see somebody out of their normal context, it can take you a bit of time to put a name to a face. That wasn't the problem here. The issue, in this case, was the inverse, or the converse, or the reverse -- I never could keep those straight. But sometimes, when you see a familiar face in an unfamiliar setting, it can take you a second not to recognize the face, but to recognize that the context is all wrong.

      Eventually, though, it hits you. And it hit me, my sudden happiness and surprise turning to something much darker, when I saw Manon, laughing it up in the bar with two men in dark suits, men who were not rug manufacturers at a trade show in Geneva.
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      "The construction will be first-rate, as good as the working people of Zurich have ever experienced," Mark Grosvenor said. A Brit who somehow landed here in the mid-'30s, he owned a construction company. He was a decent guy with a lot of personality, more fun to have a beer with than to do business with, to be honest. His latest project was an apartment block on Schweighofstrasse, out in a working neighborhood. He was hoping that Bohemia Suisse would provide a piece of the financing.

      "Toilet and tub in every unit goes without saying. Kitchens with new appliances -- gas stoves and electric iceboxes."

      We were having lunch at Veltlinerkeller. I had the knockwurst with sauerkraut and a pilsner. It was my favorite meal in Zurich, I think mostly because of the mustard that came with the knockwurst. There was just something about it -- a tang, a spice, something. I once asked the thousand-year-old owner if he could let me take some home with me, or at least identify the special ingredient, and he looked at me as if I had asked to sleep with his daughter.

      My favorite meal and I couldn't taste it. Two days after seeing Manon with the spies of Bern, I was still pretty much in a fog.

      "Nice hardwood floors," Grosvenor was saying. "Not the cheap stuff that warps on the first humid summer afternoon. Quality wood, and owners who pre-pay before construction begins will have their choice of finishes."

      I did my best to nod occasionally. After a professional lifetime of acting like I was listening when I really wasn't, I rarely got caught. Of course, I had seldom been in a position where the woman I thought I loved was actually hiding this huge secret -- that she was a spy, and that our relationship might very well have been built upon her spying on me.

      "Pre-construction or after, we'll paint for the new owners, pretty much whatever color they want," Grosvenor said. "We'll have faux marble wainscoting in the common areas. And for customers willing to pay 10 percent extra, the men will be able to receive a free weekly blowjob from a woman who lives in the basement."

      I heard it, but not soon enough. My reaction was apparently too slow.

      "Am I boring you, mate?" Grosvenor said. "What's the matter. For the whole lunch, you've been even less focused than usual, which is saying something."

      I made up something about coming down with a cold. By the end of the lunch, we shook hands on a deal for me to provide 25 percent of the financing. I had already read the prospectus and a copy of the plans, and it was a decent opportunity for the bank. Walking over, I told myself that I wouldn't go more than 20 percent. But then I just didn't care.

      After seeing Manon in the lobby bar, I never hired the car, never followed Tanner and Steiner to wherever they were going. Instead, I checked out of the Bellevue Palace on the spot and told the kid behind the desk to ship my bag. He told me it would be a few minutes before he could make up my bill, and I just dropped some francs on the counter and told him to ship the bill with the luggage. And then I wandered out of the hotel and in the direction of the train station, buying a small bottle from the next bar along the way. I was pretty sure -- no, I was confident, given the configuration of the lobby -- that Manon had not seen me.

      The next morning, I was beyond useless. Because the more I thought about it, the more I became convinced that the whole relationship had been a sham, that I was not Manon's lover but her target. Thinking back on it, the entire thing had been just a little too coincidental. Seeing her at the bank retirement reception had been one thing, but her suddenly befriending Liesl on the same day strained credibility for anyone doing their thinking with their big head. Which I wasn't.

      Concluding that I was the target was one thing. I almost got used to the idea after about 24 hours. The other issue: who was she working for? I assumed it was France. I prayed to God that it was France -- although, as with the prayer I said on the day Michael Landers was murdered, I wasn't sure exactly how effective a prayer would be that included the phrase, "Just please don't let her be working for the fucking Nazis."

      The damn diary on Marta's desk had another meeting for me after the lunch with Grosvenor -- a drink at five with Thomas Koerner, president of Bank du Lac, another private joint like Bohemia Suisse, a place that was about as big and as influential. That is to say, not very.

      Koerner was on a kick to have the small, private banks join together into an association that would give us more leverage in our dealings with the big two, Kreditanstalt and Bankverein. That this was a surreptitious aspiration went without saying. He never met with more than one other private banker at a time, so as not to offer even the slightest hint of a conspiracy. Because the truth was that, if they found out, the big two would castrate Koerner in the middle of the Paradeplatz and sell tickets -- and we all would buy one. We might buy two, just to demonstrate our fealty to the current structure.

      "But aren't you tired of sucking at the hind tit?" Koerner always said, before his first drink was empty. This time, he said it before the first drink even arrived. His idea actually had a small bit of merit, provided the association was large enough. The problem was, we were dealing with bankers here -- and let's just say that bankers are significantly more loyal to the columns of figures in their ledgers than they are to the truth. There was no way to trust that the association would hold together -- and as it collapsed, there would be carnage. It just wasn't worth the risk.

      Which is what I always told Koerner. Except for this time, I didn't have the energy. I just let him talk, which he much enjoyed.

      "The older directors at Kreditanstalt will never go for it, but I know two of the younger vice presidents, and they know the world is changing, and..."

      I zoned out and kept thinking about Manon. I had accepted that she was a spy and that I was probably her target. But the smallest part of me wondered. It all went back to her guffaw when I asked if she was going to tell her family about me. Oddly, even counter-intuitively, that very hurtful laugh was my main hope. I figured that if I was her target, and she was desperate to keep me close and interested, that she never would have laughed at that question. She would not have risked it. She would have invented some plan to tell them at Christmas dinner or something, layering loving detail upon loving detail.

      So that's where I was, clinging to a hurtful moment as my greatest hope. After extricating myself from Koerner, I returned home and called Manon, because that is what I would typically do after she returned home from a trip. My hand shook as I dialed the number and my voice cracked as I said hello. Manon sounded a lot better than she had before she left. I could hear the life in her voice immediately. I wondered if she could hear the hollowness in mine.

      I asked her how the trade show in Geneva had gone. She said it had been fine, and told a story about two of the rug manufacturers -- one portly, one with a hairpiece, "a rug man with a rug" -- competing with each other to bed one of the display models hired for the show. It was a funny story. A week earlier, I would have laughed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26

          

        

      

    

    
      My booth at Cafe Fessler. Another meal that I did not taste -- fried perch with little round potatoes and green beans, a dish that Gregory actually thought the kitchen did well. "I could have served this one in Vienna with a straight face," he said. But, again, I couldn't enjoy it. I couldn't enjoy anything.

      The paperwork made for a big pile after the dishes were cleared -- everything signed in three places, one copy for the customer, one for the files, one for the regulators. Except some of the transactions were entirely secret and unregulated, which meant a second copy in a second set of files. I once asked why. The answer I received was so unsatisfactory that I never asked again, instead just whistling quietly whenever I saw the quarterly line item for paper supplies that the bank purchased.

      Manon came in at about 8, got a drink and chatted with Liesl, who was showing now. She came down to the cafe for a glass of milk most nights now, and maybe for a beer once a week. This was a beer night. Manon had ignored me after a quick kiss when she arrived, dropping her coat at the booth. That was fine. I didn't want our confrontation to happen here.

      At about 8:30, I gathered up my file folders and shoveled them back into my briefcase. I put on my coat and carried Manon's over to her, managing a minute or two of banter with Liesl about how nervous Henry was about impending fatherhood.

      "We were over at one of my co-worker's house on Sunday, and they have a newborn, and Henry was afraid to hold her," Liesl said. "He was afraid he would drop her. He wouldn't take her until he was sitting on the floor so the distance wouldn't be so great if he went oops."

      "Wood floor?"

      "Yeah," she said. "At least we have carpet upstairs."

      "Maybe you can leave pillows out everywhere."

      Manon and I decided to go to her place. We didn't exactly alternate -- it was based more on who had the earliest appointment the next day -- and she had a breakfast meeting. I had gone over in my head how I wanted to do this, but couldn't settle on a particularly artful approach. Unless something hit me at the last second, I was just going to blurt it out.

      It was only about a five-minute walk from the cafe, and we were able to pass the time in a comfortable silence. We got inside and took off our coats, and she walked toward the kitchen, asking over her shoulder, "Do you want a whiskey?" I would normally say yes, and she would carry the two drinks into the bedroom, where I would usually be undressing. Normally. Usually.

      "No, I want to talk to you for a second," I said.

      She must have sensed my tone. I don't know if it was hurt, or mad, or severe, or just different. She stopped and walked back toward me.

      "Something wrong?" she said.

      Nothing had come to me, so I just blurted.

      "Bellevue Plaza, lobby bar," I said.

      I was watching her intently for a reaction. There was just the hint of one, just a millisecond of something, but then it was gone.

      "Is it nice? I bet it's nice. We should go sometime," she said.

      She was playing the only card she had. She undoubtedly was hoping it was just a coincidence that I had brought it up. The smile on her face betrayed nothing other than the excitement for a little potential trip, maybe for a dirty weekend in Bern.

      "You were just there. Wednesday night," I said.

      "You saw?"

      I nodded. And with that, I finally received an honest reaction, the look of being caught. Or at least I thought it was honest until she opened her mouth.

      "I don't know what to say," she said. "I am so ashamed. I could insult your intelligence, but I won't. I wasn't in Geneva with the rug manufacturers. I was in Bern with a friend. Another man."

      I said nothing. Into the silence, Manon kept talking.

      "I know this must hurt you," she said. "We have become close, and I do love you. But in my defense, we never said our relationship was exclusive. And this was an old friend, someone I knew before you."

      So that was her play -- to pretend it was an affair, and maybe to ask for my forgiveness. I will give her this, that she was very good. I might even have believed it, had I not known. Part of me wanted to wait her out, to listen more, to hear how she might embroider the story, to see just how well this devious mind could operate under pressure. But I couldn't. I blurted, again.

      "That's all a lie," I said. I was almost whispering, looking down at my hands. "You're a spy."

      Now Manon was speechless. She knew that I knew, and that was that. There was no more fiction for her to spout. There was no worthy denial. But I was the one who ended the silence this time, asking the question that had been foremost in my mind since I saw her in the bar.

      "Thank you for not denying it," I said, as a kind of preamble. Her eyes were welling up. It was the only card she had left, but it completely set me off. The tears in her eyes, manufactured female bullshit, turned my hurt into rage.

      "Fuck you with the tears," I said. "Is that in the manual, learning how to cry on command? Is that what they teach you when your job is to target a man and lead him around by the dick?"

      "It's not that simple," Manon said. Now she was the one who was almost whispering, even as I got louder.

      "But that was it, right?" I said. "I was your target. You wanted to find out what the banker from Bohemia Suisse was really up to. So you lifted your skirt and reported back to Paris what I was doing, who I was meeting, like that. Did you go through my briefcase after I fell asleep? Of course, you did."

      "It only started out that way," she said.

      "Fucking bitch," I said. It almost under my breath, except we were only about three feet apart. Her anger flashed.

      "Well, it's not like you haven't kept any secrets from me," Manon said. "I mean, you're a goddamn spy, too."

      "And that had nothing to do with you. That had nothing to do with our relationship. My feelings for you were real. By not telling you, I was protecting you. My love."

      I spat those last two words. She just looked at me.

      "Yeah, well what about Jan Tanner's secretary?" she said.

      It surprised me that Manon knew about Tanner. Then again, I don't know why it should have.

      "What about Jan Tanner's secretary?" I said. "It was just business."

      "Fucking her was just business? You had to fuck her? There was no other way? Come on."

      I thought about denying it. Then I thought, the hell with it.

      "Yes, fucking her was just business, just a way to get information. How can you even ask me such a question? You were fucking me for business. You were fucking me to get information. For all I know, you're fucking half of the association of bankers for business."

      Things degenerated from there if that was possible. I called her some really vile names. The worst thing she said about me was that I was "naive." A couple of times, she attempted to say that her current feelings for me were real, however they started, but I cut her off every time.

      "I don't believe anything you say. How could I?"

      She reached out to touch my hand. I jumped up and away from her as if it were radioactive. I grabbed my coat.

      "Fuck this, I'm done," I said. When I slammed the door of her flat, it didn't feel as good as I had hoped.
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      Cold, wet, snow, Zurich. Only this year seemed worse. People didn't need what I had just gone through to be depressed in Zurich in January. All they needed to do was open their front doors and begin the morning trudge to the office.

      I drank through the weekend of my confrontation with Manon. The phone rang a few times in my flat, but I didn't pick it up. I didn't know if it was her and I didn't care. As far as I was concerned, the slam of that door was the final punctuation on our relationship. There was nothing more to be said, no need for any kind of follow-up. If she started showing up at Fessler's, I would find somewhere else to eat and drink. It's not as if the town wasn't full of half-empty restaurants selling mediocre food.

      By Monday, I was in reasonable emotional shape, better than I had been since the night in Bern. The bank was a decent distraction, especially given that January was our informal audit month when Marta and I tore apart every record from the previous year and checked them against our ledgers. We set up at our big conference table, which was about the only time we used it all year, and ordered in lunch for two or three days, however long it took to go through everything. By the end, we had fixed any discrepancies and could know with some certainty that our books were in order.

      It felt good to dive into the minutiae of the business. After the audit, it was back to my never-ending series of bullshit sales calls and lunches and drinks and whatnot, with less time spent in the office and a couple of nights of paperwork at Fessler's. It was there, one night, when Gregory sat down. I had just walked in and sat at my booth, and he brought me my Manhattan without asking. He had one, too.

      "I didn't think you drank those," I said.

      "I don't."

      "But..."

      "I don't but, I have to be honest, I've been drinking more since we started," and then, with a flick of his eyes, indicated the stairs up to his flat, and the radio. "But I don't get drunk, not on beer or wine, not anymore. So I'm trying these. I'm so excited, just thinking about it, that I need to take the edge off."

      We each gulped a mouthful, me trying to warm up a bit from my walk over to the cafe, Gregory trying to settle himself.

      "Are you sure you're OK with this?" I said. "I can work out the radio a different way if--"

      "Don't even think it," he said. "I told you how alive I felt with this, and it's all true. I'm just not used to feeling this alive if that makes any sense. Just the edge -- I just need to take the edge off."

      He gulped again.

      "You should be careful." I pointed at the mostly empty glass. "You never know when you're going to have to use that magic finger. Can't have you slurring in Morse code."

      "Don't worry -- but I have something to tell you. London messaged last night. First time, right at midnight. I wrote down the message, but then I didn't want to leave it laying around, so I burned it. But it said, and this is exact because I memorized it, 'Source says G plans postponed indefinitely by weather. Await further updates.' That was it."

      "Why didn't you tell me immediately?"

      "We never worked out a procedure."

      "You could have called last night. You could have come by the bank this morning."

      "Are you sure that's safe?" Gregory said. He was right. I had no idea. For all I knew, Manon was somehow still watching me. Or somebody else. Or that my phone had been tapped. And the last thing we needed was for someone to think Gregory was something more than my old friend from Vienna.

      "You're right, you're right," I said. "You did the right thing. We need a system."

      As it turned out, I walked by the cafe every morning on the way to the bank. This would be easy, a variation on the yellow-chalk-on-the-fountain scheme I had with Brodsky.

      "Take some chalk," I said, pointing at the menu slate that they changed every day with the specials. "Make a mark near the bottom of the black pole that holds the cafe sign out front if you have a message that I should know about. Unless you just want to grab me walking by in the morning."

      Gregory thought for a second. "No," he said. "Henry would wonder what I'm doing up and in the cafe so early. He really doesn't like having me underfoot in the morning. And the truth is, I spend enough time down here as it is."

      "Okay, now we need a place for you to leave the message."

      "How about this?" he said. "The last thing I do every night is check the trash out back. The bins are in a wooden enclosure -- you've seen it, right?"

      I nodded.

      "Okay," he said. "Where the fence post on the left joins the two sides of the enclosure -- I'll just jam a folded piece of paper with the message into the space between the post and the side. I'm sure it'll fit, and nobody will ever see it. And Henry won't suspect me being down there -- I check the trash every night. And you would have to be pretty unlucky to get caught back there by Henry. He's never out there early, never before the deliveries start. That's about 10 o'clock."

      This would work. It was actually kind of exciting, just working out the details. There also was a feeling of relaxation, just a little bit, because the German invasion plans had been put on hold by the shitty winter. Maybe there was still time to head it off, although I had no idea how that might be accomplished.

      Between thinking about that, and my paperwork, and my Manhattans, I was actually having a pretty good night, until Liesl came down to the cafe with a look on her face that was part concern and part disappointment. She obviously knew that Manon and I had split up and didn't even need to say it. I had no idea what Manon had told her. My only certainty was that it wasn't the truth.

      "What happened?" she said.

      "Ask her," I said.

      That was the entire conversation. I picked up my stuff and left.
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      The trip to Liechtenstein, which had been like a stone in my shoe for weeks, suddenly seemed a relief. The weather was still crap, snow piled everywhere, but the sun fortuitously appeared as I got behind the wheel and, as it turned out, I made pretty good time. There are a couple of ways into Liechtenstein from the Swiss side, and I chose the route that took me over the Alte Rheinbrucke, a narrow, covered wooden bridge that was rickety enough that I was second-guessing my decision about halfway over.

      That was technically the border, halfway over the bridge in the middle of the Rhine. But the way the customs niceties worked out, you received a passport stamp and a hearty wave from a guard on the Swiss side, drove through the wooden cavern, and received another stamp and wave from a guard on the Liechtenstein side. It all seemed a farce. Both guards were probably in their 60s, and the last time either of them actually left their semi-warm shelters and opened a car trunk or a piece of luggage was likely the previous October.

      As it turned out, there were three small hotels in the center of what passed for a town. Their actual names were irrelevant. If they had been called by their level of luxury, they would be called The Kind of Shitty, The Shitty, and The Unalterably Shitty. At least Marta got me into The Kind of Shitty, and I was early enough to be able to grab a late lunch.

      Two things about the dining room were notable, neither of those things being the food, which was standard, overcooked, and vaguely institutional. In other words, the mutton I ordered was cooked extra-long, as if they were attempting to make absolutely sure that the poor animal was dead. The two notable things were the thin film of grease on the water glass -- who needs water, anyway? -- and the three German officers who were eating at three separate tables, equidistant in the large dining room, so far apart from each other that it didn't seem possible that it was an accident. There was never a nod between them, never a sign of recognition, not a wave, not a look, not a salute, nothing -- not even when the one sitting in the back was forced to walk within about five feet of another one as he headed for the exit.

      Liechtenstein was about 15 miles long and, in many places, only two or three miles wide. On one side of the two or three miles was Switzerland, and on the other side was Austria, which was now part of the German Reich. It would not be unusual at all for Wehrmacht officers to be stationed in Austria, near the border -- and the truth is, they probably didn't have a lot to do if they were posted to this hinterland, and they did need to eat lunch.

      But a general and two colonels, in the same hotel dining room, where the food really was like the entire establishment, kind of shitty, didn't make a lot of sense to me. The fact that they were alone, without any subordinates for companionship, and that they didn't acknowledge each other in any way, just made it weirder.

      Most waiters would object to a question about the whole scene because waiters were trained to be unhelpful assholes above all else. But the guy who was working in the dining room that afternoon, fitting in perfectly with the surroundings, was a little light on the customary protocol. In other words, he couldn't seem to muster the energy to be an asshole. So I took a shot.

      "Can I ask you something?" I said. He did not reply, but he did not turn away. I figured was in.

      "Those officers, eating all alone, not seeming to know each other or even look at each other -- what's that all about?"

      "Same every day," the waiter said. Again, he did not turn away, so a follow-up question seemed, if not welcome, at least a possibility.

      "But why? It's not like the food here is--"

      "It's not the food," he said.

      "Then what?"

      The waiter did not answer, other than to gesture to the right, toward the front windows of the dining room, with a flick of his head. As he walked away, I looked out the window. The colonel who had just left was walking across the square and then into one of the two banks that stared each other down, dominating the space.

      Of course. You pop over for lunch and then, before heading back, you take a piece of your latest pay packet and deposit it into a bank in Liechtenstein -- you know, just in case the whole Thousand Year Reich thing doesn't work out as it's painted in the brochures. It's a little insurance, and nobody's the wiser -- and you're just over the border if you need to get the money in a hurry, and two miles from Switzerland after that. No wonder they couldn't look each other in the eye.

      My meeting with Count Novak was for lunch the next day, at his home. It wasn't gigantic, but it was just fine, thanks, a baby castle with a turret and a drawbridge over a stream, all gray fieldstone and surrounded by a couple of acres that ran into a vineyard. He gave me the quick tour until the sky started spitting.

      "It's a pity about the weather because the views are unique," he said, pointing, "Liechtenstein that way and Austria that way."

      The truth was, the property abutted the Austrian border, which frankly scared the hell out of me. Before driving over, I made the hotel concierge draw me a map of the route with the Austrian border highlighted in red ink. The last thing I needed was to wander into the Reich by accident and find my name on some list. Like, you know, the list of Czech spies who were put on trial in 1938 after attempting to kill a Gestapo officer.

      Lunch with the count went well. He was, indeed, fucking loaded. The deposit he would be making at Bohemia Suisse was larger than I had hoped. By the time we were done, it was nearly 3 p.m., and the weather had deteriorated. Part of me wanted to drive home anyway, but between the snow/sleet and the fading daylight, I decided to act like a grownup for once and spend another night in The Kind of Shitty.

      Lunch had been big enough and late enough that I didn't need to subject myself to another night in the hotel dining room. After a short nap, I decided to settle in at the lobby bar and consume the day's remaining calories there. The Manhattans were well-made, and the glasses were, in an upset, clean. There was nobody to talk to -- the bartender was making drinks for the dining room, too, and doing a lot of running -- but that was fine with me. I did not have a university degree, but I owned a doctorate in amusing myself at hotel bars. Besides, it was going to be an early night followed by an early wake-up and the long drive.

      That was the plan, as my third drink arrived. I couldn't imagine anything would change it, until an older gentleman in a military uniform sat down at the stool next to mine and said, "Alex, it's been too long."

      I did a double-take, like out of a bad comedy. It was Fritz Ritter. His day job was as a general with the Abwehr, the German army's intelligence section. In his spare time, he was the highest-placed agent that the Czech intelligence service possessed.
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      The last time I had seen Ritter, it was early on the day of the Anschluss, when the Germans came over the border into Austria and were greeted with cheers and flowers placed into their rifle barrels by what was at least a significant minority of the Austrian citizenry. I liked to tell myself that it was not a majority, and I tended to believe it. Most days, anyway.

      Ritter had sneaked me into Austria from Germany, through back farm roads, as the Wehrmacht massed along the border. He had broken me out of a Nazi jail only hours before I was to be sent to Dachau, and had me masquerade as one of his aides as we drove out of the prison, and for that, I should have been grateful. But he also had used me as a dupe to save himself, and put my life at risk, and so I really was not grateful. When he left me, down the street from the train station in Salzburg, I didn't say anything as I walked away. I didn't know what to say or how I felt, not completely. Nearly two years later, I still wasn't sure.

      "Alex," Ritter said. He attempted to lock eyes, but my gaze quickly fell. He repeated my name, and his voice cracked a little.

      "I always attempted to protect you," he said.

      "You put me in jeopardy."

      "I always had it under control."

      "So you say."

      "I did. I never would have put you in mortal risk. Your uncle meant too much to me. You have to believe that. It's important to me that you believe it."

      Ritter and my Uncle Otto had met in the 1920s and were occasional running buddies, aging bachelors who traveled a lot for work. When the Gestapo got too close to Ritter's secret, that he was spying for the Czechs, Otto got caught and killed after a completely accidental meeting with Ritter. Then Ritter used me to help frame the Gestapo captain who was his pursuer.

      "How can you say I wasn't jeopardy?" I said. "Remember that tribunal? Remember Rudolf Hess acting as the judge? That squirrelly fuck could have had me shot on the spot."

      "We had it covered, I promise you," Ritter said. "We knew he was going to rule in our favor."

      "So you say."

      That was the best comeback I had: so you say. Most of me actually believed him. And the more I got into the spy business, the more I came to recognize that some risks can be justified in the cause of the greater good -- and that saving an intelligence asset who happened to be an Abwehr general probably qualified as the greater good.

      We sat in silence for a few seconds. "Let's have a drink," I said, waving over at the harried bartender, who was just back from the dining room with a tray full of empty glasses. It was as close as I was going to come to saying "I believe you," or "I forgive you," and Ritter accepted it as such. His smile was his acknowledgment that the message had been received. When the drinks had been delivered, we carried them over to an empty table, away from the bartender. We had our pick of the round, marble tabletops and cherry cane chairs. We were the only people in the place, still.

      "So, are you still--"

      "I am," Ritter said. "And I hear that you are, how shall I say, more involved. That is why I'm here tonight."

      "So it isn't an accident?"

      "It is not," he said. "And I have to be back to Innsbruck in," and he looked at his watch, "shit, about two hours. My adjutant thinks I have stepped out for a romantic liaison. But we have a meeting tonight before continuing on an inspection tour in the morning. So this needs to be quick."

      "What needs to be quick?"

      "I have a message for you to get to London."

      And with that -- after shushing my interruption with a "just listen" -- Ritter began to tell a story about a recent meeting in Berlin, and a change in plans. About how Hitler had always hated the plan to invade France through Holland and Belgium. How he had always wanted something new, something different, and how the general staff had insisted that there was no other practical route.

      "But then, this one officer, Manstein, a Lieutenant General, he came up with something," Ritter said. "His bosses told him to shitcan it, that it would never work. But Manstein somehow got the plan in front of Hitler, and he loved it. And so they refined it some, but then they adopted it."

      "And what is it?"

      "They not going through Belgium or Holland anymore," he said. "They're going through the Ardennes."

      I knew about as much geography as the average guy -- probably more, given how much I had traveled over the years. But I had never been to the Ardennes. I could find it on a map, but I had never seen it. I heard it was pretty in the summer, with narrow, winding roads through thick forests, but that's really all I knew. I guess the questions were evident on my face.

      "Look," Ritter said. He grabbed a cocktail napkin and a pen from his pocket and began sketching.

      "Holland and Belgium up here -- nice and flat and easy to traverse," he said. "And the Maginot Line down here. The French think it's impregnable, and the Germans likely agree. It had better be, all the money they spent on it.

      "And the Ardennes is here," he said, circling the area between the top of the Maginot Line and the border with Belgium."

      "But isn't it all mountains and shit?"

      "It is all mountains and shit, as you say," Ritter said. "No one ever seriously considered it as a possibility. I mean, how do you get the tanks and the big lorries through on those little, windy roads? They'd have to go so slow if they could fit at all. They'd be easy picking for the French air force, you would think. At least that's always been the theory. But this Manstein has convinced Hitler, and the general staff has gone along with it."

      "You think it's mad?"

      "I don't know what to think," Ritter said. "I'm no tactician. Then again, I'm not sure Hitler is, either. But I guess we'll all find out. The point is, you have to get this to London. It's urgent. I think it's the most important thing I've ever passed along -- and I got them the Polish invasion date. Of course, they didn't believe me."

      "What?"

      "Long story, not your problem. You just need to send this as soon as you get home. Tomorrow, right?"

      "How much do they need? Manstein, all of that?"

      "No, just the basics: that the planned point of invasion is no longer Holland and Belgium, that it's the Ardennes instead. You can fill in the colorful details the next time you have an in-person meeting."

      "Do you know when?" I asked. "Is there an invasion date?"

      Ritter said that there was no date, but he believed it wouldn't be until at least spring. "I'm pretty sure they've moved back the date on the original plan at least five times because of the weather, and now I think they've just given up. But I don't have a date."

      Five minutes later, Ritter was back on the road, headed for Innsbruck. Before he left, though, I asked his opinion about the Nazi gold and the importance of nailing down the details. He was surprised and fascinated, but ultimately skeptical. He said, "I'm just not sure the Swiss can be embarrassed into stopping doing anything that makes them money. They consider it their God-given right."

      "I still have to try," I said.

      "You wouldn't be you if you didn't," he said. "When I first thought of Otto's nephew as a spy, I thought it must have been some kind of mistake. Getting so involved? Risking so much for such idealistic reasons? I loved Otto, but that wasn't him. I never thought I would see it in you. But it's there. Goddamnit, it's there."

      I hugged Ritter when he stood up to leave. And he looked at me and said, "Just send my message. It's more important than stopping Nazi gold. It's stopping Nazi steel."
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      I met up with Henry and Gregory at the cafe, and we walked the few blocks down the cobbles of Oberdorfstrasse to Bellevueplatz, where a few of the tram lines came together. The cold was just this side of bitter. The sun was out, though, somehow. It might have been the first time all week.

      We took the tram out to Hardturm, a stadium out away from the center of the city. It left you about a mile from Letzigrund, the FC Zurich home ground, where the game was being played. We could have taken a different tram and gone right there, but that would have missed the whole point of the exercise, in Gregory's mind.

      "This is the best part of the whole thing, much better than the game," he said. We were safe and warm on the tram, and he unbuttoned his coat and reached deep into an interior pocket and pulled out three steel mini-flasks, one for each of us, and handed them around. His smile was pure contentment, like a kid -- a kid, that is, who was taking his first pull of schnapps at 11:30 a.m.

      "You're lucky the weather turned a little nicer, old man," Henry said. "Because you know how delicate Alex is."

      "Yes, Alex, our little flower," Gregory said. "But look at that sun." He turned his face toward the window and basked.

      The reason we were taking this tram was that it would leave us right across the street from the Grasshoppers' stadium. This is where FC Zurich fans would gather and walk through the streets, maybe 1,000 of them, and we were FC Zurich fans because Gregory had become an FC Zurich fan in the two years when he lived here by himself. Many would spit on Hardturm as they walked by. Several would stop and piss on the wall. That Gregory would join the pissers went without saying. As he buttoned up and rejoined Henry and me, he shouted, "Saving that up for the fucking Grasshoppers since I woke up." A couple of 20-year-olds cheered and clapped him on the back.

      The walk was about a mile, give or take. There was singing led by the leaders. There was always a jackass or two with some firecrackers, just to make sure everyone knew they were there, and the smell of gunpowder filled the air. As we walked in a great amorphous pack, Henry got to talking with a couple of the pyrotechnic conspirators who apparently knew of a couple of extra-large steel trash cans in a pen next to one of the buildings up ahead. Henry followed them. He shouted over to us, "Back in a sec. Just studying the native culture." His departure gave Gregory and I a minute to ourselves.

      "Anything?" I asked him.

      "Silence," he said.

      "How long has it been?"

      "Eight days, nine, I don't know."

      The information from Fritz Ritter was the most important we had sent, and it wasn't even close. My hand shook, just a bit, as I wrote the message, and then edited to make it shorter, then edited it again. Gregory, too, seemed just a bit hesitant on the Morse key.

      This is what I finally settled on: "Highest source says G invasion plan changed. Now targets Ardennes, not H and B. No date yet. Please advise."

      I hoped that "highest source," a term I had never used, would indicate it was Ritter. There was no way we were sending his name, no matter how secret the code. I didn't even tell Gregory who it came from, other than that the source was of the highest caliber, and unimpeachable.

      "Why can't you tell me?" he said.

      "Come on, I'm protecting you -- and the source."

      "Nobody's going to torture me unless it's for the shit that comes out of my kitchen."

      "This isn't a game, Gregory."

      "Hell, I know that. But..."

      I think he knew there were risks, but he always tried to dismiss them. Sometimes, he needed reminding, which is why, I assumed, his voice trailed off.

      We received the dash-dash-dot reply almost immediately, the single letter G. So we knew they had received it. But, as before, Groucho and his bosses in London were offering no replies, no further instructions. Part of me thought that this might just be how it worked. But if this were a real intelligence operation, wouldn't there be subsequent leads to follow or other sources of information to target? Why wouldn't I be involved? Or was I just a conduit?

      Standing there within a football mob, both of us wondering, there came a great, percussive boom that startled both of us -- not shit-yourself startled, more like heart-skips-a-beat startled. Henry reappeared seconds later.

      "My ears are ringing," Henry said. He was shouting. "Like, really ringing." He oddly seemed as happy as Gregory had been on the tram.

      We continued walking. There were several amateur artists carrying thick pieces of chalk who would affix the letters FCZ on many available wall spaces, much to the consternation of the apartment superintendents along the route. One dumped a bucket of water on one of the calligraphers, which would make for an uncomfortable rest of the afternoon for the gentleman in question. Then again, this presumed he could still feel anything. Given the number of empty beer bottles that stood like sentries on the curbstones, one could only wonder. All of this was watched by a small squadron of police who formed human barricades at several intersections, not to confront anyone or stop any of the vandalism, just to make sure the mob was funneled in the proper direction.

      Grasshoppers were the posh team, and FC Zurich was the working-class team, which made Gregory's an easy choice when he arrived in 1936. It's funny. Back in Vienna, he left the Hutteldorf neighborhood -- real working men, real people -- when he had the opportunity to bring his "business" inside the Ringstrasse and to claim that upper-class territory for himself. He liked what that said about him and his family. But at the same time, he never gave up his tickets to the SK Rapid games in the old neighborhood. Henry talked about growing into adulthood in the rowdy standing terrace of the Pfarrwiese, Rapid's home ground. He marked the first time his father allowed him to stand with the men as his father's first acknowledgment that was an adult. "He taught me to shoot a pistol two years before that, but it wasn't until the terrace at Pfarrwiese," Henry would say, and actually get a little misty.

      So FC Zurich it would be. As we walked, Gregory was inhaling beer out of a bottle that one of his new best friends had provided -- his people, his team. And he was a true and rabid fan, even though the side was terrible, relegated to the second division, with no chance at all in the game coming up against the Grasshoppers.

      When we first arrived in Zurich -- Henry, Liesl and I -- the football team was the only thing that really got Gregory going, got him engaged. But there was something else now, as only I knew.

      "Hey," Gregory said. He was leaning in and whispering into my left ear, not that it would seem to matter, given that Henry was still digging into his ears, one at a time, as if he were mining wax. The ringing obviously had not stopped.

      "Hey," he said, again. "I was thinking, maybe we should send another message to London, just to remind them we're still here."

      "Sounds a little needy," I said. "A girl would never respect that if you tried it."

      "Like you're such an expert at relationships," Gregory said. He obviously knew that Manon and I were kaput, and so did Henry, but I refused to talk about it, and they gave up asking after a couple of days.

      "Okay," I said. "Let me think. Some of it does seem kind of needy. But there's also at least a little danger of being discovered every time we transmit. It doesn't make sense to send needless messages."

      "Needy and needless. Your vocabulary is quite limited today."

      "Fuck you, old man." I put my left arm around Gregory and my right arm around Henry, and we walked in the midst of the throng, singing the club song. At this point, I even knew the second verse.

      Once inside Letzigrund, Gregory's wisdom played out before us. The final score was Grasshoppers 3, FC Zurich 0, and the game probably wasn't that close. The walk over from Hardturm had easily been the best part of the afternoon.
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      Liesl was due in about two months, and she had begun to waddle more than walk. The library wasn't a half-mile from the cafe, but she said she stopped at least twice to rest when she walked to and from work. Henry offered to drive her, but she said the exercise was good for the baby. Still, for all of the talk of the glow of motherhood, Liesl looked like hell.

      We had gotten through our last couple of conversations without her bringing up Manon. But let's just say that the third time was not the charm. I didn't have any bank paperwork with me -- this was just going to be dinner and out for me -- and when she sat down with a glass of milk and a piece of chocolate cake to join me, we talked mostly about the baby and how Henry seemed less hapless and more assured about fatherhood.

      We both loved him, and we expressed our love by lovingly shit-talking him behind his back. And so, when Liesl said, "At least he's stopped practicing the drive to the hospital and timing it down to the second," my natural reply was, "He was probably shaking so much from the nerves that he dropped the stopwatch."

      We were doing fine, and the dishes had been cleared, and I was getting ready to make my excuses.

      "Don't go," Liesl said. She looked at her watch. It was just past 8 p.m.

      "Early night for me." I reached for my coat on the rack next to the booth.

      "I wish you would stay."

      "Why is that?"

      "Because Manon might be stopping in." She just blurted it out, seeing no other way to get me to stop. She apparently had not thought this through.

      "Might be?" My voice had risen several decibels. One of the fossils looked in our direction, just for a second.

      "Calm down," she said. It was more a hiss than a statement.

      "Why can't you leave this alone? Why can't you leave me alone?" I shucked my arms into the sleeves of my coat and began buttoning.

      "Because I care about both of you, and whatever happened can't be all that bad. You have to be able to fix it."

      "Have you ever considered that it might be that bad? Have you ever thought for one damn second that I don't want to fix it?" And with that, I kept walking, away from the pregnant matchmaker and out into the Zurich night.

      It was still early, and it was Thursday, and I remembered that I had not checked the MCMIX fountain since Monday. It was in the wrong direction from my flat, but it was only about 10 minutes away, and I had energy and anger to burn. It must have been 20 degrees, maybe lower, and the wind cut. I hated scarves but had taken to wearing one in the previous few weeks. On this night, I was more than glad -- scarf, collar up, hat secure, head ducked into the wind, eyes slightly tearing up. It was from the cold, I knew, not any thoughts about Manon. I really was done. It was only natural that I would still get upset at Liesl's meddling, but I really was done. I did wonder, though, why Manon had agreed to come to the cafe. Perhaps Liesl had assured her that I was out of town or something.

      The moon was full, the light shimmering off of the lake. It was cold enough that the path around the lake was empty, the typical nightly dog-walker undoubtedly setting for a quick smoke for himself and a quick piss for Sparky in the alley behind his flat. And standing there at the fountain, standing quite alone, I saw two yellow chalk marks. I didn't know if two meant something different than one, because Brodsky and I hadn't worked that out. My first thought was that the extra mark signified some elevated level of urgency, but I didn't really know. Whatever it meant, I figured, it wasn't even 8:30, and maybe it was urgent. Bellevueplatz, where a handful of tram lines came together, was only a couple of hundred yards away. I would be at the bar, the Barley House, in 15 or 20 minutes.
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      The tram ran north and west of the old town and ended up on Limmatstrasse, parallel to the river and about a block away. This was working-class Zurich, and there was no more honest work -- God's work, some would say -- than working in a brewery. In this case, it was the Lowenbrau brewery, a red brick fortress which we passed on the right just before reaching my stop, Escher-Wyssplatz. Lowenbrau was more than drinkable, much more than the Feldschlösschen piss that was sold seemingly everywhere in the city. Lowenbrau also was superior to Hurlimann, another local, a semi-piss on the official Alex Kovacs rating scale.

      The Barley House was, as Brodsky had said, right outside of the tram stop. I got off the train and looked to see if anyone was following. No one was -- I was the only departing passenger, just as I had been the only person getting on the tram at Bellevueplatz. So far, so good.

      The bar was, as Brodsky had said, jammed with men wearing blue coveralls with a little Lowenbrau crest on the breast. The second shift was likely on its lunch break. If I had to guess, the brewery staggered the break times, as there was a group of workers leaving and heading back to the brewery just as another group was arriving, several of them shoveling down the last of their sandwiches at the door. A two-minute walk in each direction left 26 minutes available for the purposes of hydration, and the Barley House was quite available.

      Inside, a layer of smoke about a foot thick was clearly visible along the ceiling, even in the dim light. The walls were once white, probably, but were by then covered with the brownish stain of a million cigarettes. The floor was sticky. But the time from order to mug-in-hand was perhaps 30 seconds, which made up for the amenities. So armed, my search for Brodsky began, and I wended my way through and around the knots of brewery workers, most of whom were standing. The search, too, took about 30 seconds, as Brodsky and I were two black swans in a heaving sea of blue coveralls. He was sitting at a small table off by himself, the last one before the toilets.

      "Quaint, isn't it?" he said. I could barely hear him.

      "It's a shithole and a goldmine, a rare combination." I had leaned over and was nearly shouting in his ear. The notion that anyone could possibly overhear our conversation was out of the question. Brodsky had chosen well.

      "The owner is a friend, and you're right -- they print money. They're only closed two hours a day, between 2 a.m. and 4 a.m., when they hose down the floor, and open all of the windows, and try to clear the fug. He is just a neighborhood guy, but he actually owns a chalet near St. Moritz. But he never can get away."

      "He must have to burn his clothes every night," I said. Then I theatrically sniffed the air. Picturing the owner of this place, sitting by the fire at a ski resort, sharing a fondue pot with the Duke and Duchess of Something-or-Other, was too absurd to consider. I actually chuckled out loud.

      "What's so funny?" Brodsky said.

      "I don't know. Life."

      He scolded me for not checking the fountain for chalk marks. The reason there were two marks, he said, was because he left one on Monday and a second one on Wednesday.

      "I've been drinking here four straight nights now," he said. "My liver isn't made for this. Or my lungs."

      "So what's so urgent?"

      "Only the fate of the free fucking world."

      "So the non-Soviet part?"

      "Let's agree to argue about dialectical materialism another time," he said. "At a quieter place, with proper drinks. And maybe a fire. Now just listen."

      Brodsky leaned in closer and began telling a story that, as it turned out, I already knew. It was the same story Fritz Ritter had told me in the bar in Liechtenstein -- well, pretty much the same story. The critical point was the same -- that the German attack would come through the Ardennes, and not until at least April because of the weather. The reason he offered was different, though.

      "There was a little plane crash," he said. "Two guys in a tiny plane, the one guy carrying the German invasion plans. He was supposed to be dropped off in Cologne or something, but the plane veered off-course and crashed in Belgium. Apparently, the guy tried to burn the plans before the Belgians caught him, and he thinks he succeeded. But the Germans don't believe him.

      "He was carrying the original plan, to get to France through Holland and Belgium. So Hitler demanded something different."

      Brodsky's was a more exciting tale, but the end result was identical to Ritter's, and that was the important thing. Without tipping off my source, I then leaned in and told Brodsky what Ritter had told me. He sat silently for a second. He looked kind of hurt.

      "What?" I said.

      "Why didn't you tell me before now?"

      The truth was, I had never thought about telling him because, well, I had never thought about it. Ritter was our guy, and he was too valuable to risk by sharing the info too widely, even though I wasn't sure exactly how it would be a risk.

      "I thought the deal was, I would share information that directly affected the Soviet Union," I said.

      "And this doesn't?"

      "No, not directly. Hitler can't try to screw you guys until after he's done with France and England. It's not like that's going to happen tomorrow. I wasn't given a solid date for the invasion, either, not that it would matter much to Stalin. Well, not unless he was planning to fuck Hitler while he was busy in France."

      "Ah, the pre-emptive fuck," Brodsky said. "It isn't a bad theory but, no, that isn't it. I just thought you would share it."

      "I couldn't risk the source," I said.

      We were quiet again, and in the silence was an agreement to disagree. The important thing was that we each had a second source for the German invasion plan -- and given Brodsky's background, and Ritter's connections, and the differing rationales in the two accounts, it seemed unlikely that the information originated with the same person. This was not a second parroting of the same information. No, this was confirmation.

      "I have to get out of here -- like I said, my liver," Brodsky said. "You have one more and then go." Which is what I did. I don't know what it said about me, but I felt more excited than depressed that I was now in possession of a re-affirmation that Hitler was about to try to overrun France.

      Luckily, the tram arrived within about five minutes, which meant I could still feel the tip of my nose when I got on, barely. I walked home and chose a route past Fessler's. It was nearly 10:30, and the door was locked. But a few lights were on, and I knocked softly on the glass.

      Gregory was just finishing up, an apron tied around his waist, a white towel tossed over his shoulder. He unlocked the door, and let me in, and immediately commented on how bad I smelled. He made me take off my coat and hang it out the back door of the cafe before allowing me up the stairs to his apartment. There, we sent the new information to London. The reply arrived almost immediately. Dash, dash, dot.
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      The postcard was waiting for me at work about a week later. On the one hand, I was thrilled that Groucho had finally acknowledged the information we had sent and was ready to involve me in whatever was coming next. On the other hand, the picture on the postcard was of cold-assed Uetliberg, again. Wednesday at 2:30.

      And so, as instructed, I took the train out to the mountain. Seeing as how Ruchti knew about our last meeting, and likely knew about this meeting, I didn't even bother much with the counter-surveillance rigamarole that I had begun to develop, like taking the tram one stop too far and walking back to the station. Besides, there wasn't another soul in my train car. On a Wednesday afternoon, in the first week in March, after a miserable winter that had yet to bless us with its final belch -- 34 degrees and light rain were on the day's menu -- who would even think about an outing to Uetliberg?

      And so, I clambered up the iced-over path to the top, thankful that the gravel embedded in the ice somehow saved me from a pratfall. I considered the fact that I never once landed on my ass to be one of the great athletic feats of my life, second only to the time in 1914 when, at school, I won a head-to-head race against Bruno Sensenbrenner, a 100-yard dash organized by the faculty, thus gifting those in my grade having last names beginning with A-to-M a week off from physical education class. I was a hero for the rest of the term. Students I barely knew were suddenly clapping me on the back in the school hallway. If only they could see me now, lurching from one patch of gravel to the next. Back then was mere speed. This was pure athletic grace.

      At the summit, it wasn't hard to find Groucho, mostly because there wasn't another person up there, not even the hot chocolate man. The first thing I said to him was, "Will you please get some different fucking postcards before you leave town this time?"

      He responded by offering me a pull from his flask. I reached into my pocket and showed him my own, and we toasted the low cloud that hugged the mountaintop like a sweater. The drizzle had stopped but, looking out, you really couldn't see shit.

      "So?' I said, and Groucho began. His bottom line was that the British and the French didn't believe the German invasion would come through the Ardennes. I exploded with a "you've got to be fucking kidding me," and he told me to calm down and repeat everything I knew, which I did. It took me a few minutes to get through the story from Ritter about Hitler being unimpressed with the original plan, and Manstein supplying the new one, and then the story from Brodsky about the plane crash and the original plans falling into the possession of the Belgians. Groucho took it all in, nodding a few times in seeming recognition, surprised by other details and making me repeat them. Then he took a long pull from the flash, a few drops dribbling out of the side of his mouth. He wiped it with his sleeve.

      "Okay," he said. "The Manstein bit is new to us -- and that's from Ritter, yes?" I nodded.

      "This is what we have," Groucho said. "We believe the plane crash is the key element here. From the information that we have gathered, the plane crashed, and the officer tried to set fire to the plans before being captured. He was in some farm field, and a farmer even helped him with some matches, but they were captured before too much was burned up. Then they took them to a jail and left them alone with the plans for a few minutes, then the officer burned the shit out of his hands on a hot stove, trying to shovel the plans into the fire inside. They caught him, and the plans were pretty scorched, but they rescued enough of them to get the gist -- that they were coming through Holland and Belgium, very much like 1914."

      "But your best source, a fucking Abwehr general, says it isn't true anymore," I said. "And my Russian confirms it. Why won't they believe it?"

      "Because they don't think it's possible."

      "Who exactly is they?"

      "The French and British general staffs," Groucho said. "The truth is, they don't tend to agree on shit, but they agree on this."

      "But why?" I was shouting at this point.

      "They just don't see the Ardennes as a possibility. They say, 'The terrain is prohibitive.' If you look at a map, it's hard to argue."

      I had looked at a map, but I also had looked Ritter in the eye. I couldn't believe they were dismissing his intelligence.

      "This is what they think happened," Groucho said. "They see the Holland and Belgium route as the only one that makes sense militarily, given the obstacle of the Maginot Line. When the plane crashed, and we got the plans, it just confirmed what is sound military thinking. We tried to let it leak that the officer managed to burn up the plans and that we didn't really get much information. It's hard to know what the Germans believe about that. But the French and British see this Ardennes plan as misinformation from the Germans, to throw us off from the only plan that makes sense."

      At which point, I completely exploded on Groucho.

      "He's your best fucking agent," I said.

      "Well, yes."

      "And now I have confirmation from the Russian."

      Groucho nodded.

      "What am I not getting here? He's as good a source as you've ever had. He's been right about so many things. He's been right about fucking everything. He was right about Poland -- and you ignored him then."

      "How do you know that?" Groucho said.

      "How do you think?"

      I stood there, cocooned in cloud on the top of Uetliberg, seething. I had agreed to do this, to run this risk, and now my information was being ignored. I mean, what was the point?

      "Look," Groucho said. "I shouldn't tell you this, but we are a little concerned about Ritter?"

      "Concerned how?"

      "Not what you're thinking, not that he's turned on us. But we're worried that the Germans might have discovered that he has been working for us and are using him to send us false information."

      "But why?"

      "Because the Ardennes just doesn't make any sense -- how many times can I tell you? The people in charge of knowing about such things just don't believe it's possible to move a mechanized army into France on those windy roads through the woods. They consider the whole idea 'foolish.' That's what one of the Frogs supposedly called it. 'Foolish.'"

      I was thinking about quitting on the spot -- the spying, the bank, all of it. I had enough money, and I had two passports, Czech and Swiss. I could go anywhere, as far away from this whole thing as I wanted to go. The truth was, I could steal a lot more from the bank than was in my account and be over the border before anyone knew. What were they going to do -- sue me?

      "I don't know if I've ever told you this," Groucho said, "but it's dangerous to get too attached to any agent, even someone like Ritter. You need to know that. And besides, why are you defending him so strongly? I thought you believed he fucked you."

      I had thought about this. I had thought about this a lot -- how Ritter had set me up in order to neutralize the Gestapo captain who suspected him of being a Czech agent, set me up and then rescued me. I had thought about it and come to terms with it. When I answered Groucho, I wasn't yelling anymore.

      "I don't think he fucked me," I said. "But he did use me. But the more I have thought about it, I believe he used me for the right reasons. And I think he did intend to protect me if it went wrong. And in the end, he did protect me. In a rotten fucking business, that isn't a terrible set of facts."

      We parted without a handshake or a plan to meet again. Groucho left first. I stared off into the gauze, emptying my flask. Then it was down the path for me, the descent even harder than the climb. About halfway down, I fell. The gravel tore through my pants and my drawers and ripped the skin of my ass. I felt through the hole in the cloth and then looked at my fingers. I was bleeding.
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      The next night was First Thursday. Marc Wegens had become a regular no-show, which further led me to believe that Hitler was going to be in the neighborhood sooner rather than later and that Marc was running around under orders, from unit to unit, attempting to maximize the abilities of Switzerland's pop-gun army in any way he could. I wouldn't have minded talking to him about the Swiss theory of the case -- whether they really thought Hitler might invade their mountain-protected, enchanted land of chocolate and hard currency -- but he might have seen that as a bit intrusive, seeing as how Herman kind of believed that Marc knew I was a spy.

      Whatever, he wasn't there. But Herman and Brodsky were, and getting shitfaced seemed to be on all three of our schedules for the evening. Dark did not begin to describe my mood, after what Groucho had told me. And after I told Herman and Brodsky that nobody believed what we had been told, it was a suitably morose threesome.

      "So let me get this straight," Herman said. "You have information about the Ardennes being the invasion point from an excellent source with an impeccable history. And Brodsky has information from a source of his that confirms what your source told you. And they still don't believe it?"

      "That's about the size of it," I said.

      "Are they idiots? I mean, truly mentally deficient?"

      "That's not it." Brodsky had been quiet, and he was still quiet, barely audible above the cheery background music, some big band I didn't recognize, lots of happy clarinets.

      "They're not idiots," he said. "They're just so married to what they know that they can't accept that they might be wrong, that the thing they believed in for so long might not be true after all."

      "But there's evidence," Herman said. "There's more than one piece of evidence. They each confirm the other."

      Brodsky shook his head. "It's the curse of old men. They stop listening at some point. They stop learning. It's like they never opened a book after 1918. If it made sense then, it makes sense now. If it was smart then, it's still smart now."

      "But it didn't fucking work the first time," I said. "Why do they think the Germans will try it the same way again?"

      "It almost worked," Herman said. "Close enough to give it another go."

      "But the sources? The information?"

      "You're not listening -- the book is closed. The old men will not open it. How old is Gamelin? Sixty-what?"

      "Sixty-seven -- I read it in the paper the other day," I said. "The story was all about the wisdom of the French high command, and listed all of his postings through the years."

      "Sixty-seven, there you go," Brodsky said. "He probably made up his mind about things somewhere along the Somme, and he will never change."

      "And the evidence be damned," Herman said.

      "Experience becomes blinding," Brodsky said. "The three most dangerous words in any language, especially for a soldier, are 'I remember when...'"

      In an effort to join Gamelin in his blindness, we rotated through rounds of each of our cocktails, first my Manhattans, then Herman's rye and ginger ales, and then Brodsky's vodka shots. The waiter just brought the bottle, and we emptied it by the end of the night.

      Somewhere along the way, we began to debate whether or not it made sense for either Herman or Brodsky to publish what we knew about the German invasion, Herman in his magazine or Brodsky in the Finnish newspaper. We were talking more than thinking at that point, given our alcohol consumption, but even drunk, it seemed like a bad idea. Making the Ardennes possibility public would not be alerting any decision-makers to information that they didn't already possess -- the French and British already knew, and so did the Germans, obviously. All the publication would be doing was drawing attention to Herman and/or Brodsky, attention that would only make their further attempts at unearthing information more difficult.

      As Herman said, "The last thing I need is even more Nazis up my ass. They look at me warily now, and keep half an eye on me -- I know all the Zurich legation guys at this point. They don't even try to hide it when they're watching me. But it's only half an eye. I don't need both eyes."

      "I get that," I said. "And it's easy for me to say, seeing as how I'm not at risk if you publish. But if they're going to ignore the information we all get, what's the point? Don't we need to find a way to make a difference here?"

      "You're kidding yourself, by the way," Brodsky said. "About not being at risk on this one. Let's say the Germans are playing your source, even a little bit. If his information gets published, you will be a link in the chain. You don't think they'll find out, but you don't know. The Gestapo is pretty good at finding things out. For all we know, they're outside in a big black Daimler right now, waiting for us to leave so they can make a report to whoever about the strange coincidence of the three of us being here together, all of us already on their radar."

      I knew well about the Gestapo. I knew Brodsky was right. There was no such thing as not being at risk, not for me, not anymore. Not unless I bailed out and headed to Argentina, which had been on my mind all day after reading an article about it in the travel section of Neue Zürcher Zeitung.

      "So we do nothing?" I said.

      "We just keep doing what we're doing," Brodsky said. "And we hope that it matters in the end."

      On the way back from a trip to the toilet, I bumped into a slender brunette, maybe 30 years old. I literally knocked her off of her shoes, and she grabbed me to keep from falling. My profuse apologies were likely adorable, as she invited me to join her and her two friends at a table on the other side of the cafe. My charm somehow supplanted my intoxication, apparently, as the two friends grabbed their coats and said their goodbyes soon after. I was too drunk to catch the signals that my girl, Angela was her name, had sent to her friends to hasten their exit. Maybe they were telepathic.

      All I knew was that, as soon as the friends were out, I was in. It was about 1:30 a.m. when I got myself buttoned up and began the cold walk home from Angela's flat.
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      The next morning, I called Sophie Buhl from the office. Since the night we had spent together, we had missed each other a couple of times, partly because I felt so bad about Manon, partly because I had become sidetracked away from the Nazi gold business while collecting the Ardennes invasion information from Fritz Ritter, and then being ignored. But I didn't feel bad about Manon anymore, and the Nazi gold was all I had at the moment as far as a promising avenue of information-gathering.

      When she said, "Come on over to the office at 2:30, I think I can find a towel to protect the couch in my boss's office," I was already 80 percent out of my hangover and confident of the rest of the distance. I did think about Manon, but just for a second. By 3:00, my second sex act with a second woman in a 15-hour period was complete. Walking back to the Bohemia Suisse, I decided to place a call to Paris to tell Leon, just so I could get it on record with someone who would appreciate the accomplishment. Predictably, he started by calling me an "amateur," and ended by saying, "My little boy, you're all grown up." It was good catching up, and I asked him what his newspaper and the rest were saying about war.

      "They're not writing it, but we're fucked," Leon said.

      "We? You've only been there a year."

      "I was born to be a Frog," he said. "It's, I don't know, freer than Vienna. I can't imagine how much looser it is than tight-assed Zurich. I don't know how you stand it there. Although, twice in 15 hours --"

      "What did you mean by fucked, though?"

      "They love their army," he said. "But if you talk to people on the street, just in the bars and cafes, half of the rich people are kind of rooting for the Nazis -- they won't lift a finger against Hitler. As for the rest, I'd say half of them would rather the country go to the Communists -- and they're never going to fight anybody. So, fucked."

      I did that math in my head after we hung up. Half of the country in a reasonable state of mind, a quarter Fascist, a quarter Communist. Even if the numbers were a little bit off, it didn't add up to French success under normal circumstances, and it especially didn't add up to success if the thinking of the military leadership was cemented in 1918.

      I had placed the call without Marta's assistance, which annoyed her. A few minutes after the call, she marched into the office with the diary pressed to her bosom. Her style of walking always told me what I was in for, and there really were only two possibilities. A whistling sashay meant I had screwed up something and she was there to fix it. Marching meant annoyed. Those were my two choices, and this was marching.

      "How was your call?" she said.

      "Fine, thanks." I was offering no details, and she couldn't leave the office without having regained the upper hand in our relationship, so she put down the diary and began paging for something-or-other that I had messed up. I stopped her.

      "Tomorrow, that thing with Greitzinger, you're going to have to reschedule it."

      "It's not a thing. It's the closing of that Bierman deal. You remember -- big building, nice profit for the bank."

      "It's not that big, and the profit isn't that nice," I said. We were providing something like 1/64th of the financing of a seven-story office building a couple of blocks off of Bahnhofstrasse.

      "There are attorneys involved. They'll be quite angry."

      "They'll get over it. We can do it next week. You pick the time."

      "Why do you have to cancel?"

      "Meeting in Bern," I said.

      "A new client?"

      "A big new client," I said. She was pulling out her pen and preparing to write a new entry in the diary.

      "Very big? Name of?"

      "Sorry, that's confidential," I said.

      "Confidential? This isn't Bankverein, for God's sake. It's you and me. I see everything. What does confidential even mean?"

      "It means that this is a private bank, and that it's my job to find the clients, and that this client is seeking the utmost discretion as he considers our services, and that until he's ready to sign the papers and back up an armored car full of his money, it's confidential."

      There was nothing Marta could say in reply.

      "Confidential means just me and him." I was enjoying this thoroughly.

      She stood up, snatched the diary off of my desk, and marched out. I almost never got the pleasure of seeing the reverse-march, which meant that she was still pissed and had not, in fact, regained the upper hand. It was a glorious sight. I stared at her walking out as if she possessed a backside worth staring at, which she did not. At least, you couldn't tell, given the gray flannel tents that Marta favored for office wear.

      I shouted, "Don't worry, I'll make the train reservation myself," and received not so much as a growl in reply. What a day.

      Then I thought about Sophie's backside -- you're not responsible for where your mind goes, you know. And then I wondered about what I would find the next night in Bern, where Sophie had told me that her boss and the big Nazi were meeting again.
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      It was just past 5 p.m. when Marta marched in again, this time wearing her overcoat and hat. She carried a stack of mail, the afternoon post. She usually had it on my desk by 3, and I couldn't resist.

      "Was the postman late today?" I said.

      She dropped the pile on my desk, literally dropped it from about a foot. The letters scattered but didn't spill off of the side. But the one on top did flip over. It was sealed with a circle of red wax that had been melted on the flap, which was beyond formal and archaic. The last time I had received a letter sealed with wax, it was back in Vienna, an invitation to a fancy wedding where the reception was held in the old Royal Apartments.

      Marta snatched up the envelope as if her real purpose was straightening the stack. She handed it to me and said, "Well, aren't we special. 'Personal and confidential.' Well, well."

      That's what it said on the front, in the bottom right corner, 'Personal and confidential.' But that wasn't what got the majority of my attention. Neither was it the decidedly feminine writing, nor the faint whiff of perfume that hung in the air. There was no doubt that the wax, and the writing, and especially the smell, were what grabbed Marta's attention.

      The first thing that stood out for me was the postmark. It was severely smudged, but it looked like Liechtenstein. I don't know if Marta saw that or not -- you really could barely read it. I wasn't 100 percent sure where it was from, to be truthful. But what I really couldn't stop staring at was the return address, preprinted on the envelope. The letter had been written on hotel stationery. The hotel was the Torbrau in Munich.

      Marta stood over me as I held the letter and considered. There was no way I was going to open it in her presence, though, a fact that she realized after about 10 seconds of me just staring at the envelope. For the second time, I was treated to the reverse-march.

      "Have a wonderful night," I called out, as sweetly as I could. She did not reply, never even breaking stride.

      The Torbrau in Munich. I had never stayed there. I had never seen it, I was pretty sure. I had only heard it mentioned one time. It was when Fritz Ritter was telling me the story of the time he and my Uncle Otto first met.

      It was in the 1920s, and both were middle-aged bachelors who happened to travel a lot for work, and who happened to find themselves one night sitting on adjacent bar stools at the Torbrau. One drink led to another, and the two of them decided to venture out into the night in search of whatever. In this case, whatever arrived in the personages of a pair of sisters. Back in the flat shared by said sisters, before anything really interesting happened, Ritter and my uncle and the girls found themselves on their knees, half-dressed, peeking out of the windows and observing the start of what would later come to be called the Beer Hall Putsch, the failed coup that nonetheless led to Adolf Hitler becoming a household name in Germany.

      So, there was no question who the letter was from, handwriting and perfume aside. Ritter had made that obvious, if only to me, which was the point, after all. I looked at it, held it, tapped its side on my desk blotter. At the front door, though, Anders was still at his post, bouncing on the balls of his feet, apparently waiting for me to leave. I walked out and sent him home, telling him I had some paperwork. He offered to stay. I insisted, and then I locked the door behind him.

      The letter, in the same feminine hand as the envelope -- I wonder who Ritter got to write it? -- was a mundane, it-was-wonderful-seeing-you-again kind of note. It was benign, dull even. It began with "Dearest Alex," and the signature was "Fondly, Clarice." It could have been written by an old maiden aunt.

      I left the letter on my desk and walked out to the lobby to jiggle the front door again. It was still locked. Returning to my office, I pulled down the window shades. In my bottom right drawer, there was a candle and some matches. Groucho had taught me what he called the "half-assed, quick-quick" version of revealing secret writing on a letter. As he said, "It wouldn't fool a professional, but 90 percent of the time, you don't have to. We have invisible inks that we use, and constantly update, that can only be revealed by a special reagent. We change them every month, probably. But this is quick-and-dirty."

      "Ninety percent, huh?" I said.

      "The other 10 percent of the time, they slit your throat," he said. "Kidding. Kidding. If the letter is mailed in Germany, you have to be more careful -- because the Gestapo reads everything they can. Outside, though, police and intelligence officers in other countries don't have the manpower or the urgency that the Krauts do. So this is good enough."

      What you did was light the candle and run the flame back and forth over the underside of the letter, close enough to scorch the paper but not to set the thing on fire. And if there were secret writing between the regular lines of the letter, it would be revealed if it had been written with water. I didn't believe it until Groucho showed me, but it did work. And there in my office, as I passed the letter back and forth over the flame, words began to appear between the lines of the existing letter.

      The message:

      Vogl is back with the Gestapo. He was in Poland with them during the invasion. He is now part of a unit that is likely headed west. We both need to be careful.

      Suddenly, my wondrous day, with its two sexual encounters and two views of Marta reverse-marching out of my office, was over.

      Vogl. Shit.
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      I decided to drive to Bern. The roads were good, and so was the weather, finally. The 75 miles would take maybe two hours, and that was if I took my time. I needed to clear my head and, for some reason, the open road helped more than the train. It would help to have the car, too, in case I had to follow Big Ears and The Mole who knows where. Or maybe, if nothing were happening, I would just commute, and sleep in my own bed, and maybe hide underneath the covers.

      Vogl. Shit.

      Werner Vogl was the Gestapo captain who I tried to kill in 1938. He was responsible for my Uncle Otto's death, even if he wasn't the one who pushed him off of the bridge and into the Rhine. He used Otto in an attempt to gain information on Ritter, information that Otto did not have. But Vogl didn't care -- he tortured Otto in the basement of the Gestapo's headquarters building in Cologne, and then either he or his people shoved Otto's bruised body into the river. Vogl did that, and I might have been next, had I not decided to kill him instead, an absurd notion that would have worked. But then Ritter interceded, using me as a pawn in an elaborate scheme to frame Vogl as a traitor to the Reich before Vogl could prove the same thing about him.

      Ritter's plan worked, and Vogl was theoretically headed to Dachau, or worse. When I asked him if it wouldn't have been better just to let me kill him, Ritter said, "No, it wouldn't work. I mean, first off, we couldn't count on you following through -- and I was running out of time. We couldn't afford it if you chickened out. But more than that, killing Vogl wouldn't solve the problem -- it would just put it off. If he's dead, his replacement just picks up his old cases. But if he's disgraced, and found guilty of fabricating evidence against me to preserve his dirty secrets, the case is closed. Nobody's going near me now."

      Except something happened between then and now. Mostly, a war happened -- and, well, time heals all disgraces when the bullets start flying. Vogl was a smart guy, and organized, and ruthless -- all of the things a good Gestapo man should be. He also had been right about Ritter, and his suspicions about me hadn't been far off. He probably did a little time in a camp somewhere -- but a nice camp, or the nice part of a bad camp. Or, if he had a patron, maybe he just got stripped of his command of the station in Cologne and sent to shuffle paper in the file room in Berlin for a few months. And once the shooting started, well, who knows what evil stood watch in Himmler's heart, and how Vogl might have been a useful instrument.

      He should have just let me kill him -- which is easy enough for me to say now. I was ready to do it, in an alley behind a bar where Vogl played his weekly chess game. As the cops say in the movies, I had motive, means, and opportunity -- the means was going to be Otto's old knife, a cliche, but I didn't care. I had always been more of a thinker than a doer, and a bit of a physical coward besides, but I had worked out the details of the plan, and it was a sound plan, and I was literally seconds away from doing it when Ritter intervened. Now, a lot can happen in a few seconds, but I had whipped up a mental rage, a noise in my head, and I really didn't think I was going to back down. I was going to do it. I was. I might or might not have killed people during the war -- who knew, from hundreds of yards away? -- but this was going to be for real, and for Otto.

      But it didn't happen, and now Vogl was on the loose. And suddenly the shittiest thought crossed my mind -- that I was hoping the Germans' western invasion would arrive soon because Vogl-in-battle would not have the opportunity to be Vogl-the-investigator. He wouldn't have the chance to settle up his old accounts.

      That was pretty much all I thought about during the drive. I left at 12:30 and actually broke the ride in half, stopping for lunch at a half-timbered roadside inn -- sliced liverwurst, buttered pumpernickel, pickles, pilsner. It was kind of a dead time of day when I arrived in Bern, and I lucked into a parking spot on the street, almost right in front of the Bellevue Palace's front door. I walked around and window-shopped in town for a while, mostly to kill time but a little bit to see if I was being followed somehow. I stopped, reversed direction a couple of times, checked out the reflection in a few store windows, and nothing. If anybody gave a shit that I was in Bern, they were doing it from a very, very discreet distance.

      Right about 5, I entered the hotel and headed for the front desk. I asked if Herr Steiner was a guest because I wanted to leave him a note. If the answer was yes, I had an old business card ready to hand over, with the words "Call me, G" written on the back -- so old that its original bearer, Gerhard Gruen, had since taken a heart attack and retired to the great depositary vault in the sky. But as it turned out, the big Nazi was not registered at the hotel.

      I figured I would give it two hours in the lobby bar. I took the same table as the last time, ordered the same Manhattan, and settled in. The place was dead. I found myself staring up at the design on the glass dome above me, almost hypnotized by it. I barely noticed when Peter Ruchti joined me with the admonition, "Close your mouth, you look like a goddamned tourist."

      I wondered if he had been following me. Fuck it, I just asked him.

      "Don't flatter yourself," he said.

      "So, just a coincidence?"

      "You're the one who's in my bar, buddy. What coincidence?"

      "Your bar? I thought you couldn't afford to drink here."

      "I can't. That's why the banker with the salary out the ass is buying."

      A minute later, two more Manhattans arrived -- Ruchti must have signaled the waiter while my eyes were aloft. We drank in silence for a good while. There was only one other table occupied, an older couple having a cocktail before dinner, in all likelihood. The music coming from the lobby piano was the only ambient noise until the words just started to burst from Ruchti.

      "I don't know what you're playing at," he said.

      I just looked at him.

      "This isn't some fucking game."

      I did my best to appear bored.

      "Look -- you're up to something. You know it, I know it. I mean, come on -- you spend more time on Uetliberg than a champion yodeler. You get mysterious envelopes sealed in wax -- no, we didn't open it. You're not big enough for us to bother with, not yet. But we're not the only ones who have noticed."

      At this, my face must have betrayed something.

      "You're an amateur -- you know that, right?" Ruchti said. "We just had an amateur who ended up with a bullet through his eye, you might remember. When that happens, my boss gets up my ass. My entire job is to make sure nobody else ends up lying in a pool of blood on Rennweg. That's why they pay me the big money."

      "The big money?" I said. "So you're buying the next round."

      "You don't get it," he said. "How many times can I say this -- it isn't a game. Hitler's boys aren't kidding around. They don't want to make us uncomfortable here in the great neutral Switzerland, but they'll do what they deem necessary. And another thing. You might have sensed that I'm not a big fan of bankers."

      "Yeah, I got that."

      "Well, I can't prove this, but I sometimes believe that, shall we say, representatives of Swiss banking interests occasionally also drink in this bar, with me and the Germans and the French and the British and the Chinese and whoever else."

      "What?" This had never dawned on me as a possibility.

      "My job is to keep track of the players and do everything I can to make sure none of them ends up dead -- or at least not dead on Swiss soil. Because too many dead bodies could lead to diplomatic incidents with unexpected consequences. In case you haven't gotten it by now, the bankers here in Switzerland don't make money off of unexpected consequences. They're not looking for the big score. They make money by rote, by taking a tiny piece of a million transactions, by grubby certainty covered up by a starched collar. My boss has a saying: 'We don't care if the game is dirty as long as the playing field remains clean.'"

      Ruchti got up to leave, and I suddenly needed to get out, too. I paid for the drinks and decided to drive home. He hadn't scared me, but Ruchti had widened my field of vision in a way that I hadn't expected. I needed to think some more. It was as if checkers had become chess.

      I got in the car. After only about a second, I realized that I smelled Manon even before she said my name from the floor of the back seat.
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      If Ruchti had been following me, I never saw him. If Manon had been following me, I never saw her. I really must have been an amateur.

      She got out of the back seat, opened the driver's side door and told me to move over.

      "Or else?" I attempted to adopt as much of an assholish tone as I could, and I think I did pretty well.

      "Just slide over," she said. Her tone was warmer.

      There were a dozen things I thought about saying. Part of me was furious. A smaller part of me was intrigued. A much smaller part of me saw the quick half-smile on her face as I slid my ass over the leather bench of the front seat and melted. What the fuck?

      Which is what I ended up saying. "What the fuck?"

      "We're going for a drive," she said. "And I'm driving."

      "Where?"

      "Basel?"

      "What's there?"

      "You'll see."

      "Why now?"

      "Has to be now," she said.

      "This is bullshit--"

      "Alex, please shut up. I'm trying to make this up to you."

      "That's not possible."

      "Maybe, maybe not," Manon said. "But let me try."

      She started the car, and we headed north. I slid as far to the right in the car seat as I could, leaning against the door. There were a good two feet between us.

      It was past 6 p.m. and dark, but Manon drove confidently and without a map. I had made the drive before. It was a little more than 60 miles, and it was actually pretty nice in the summer. In the winter, though, the fog was persistent, and you usually couldn't see shit. At night, you really couldn't see shit. We went through St. Ursanne, a little medieval town that I remembered as being very charming, and then up past a couple of viewing points along the road where people routinely pulled over in the summer so they could gawk. But we just drove, the dark road interrupted by the occasional hamlet, mostly in silence.

      What the hell was this all about? It was the question that kept circulating through my consciousness. I had been over Manon -- 90 percent over her. Well, maybe 75 percent. But I was getting there. The whole spying thing, when you think about it, is pretty damned dehumanizing. You're in the information-gathering business, and you use people to acquire the information, and then you dispose of the people because the information is paramount -- because the information is being gathered in service of The Cause, and The Cause is the most important thing of all, the reason you agreed to take the risks you're taking. The people are incidental.

      I knew that, but I never understood it, not deep down, not until Manon, not until she used me the way she did. I had begun to rationalize it, that I was going to have to learn sometime, and that I would be a better spy because of it -- a crappier person but a better spy. And, well, with Hitler, with everything, you couldn't convince me that anything else could be the most important thing.

      My mind raced. She broke the silence.

      "How have you been?" she said.

      "Splendid."

      "No, really."

      "Yes, really."

      Then silence, again. Soon, we were in Basel. If Bern was sleepy, Basel was its drowsy twin, about the same size but close enough to the German and French borders that you could smell them both. If Bern was mostly about the government, Basel was mostly about the university, which made it marginally more interesting. The nightlife in the few blocks right around the school undoubtedly was a bit more robust, but as we drove through the streets, all was buttoned-up and closed down. It wasn't even 10 p.m.

      Manon maneuvered the car easily, again as if she were more than familiar with the route. For a while, it was as if she was taking evasive action, circling one particular part of the city and then going the wrong way down a one-way street. It was only about 200 feet, little wider than an alley, but the direction was clearly marked.

      "Are we being followed?" I said.

      "Just being careful."

      "So, no."

      "I don't think so," she said.

      Her tone was not entirely convincing. In a minute, though, she seemed satisfied enough that we parked in another alley. It was like we were in a tunnel, a dark tunnel. There were no overhead lights. We had a view of the back of some building. It looked like a loading dock of some kind, and it was well-lit. But it literally was the light at the end of the tunnel. She parked and turned off the car's lights, and we were likely invisible from either end of the 500-foot alley, about equidistant from the streets at either end.

      "Now what?" I said.

      "Now we wait," she said.

      She sighed, leaned her head back, closed her eyes.

      "If you fall asleep, what happens then?"

      "I won't. But if I do, you'll know when it happens."

      "When what happens?" I said.

      She reached into her handbag and handed me a small leather case. Inside was a set of binoculars, as tiny as I had ever seen.

      "Amuse yourself if you want," she said.

      "These are something," I said. I turned them over in my right hand. They weren't much bigger than the palm. "Swiss precision?"

      "Okay, they're good at binoculars. But that's all."

      She closed her eyes again, this time with another of her half-smiles. I continued to lean against the door on my right. The distance between us was still about two feet, as big as I could make it.

      Fiddling with the focus wheel between the eyepieces, I was quickly able to get a clear, sharp view of what was, indeed, a loading dock. I also was able to read the small sign on the wall to the right of the gate. From our lair in the alley, I was looking at the back of Basel's Swiss national bank building.
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      "There's movement," I said. It must have been an hour later. The night was still quiet, but an outer gate was being opened in the back of the bank, and an inner barrier was being lifted. Two guards carrying rifles watched the other two work out the mechanics. They all wore blue blazers and gray slacks.

      I reached over, nudged Manon awake, and then resumed my distance. She barely stirred.

      "Tell me what you see," she said, and I did.

      "Tell me if you recognize anybody," she said, and I didn't.

      If she opened her eyes, I didn't catch it. I followed up with a spare narration of what I was seeing. Gates open, the four blazers stood and chatted, apparently waiting for something. After about five minutes, it arrived -- an armored car, not enormous but big enough. It sat low to the ground, no doubt straining the shock absorbers. It just looked heavy more than anything. And from the front right fender, a small German flag sat limply on a short pole.

      "Nazis in the house," Manon said. "Showtime."

      She was awake now, but there was still an exhaustion about her. She seemed beaten somehow. She caught me looking at her and pointed toward the front windshield, and the bank beyond it.

      "Keep looking," she said. "And you haven't seen anybody that you recognize yet?"

      I had not. The armored car was just sitting there. Then, out of the passenger side door came a man in a business suit. I couldn't tell who it was until he turned and appeared as if he were looking directly at our car in the alley, and at me. It was Matthias Steiner, the big Nazi.

      As if he were waiting for Steiner to show himself first, a door of the bank opened, and the blue blazers were joined by a suit of their own. It was Jan Tanner, a.k.a. Big Ears.

      "Fuck," I said. "Is this what I think it is?"

      "It is," Manon said. "This is how it works. This is how the fucking Swiss are going to win Hitler the war."

      It was nothing special, just a mechanical process, but I was transfixed. Back-when, I had unloaded delivery trucks as part of a summer job I had at Gregory's restaurant in Vienna, and there was nothing particularly exciting about it -- produce in the kitchen, liquor in the storage room behind the bar, and hurry the hell up, will you? But this was gold, and this was the banality of evil, and I had to watch.

      Steiner handed Tanner some paperwork, keeping one sheet. In turn, after peeling off a sheet for himself, Tanner gave the rest of the paper to one of the blazers. And then the process began, just a simple transfer of small, obviously heavy boxes that two blazers wrestled onto a wheeled dolly that they struggled to push up a small ramp and then into the bank.

      I didn't know how much gold was in each box, and I didn't bother counting the boxes, but there were several dozen. Tanner and Steiner counted, though. Steiner used a pencil to make tick marks on his copy of the paperwork. The whole thing didn't take 15 minutes and, when the last of the gold was inside, Tanner and Steiner each signed the paperwork -- first Steiner's copy, then Tanner's copy, then the blazer's copy.

      After watching all of this in silence, I turned to look at Manon. The exhaustion I had sensed earlier had turned into something else. I caught her just as she was wiping away a tear.

      "Goddamn it," she said, reaching into her purse and beginning to rifle through it. I reached into my pocket and started to hand her my clean handkerchief, but she looked at it as if it were covered in fresh snot.

      "No," she said. "No, damn it." Inside the purse, she found the sheet of paper she had been looking for and handed it to me.

      It was written on the national bank's letterhead, addressed to Steiner, signed by Tanner. It contained the terms of the transaction.

      "How'd you get this?" I said.

      "I didn't have to sleep with anybody if that's what you're asking," she said. "Let's just say that Herr Tanner isn't always very careful with his trash."

      It was all right there, the figures in neat columns.

      To unload: 0.03 pro mille

      To place on deposit: 0.015 pro mille

      To dispatch: 0.9 pro mille

      "They get paid coming and going," Manon said. "They get paid to accept it, to hold onto it, and to ship it. Bastards don't miss a fucking trick."

      The tears had given way to anger now.

      "Goddamn it." She knew better than to yell, and so her whisper seemed unusually harsh, bitter.

      "You know how this works, right?" she said.

      "I have some idea."

      "Well, here it is, exactly -- well, we think. The Swiss take the gold in here. You see how they're all still standing there? They're waiting for a briefcase to be brought out from inside. It's full of Swiss francs in large denominations -- you might not have seen it, but Steiner's guy went inside at the start to count it. It'll be a pretty big bag, enough to hold a couple of million francs."

      "This seems kind of, I don't know, small-time?" I said. "Shouldn't this be handled by wire transfers or something?"

      "Nope. It's just this. They show up with a truck full of gold, and they leave with a bag full of money."

      "Okay, then what?"

      "Here's how it works," she said. "Let's say Germany needs to buy wolfram from Portugal."

      "What the hell is wolfram?"

      "An industrial metal. They use it in armaments. Portugal is lousy with it. And because they're officially neutral, they'll sell it to anybody. But here's their problem: the gold. Nazi gold is no good to them because other countries won't take it for the stuff the Portuguese need to buy. Nazi gold, Austrian gold, Czech gold, and any other gold the Germans manage to steal from Poland or wherever -- Portugal doesn't want any of it."

      "Isn't gold just gold? How does anybody even know where it's from?"

      "The bars are marked. Stamped, with a mark from the country of origin and maybe some kind of serial number."

      "So?"

      "So," Manon said. She pointed at the bank. "That's where these assholes come in. They take the Nazi gold that nobody else will touch, and they give the Nazis Swiss francs in return. You've heard the phrase 'good as gold,' right? Well, that's the Swiss franc. So the Germans buy their wolfram, or whatever, from Portugal, and they pay them from the suitcase full of Swiss francs. And then the Portuguese turn right around and come to the Swiss national bank and trade in their Swiss francs for gold. And guess what?"

      I just stared at her.

      "That gold they brought in tonight? That Nazi gold? Based on what we've heard -- and I admit, the information is a little shaky -- the Swiss are going to melt it down and re-form it into new gold bars, with nice Swiss stamps and serial numbers on it. Or they're just going to use the same ones they have, because if you get it from Switzerland, whatever it is, it has the international seal of approval. And they're going to give those gold bars to the Portuguese in exchange for those same francs that they stuffed into that suitcase tonight. It's a neat trick."

      "And the Swiss take a cut of every transaction along the way," I said.

      "They always get their fucking cut," Manon said. "It should be their national slogan. It ought to be written on the back of their money."

      She was crying again.

      "And nobody fucking cares," she said. "My bosses? They couldn't be bothered. The French government knows this is happening and won't do anything about it. No strong arm, no formal diplomatic protest, nothing. It's like we're afraid of them. I get that we share a border and that we want to maybe be on good enough terms that they'll let us take a shortcut through Swiss territory on the way to Germany if we need to--"

      "But this is bigger than that," I said. "This is about Hitler's very ability to make war. Can't they see that?"

      "They can't see shit."

      The tears were flowing freely. Her chest was heaving, just a bit, and she was having trouble catching her breath. I had never seen Manon like this, even during our breakup fight.

      I leaned over, touched her face, and wiped away a tear. She looked at me, and I looked at her, and neither of us said anything. We ripped off each other's clothes and somehow maneuvered around the steering wheel. Once, then again, and then we fell asleep entwined, covered as best we could by our coats and clothing. Hours later, the rising sun woke us as it shone through the front windshield. It lit the alley.
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      We eventually did talk, Manon and I, but really not that much. I had accepted the start of our relationship for what it was and compartmentalized that part of it. The rest, I truly believed, was real. Beyond that, there really wasn't a lot to say.

      The night in the car bonded us in a new way, and not just the sex. We shared, well, not only a profession but a growing disgust with the people who ran that part of our lives. They sent us out, at significant risk, and would not listen or act on the information we brought them. They couldn't see the big picture or what was truly important. They clung to their old ways, and they cared most about preserving their patch of turf. Manon and I were on the road to disillusionment, but at least we were on it together again.

      For one thing, it got Liesl off of my back. Given her size, in the ninth month of her pregnancy, this was no small burden. She was so happy when we showed up together a couple of days later at the cafe, as were Gregory and Henry, and they stuck around the booth for too long. Eventually, though, they left us. We did have something to talk about.

      Or, as Manon said, once we were alone, "So exactly how much are we going to tell each other?"

      "I've thought about it a little bit," I said. I had different levels of secrets, as I assume she did. For instance, there was the question of Gregory's involvement. Could I tell her? Would Gregory view it as a betrayal if he found out that she knew? That might have been the trickiest one, but there were plenty of landmines along the way. Should I tell her about Brodsky and where I met him, or about Herman and First Thursdays? Or should I just pass along the information I gathered and remain secretive about, as they said in the trade, my sources and methods?

      "Here's what I've come to," I said. "If I'm out on bank business, I'll tell you that. If I'm on other business, I'll tell you that, too. And I'll share whatever information I get, anything I think might be of any value to you and to France. But contacts? Sources? The where and the when? I just don't think that's the way to go."

      The relief on Manon's face was plain.

      "Thank God," she said. "I've been thinking the same thing. No more lies about rug manufacturers in Geneva, or wherever the hell that was supposed to be. Oh, and remember that story about the rug manufacturer with the rug? It was true, just a couple of years old.

      "But giving up sources, I just don't think that's smart, and I'm glad you don't, either. I mean, we promise them discretion as part of the bargain, even if it's unspoken. They probably figure we're going to tell our superiors -- but even then, I have one guy who absolutely refused to deal with me unless I offered him total anonymity, even from my boss."

      "And to add another intelligence service, none of these people signed up for that," I said.

      "And God forbid something happened to one of my guys after I revealed his identity to you -- it could just create issues between us that we couldn't survive."

      "I'm glad we see it the same," I said. "But I am concerned about one thing. The very nature of some of the information I get, and that maybe you get, could naturally point the finger at the source. And the more people who know, the more potential fingers."

      "You're right," she said. "But I think that's always a risk. We just play that one by ear, case-to-case. The more important the information, the more risks we assume."

      "All right, I guess this is a plan," I said. "Maybe not perfect but close enough for spies in love."

      "When they make the movie about us, that's the title."

      "I was leaning more toward 'Sex Beneath the Gear Shift.'"

      "That can be the adult version," she said.

      "Well, since we now have an arrangement, I have something to tell you."

      "Let me use the ladies' and pick us up one more drink." Which is what she did.

      The day before, I had met up with Herman at Honold, the tea room on Rennweg. It wasn't an accident -- he said he had waited for me outside of the bank, hoping that I was in the mood for a second fruhstuck. He joined me in the line. Honold was a monument to the Swiss style of full employment. In the front of the restaurant, you had to pick your food from a glass case -- sandwiches and pastries and such -- where one of the two women working there reached under the glass to fill your plate. Then you paid your money to a third woman, sitting behind a cash register. Then you walked to the back of the tea room and sat down at an empty table, where a different waiter took your drink order. Then you paid him, for the second time. And if he refilled your coffee, you paid a third time. Whatever. The salami on white bread with pickle and tomato was an excellent second fruhstuck.

      "So, to what do I owe the pleasure?"

      "I heard something," Herman said.

      "What kind of something?"

      "Interesting something. Bad something."

      "From one of your old friends across the border?"

      Herman nodded. His news was a stunner. His source said that Hitler had decided to come west, but northwest -- he was going to invade Denmark and Norway on April 9th.

      "Excuse me," I said, grabbing a newspaper off of a neighboring chair. The woman at that table waved at me weakly. I just wanted to see the date. It was Monday, April 1st.

      "I guess I see what this couldn't wait till Thursday," I said, which was First Thursday at Cafe Tessinerplatz.

      "That would have been cutting it close."

      "But Denmark and Norway? Does that make any sense to you?"

      "It does," Herman said. "They're constantly worried about supplies and materials in the high command. Hell, you know that -- what was that shit your family mined and sold them for their blast furnaces?"

      "Magnesite," I said. It hadn't even been two years, but it seemed like a lifetime ago.

      "Well, think about iron ore," he said. "Think about nickel. Stuff like that, stuff that Germany doesn't have, or doesn't have enough of. Well, a place like Norway is full of natural resources. You take them first, you guarantee your supplies for the armaments factories. Krupp's happy, Hitler's happy, and France and Britain will still get it in the end."

      And when she came back with the drinks, that is what I told Manon -- not about Herman or Honold or my second fruhstuck, but about Denmark and Norway and April 9th.  And, after she let out a low whistle, I offered her the rationale that Herman had provided, about nickel and iron ore and whatever. Then, another low whistle, followed by a look at her watch.

      "Your place?" I said.

      "Can't. Now I have this to deal with, and also a ceramics show tomorrow afternoon in Lausanne."

      I looked at her skeptically. I would come to call it my rug manufacturers' look.

      "Hey, I still have a day job, too. As do you."

      "All right, I'll walk you," I said. It was only a couple of blocks. I shouted at Gregory as we got to the door. "I'll be back in 10 minutes for one more. I need you to explain to me how they haven't shot that goalkeeper of yours yet. What's his name? They should call him the Holey Ghost -- H-O-L-E-Y."

      "Alex, you are too harsh," he said. "You did not see the game. I did. Only four of the goals were really his fault."

      "Okay, you're right. Maybe they should give him a raise instead."

      Thus armed, two of the fossils would still be badgering Gregory when I returned. I had the one drink, and then another as I helped him tidy up after closing. Then we went upstairs and sent the message about Denmark and Norway to London.
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      The yellow chalk mark on the MCMIX fountain was being peed on by a spaniel-ish mutt when I happened upon it. The lower half was likely washed away, deepening the color of the puddle at the base. I would be sure to tell Brodsky to recalibrate his aim the next time. Maybe we would even laugh about it, which would be novel. Laughs were growing shorter and shorter in supply, at least when it was the two of us getting together.

      As it turned out, when I got off of the tram and tripped into the Barley House, all was as before. Hitler's army was on the move, and the Nazi gold was undergoing a fresh laundering in Basel, but the Lowenbrau brewery was still running three shifts, and the Barley House remained a dark, loud, smoky, blue convention. It might even have been more crowded than the last time.

      After getting my beer -- again, the longest part of the process was the time it took me to reach into my pocket for some money -- I walked toward the same table in the back corner, shouldering through the blue coveralls. But there was a surprise this time -- Brodsky had already been joined by another man, as conspicuous and he and I were, black coats amid the blue. It was Herman.

      "It isn't First Thursday," I said. "The people at Cafe Tessinerplatz are going to be furious if they find out we've been cheating on them."

      "I think we're safe," Herman said. "Cafes are like wives. A little part of them expects to be cheated on."

      "Something you're not telling us, Herman?"

      "Past life," he said. For some reason, I began wondering if he was sending a little something home to the former Frau Stressler, and how that might be possible, given that running a specialty magazine that didn't sell shit would seem to make for some pretty tight budgeting for the current Frau Stressler as it was. But that was his problem, and I just didn't have time for it. I also didn't care.

      We started talking about Norway and Denmark. The information from Herman's source had been spot on. Both the countries and the dates were exactly correct. The Wehrmacht went in on April 9th. In the days afterward, the newspapers were full of color and details about the great Nazi war machine. Unfortunately, it appeared that most of them were true.

      "Although," Brodsky said, at one point. "It's hard to measure exactly how big and bad the Wehrmacht is when Denmark rolls over in six hours."

      "They didn't even buy them dinner," I said.

      "Just fucked," Herman said. "Fucked, fucked, and fucked again."

      "At least Norway fought a little bit," Brodsky said.

      "And the government and the king got away -- can't have too many kings," I said.

      "And that jackass," Herman said. "What's his name?"

      "Quisling," I said.

      "Right, Quisling," Brodsky said. "Talk about following which way the wind is blowing. But look, I didn't get your here to re-hash everything that's been in the newspapers."

      "Well, maybe we should talk about how nobody is listening to the information we're bringing them. I mean, shit -- that information was dead-on, but there was no reaction that I could see. They just let Hitler walk in. I mean, are they even fucking listening?"

      Spying was, by its very nature, a solitary existence. But I was fortunate, in that I could share at least part of what I was doing, and what I was feeling, with not only Manon but also Herman and Brodsky. They were living the same life, to varying degrees. They dealt with the same frustrations. And while I sometimes wondered if there was always a tension between field agents and the people who ran them, just as in any employee-boss relationship, the disconnection between the information being gathered and the decisions being made, or not made, was profound.

      "Am I wrong, or does this seem really fucked up to you?" I said, looking first at Brodsky, then at Herman. "I mean, nobody's fucking listening."

      We all sat and drank. Herman stood up and got us three more. The fug along the ceiling seemed particularly thick. Metaphors were everywhere if you looked hard enough.

      "This is going to make you feel even worse," Brodsky said. "But here's why I called you both. I have new information on the Ardennes invasion. It's a pretty good source, and it's in two pieces. Yes, he also has heard that the focal point of the invasion will be the Ardennes, and not Belgium and Holland. And I didn't lead him at all -- it all came from him."

      "Great," I said. "Three confirmations now. But if they didn't listen to two, three won't matter."

      "But I also have a date," Brodsky said.

      I actually leaned forward to get closer to him. Herman dd, too.

      "So?" I said.

      "May 10th," Brodsky said.

      "This is solid?" Herman said.

      "Yeah, my guy says it's solid. He's in the Soviet high command. He says the Germans have consulted them as a courtesy."

      May 10th. Three weeks.

      So this was it. France and Britain had two weeks to get their shit together. They were either going to listen to information that could not be more solid, that came to three different spies -- a Russian, a German and a Czech -- from three different sources who had access to the German military. Hell, one of them, Ritter, was in the German military, and so was Herman's source, probably. Nothing in life is certain, and that was perhaps even truer when you were dealing with a homicidal lunatic like Hitler, but this was not ignorable anymore. They had to listen.

      Once again, Gregory got one whiff of my overcoat and insisted that I hang it outside before entering his apartment. The message he sent was as short and unemotional as I could muster: "Russian confirmation of Ardennes invasion. Date set is May 10." The reply was swift, as always. Dash-dash-dot. G.

      But as Gregory and I drank and talked, I got more and more worked up. I mean, this was it. There was no getting around it anymore. I had been forced to leave Austria and would have been forced to leave Czechoslovakia if I hadn't beaten the Wehrmacht to the border by a few months. Now Hitler was coming my way again, probably not here, not to Zurich, but who knew? Britain and France were going to stop him here, or he wasn't going to be stopped. It was that simple, and there had been no signs thus far that indicated they realized it.

      I grabbed a pencil and scribbled out another message. Gregory read it.

      "Really?" he said.

      "Yes, really."

      "This is a bad idea."

      "Just send it."

      "Alex--"

      "Just fucking send it," I said. It came off harsher than I had intended. Gregory translated from the bible page and sent it in silence. The message read, "Are you even fucking listening?"

      We sat and finished our drink. He was pissed, and I didn't have anything left to say. There was no reply from London, no dash-dash-dot confirmation, nothing. Gregory looked at his watch.

      "Should I send it again?"

      "No, fuck it," I said. It was time for me to get out of there. I needed to get over to Manon's flat, to wake her up and tell her the latest.
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      The stack of paperwork on my desk at Bohemia Suisse had begun to lean, ever so slightly. One more bulging file folder might just topple the whole mess, and there was no question who was going to be picking it up and reassembling the folders if it did. The end of the month was always like that, but even more lately, given my other preoccupations. Mostly it was just initialing and signing, but some of it was more in-depth. One afternoon a month, I carried the adding machine from the nook it usually occupied near Marta's desk and brought it into my office for a series of calculations that required a double-check. They were never wrong, and I don't know if Marta resented it more than she resented everything else I did, but it was mostly an exercise that forced me to pay attention to the key financial aspects of the bank. Besides, I kind of enjoyed the clicking noise the machine made when it came time to total a column of figures.

      That's what I was doing when Marta came in.

      "One of the nephews is here," she said.

      "Does he have an appointment?"

      She said that he didn't. I asked her if she could handle the withdrawal, attempting to minimize how curious I was that one of the spies was in the bank, one who had never been here before. I also knew that we were currently in a spot in our relationship that whenever I said "white," Marta would reply "black." So I wasn't surprised when she said he asked specifically for me.

      "Give me 30 seconds," I said, getting up from the table where the adding machine was sitting, rolling down my sleeves, and slipping on my jacket. That was another thing I liked about the adding machine, the excuse it gave me to unencumber myself a little. I was just shooting my shirt cuffs out of the sleeves when Kensinger walked in. I didn't remember his first name. I had only met him one time, but he was memorable, a 20-something-year-old kid with mostly gray hair. He was carrying a brown leather satchel, almost like a schoolboy's, with two buckled straps in the front.

      I walked around the desk and shook his hand, then walked the few additional steps and closed the office door. As I did, I caught Marta's look of disapproval, or maybe disappointment that she wouldn't be able to hear through the leather-padded door.

      I pointed him to one of the two facing wing chairs and offered him coffee from the pot on my sideboard. It had been there a half-hour but was still hot enough. That would be it for the niceties, as it turned out. Kensinger was not much interested in small-talk.

      "I'm here to take almost everything in the account. Do you have a problem with that?"

      I was interested, certainly. But a problem? No.

      "I have no control over the account," I said. "This is your decision. The bearers of the account have all of the power. The bank is just a repository."

      "Good."

      I sat, silent. Five seconds. Ten seconds. I put on my placid face, but the nervousness grew on his. At 15 seconds, he just began blurting.

      "We need the money to go further underground."

      Again, placid face.

      "You have to understand," he said. "It's nothing specific, but the Germans are just strutting more. Have you noticed it? Do you deal with anybody at the legation? They're just -- they're such arrogant assholes anyway, but it's worse now. We can all sense it."

      Silence. Maybe a small nod.

      "We've been doing some digging," he said. "There might be 1,000 of them in Switzerland between the embassy in Bern and all of their legations. There's about six of them -- here, Geneva, Basel, St. Fucking Gallen, pretty much anywhere there's a dozen Swiss families."

      "A thousand?" I said. "Seems high."

      "Between the actual embassy employees, and the locals they've put on the payroll, we think it's 1,000, easy. And they're just starting to show up in the oddest places. I nearly bumped into one of their guys -- like physically bumped into him -- outside of a little Italian restaurant a couple of blocks away from where I grew up, and where my family still lives. Grimaldi's -- you ever heard of it? It's good, but it's no Orsini's, and it's about five miles from here, and there are 10 places just as good between here and there. There's no way somebody from the German legation would be in that neighborhood for no reason. It's got me spooked."

      "I get that." Just keep him talking.

      "Things like that have been happening to all of us. You try to convince yourself that life is full of coincidences, but there are just getting to be too many of them."

      "So what does Blum think?" Blum was the controller, the one who dressed up as the old man to open the original account.

      "He doesn't know what to think," Kensinger said. "Between you and me, he isn't that smart. And he's getting nothing from London. Like, no direction at all. So we've decided to act on behalf of self-preservation. We're going to take the money and use it to go deeper, go darker -- new safe houses, maybe a small base over the border in France. Hair dye for me, done professionally. Fuck it. The only thing I know for sure is I have to get this away from my family."

      When Kensinger walked in, I wasn't 100 percent sure that he did not know of my further involvement. But the fact that he never asked me what I had heard, or what I knew, and that he was willing to crap on his boss in my presence, told me that he did not consider me to be a player. I was just a connected outsider in his mind, maybe a shoulder to cry on because of the connection, nothing more than that, which was a relief. Part of me wanted to tell him what I knew, about the Ardennes and May 10th, but it wasn't my place to tell him. Besides, given that it only took 15 seconds of silence to break him, I didn't think trusting him with any of my secrets made a lot of sense.

      "Leave 5,000 francs and give me the rest," he said. I looked up the balance -- it was in the pile of paperwork on my desk -- and had him fill out a withdrawal ticket. He waited in my office while I took the satchel and handled the transaction myself. Marta was dying to get up from her desk and walk across the bank and look over my shoulder, but we still had enough of a boss-employee relationship that she stayed in her place. Besides, she would see the withdrawal ticket within minutes of Kensinger's departure, anyway. It was her job to keep the books.

      As it turned out, it was precisely four minutes.

      "Are you kidding me?" Marta said. She was waving the withdrawal slip.

      "It's his money."

      "And you just let him take it?"

      "I tried to talk him out of it."

      "Father to son?"

      "I went more for big brother to little brother," I said. "But it's their money. I don't know how many times I can tell you. Their money, their rules."

      "It's still wrong," she said. She was waving two things, actually -- the withdrawal slip and a telegram, which she remembered when she saw it. "Here. This came while you were doing such a bang-up job talking some sense into that spoiled brat."

      Marta had put me back in my place. All was again right in her world. She hummed as she sashayed back to her desk.

      Safely alone, I opened the envelope. The telegram said:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Fred arrival May 10. Please prepare welcome and menu including apple fritters.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Fred" was France.

      "May 10" was May 10.

      "Fritters" was Fritz Ritter.

      This was a confirmation of the invasion date that Brodsky had received from his Russian army contact. It was entirely unsolicited, and it seemed beyond unlikely that Ritter's source was the same officer in the Russian high command. So May 10th was it. There could be no doubt now. Gregory and I sent the news to London that night.
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      Sechselauten was Zurich's "Six O'clock Festival." It was always near the end of April, always on a Monday, but the date hopped around a little bit from year to year, for whatever reason. It might have been my favorite Zurich-y thing. It was a celebration of the arrival of spring, and its roots were in the 6 o'clock church bells being run to signal the end of the workday, back-when. In the winter, you worked until it got dark. But as summer approached, and the days got longer, that wasn't practical -- so when it became necessary, they rang the church bells at 6, and everybody got to go home. This was a celebration of those bells, and the chance for the workers to see daylight again. They had bonfires and pageants and shit, and the highlight was the burning of Bogg, this great stuffed dummy held high on a pole. They said he was supposed to represent Old Man Winter. I think he was really supposed to represent their bosses.

      Whatever, it was an excuse to drink outdoors after work, down by the lake. Manon and I walked around and got lost in the crowds, drinks in hand, hand in hand, and I actually forgot about Hitler and the Ardennes and the Nazi gold and the rest of it, at least for a few minutes. We had 11 days before May 10th, 11 days for our bosses to get their heads out of their asses. There was still enough time to make a difference.

      After witnessing Bogg's glorious demise -- I had forgotten how much little children could squeal at the sight of a big fire -- we decided to walk back to Fessler's, not for dinner but maybe just dessert. We weren't two blocks away from the festival when the real world began crowding our thoughts.

      "Did I tell you the latest from my boss?" Manon said.

      She had not. I did not know her boss's name. I knew he was a man, based upon her choice of pronouns -- as in the phrase, “he's such a fucking asshole" -- but that was it. I had no idea about his age, or what he looked like, or where his office was, or anything.

      "I asked him about May 10th," she said. "And you know what he tells me? I can give it to you exactly, a direct quote. He says, 'May 10th is just a single date. The calendar is full of them. We must be prepared for all of them.' Jackass. He didn't say that. I said that. Fucking jackass."

      "May 10th is just a date, one of many," I said. "The Ardennes is just a point on the map, one of many. Shit. When you prepare for everything, you prepare for nothing. We are so doomed."

      "You hearing anything from your side?"

      "Not a word," I said.

      It was hard to know what might get their attention at this point. We had the Ardennes location from three different sources and the May 10th date from two. Short of a personal letter with the invasion plans, signed by Adolf himself, I don't know what else we could give them, or what else would make the French and British generals move.

      They had completely ignored the Denmark and Norway information. I mean, if they warned either country, it sure didn't show up in the military defense efforts. But this was different. This was France. This was the whole goddamned game. How could they not see? I mean, how could they ignore it? Did they really just sit around and drink sherry and talk about Verdun all night?

      "Christ," I yelled. We had been walking in silence for about a block, and it must have seemed to Manon to have come out of nowhere.

      "I'm sor--"

      "Forget it," she said. "I do it in the office all the time now. I get so worked up in my head about the fact that they won't listen, and I just become this cauldron. I let out a 'shit' the other day that startled one of the secretaries -- she kind of half fell off of her chair. But she's really just a secretary in the trade mission, so why would she get it? All she's worried about is arranging the next lunch with the vineyard association from Bordeaux."

      "Lucky her," I said. "Clueless and drunk at lunch."

      When we arrived at Cafe Fessler, we walked in on what appeared to be a celebration. Gregory was popping open a bottle of champagne, and he and Henry and a couple of the fossils where grabbing glasses. Gregory saw us and shouted.

      "Alex! Manon! Come here now. It is the greatest day."

      "Liesl had the baby! A girl!" Henry shouted. And then we all hugged, together and in every combination. I even hugged a fossil and then suppressed the feeling that I really needed to wash my hands in the bathroom.

      She was a little more than two weeks early, but mother and daughter were fine. Henry had driven her to the hospital and had seen the baby, but after a quick visit, Liesl was already asleep, and the nurses told him to come back in the morning.

      "Seven pounds even," Gregory said. "A nice, big girl."

      He was starting to cry. We had been there a few minutes before I realized that I hadn't asked the baby's name.

      "Sylvie," Gregory said, and then he was bawling, just convulsed by tears, paralyzed by them. Sylvie had been his wife's name.

      After a while, Henry was well past his customary one drink and in a silly fog. He stumbled off to bed early. The fossils sat around with Gregory and told him their Pop-Pop stories. I was going to stop in the bathroom and then head home with Manon when Gregory saw where I was going and walked along with me as if heading for the kitchen that shared a hallway with the toilets.

      He reached into his pocket and handed me a folded piece of paper.

      "This came last night from London, right at midnight," he said.

      "Why didn't you tell me earlier?"

      "I figured it could wait."

      "And you wrote it down?"

      "Read it. There's no danger."

      The message was as devastating as it was short:

      Information received and appreciated. Nothing here changes.

      G

      There were so many things I was feeling, so many things I wanted to say. Nothing here changes. With those three words, Groucho had expressed my helplessness and my hopelessness. Nothing here changes. The only good part was that it seemed as if he was on my side, on our side, and was as frustrated as we were. If your lot in life is to shout into the wind, I guess it was better not to be doing it alone.

      I looked down at the paper again, then tore it into little pieces. I pushed open the bathroom door and then turned back toward Gregory.

      "I'll flush this," I said. And then I hugged him -- as a thank you, and as congratulations, and because I needed to hug somebody.

      "It is the greatest day." As the words escaped from my mouth, I immediately felt guilty. I wish I had meant them.
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      The decision to try my luck in Paris came slowly over the next few days, and then the drip-drip-drip just spilled over the rim of the cup. No one was listening. Time was running out. I had a friend in Paris, Leon, a journalist with journalistic connections. It might have been far-fetched, but it was all I had.

      Manon's initial thought was that it was a waste of time.

      "You're better off staying here," she said. "I mean, there's no way I could go with you. And I don't know how many connections Leon might have -- you don't know, either. It's just a complete shot in the dark."

      "If you hadn't noticed, it's getting pretty fucking dark."

      She smiled. "What do you think, you're going to crash Gamelin's dinner table at Maxim's and convince him that they're coming through the Ardennes? You're going to draw it all on the tablecloth, just push the dishes away and start sketching. It's mad."

      "It's all I have." Then, after a minute, "But what about the gold? That's a story he could work on and write. Publicity might mean something there. You have to admit that."

      "I'll concede there is a chance there," Manon said. "But based on my boss, the idea that my people would lift a finger to try to stop them is a fantasy. And the Swiss are so brazen, I really don't think it will matter. I don't think it's possible to embarrass them when you're talking about the family business."

      "The family business?"

      "Making money," she said.

      "I still have to try."

      "I know." She kissed me on the head, like a mother kissing her child before sending him off to school. Then we just sat there in her flat, side by side on her couch. We fell asleep there, my arm holding her, her head on my chest.

      The next morning, I told Marta I was taking the night train to Paris. She grabbed the diary and her pen, expecting a few details for the record. I offered none. She waited.

      "It's a personal trip," I said, finally.

      "Then you'll be making your own reservations," she said.

      "Already done."

      "When will you be back?"

      This was Monday, May 6th. I would be in Paris on the 7th and 8th, and probably the 9th -- but no later. I needed to be back here on the invasion date, whatever the outcome of my adventure.

      "Back on the 10th, Friday," I said.

      "Cancel everything between now and then?"

      "I'm not sure there's anything to cancel," I said. She looked down in the diary and saw I was right. I wasn't sure I was going to be able to get there but, finally, I had the upper hand in the conversation. With that, Marta marched out.

      I finished up a few things and then walked to my flat to pack a small bag. I took a quick trip to the MCMIX fountain, just to check, and there was no yellow chalk mark. Part of me thought I should contact Brodsky, to let him know I was leaving town. But he would just be even more cynical about my chances than Manon was, and I wasn't in the mood.

      The taxi to the station left me there about an hour before the train's scheduled departure. The conductors and porters would start to allow people into their compartments about 30 minutes before it was leaving time. That left me some time for a coffee, which I was about to order when a familiar voice spoke over my shoulder.

      "Two coffees, paper cups, please." It was Peter Ruchti.

      I was oddly glad to see him.

      "I can afford to pay in this place," he said. We took the coffees and walked into the massive train shed. Ruchti pointed to an empty bench, where we sat.

      "You have time for a chat," he said. I looked at my watch reflexively, even though I knew I had nearly an hour.

      "A few minutes," I said.

      "I would ask where you're going, but I'm not in the mood to be lied to."

      "Paris," I said.

      "Business or pleasure?"

      "I have a friend there."

      "That doesn't answer the question but never mind. There's something I need to tell you."

      I just looked at him, as expressionless as I could manage.

      "Who's Werner Vogl?" Ruchti asked.

      Suddenly, I don't think I was expressionless anymore.

      "That bad?" Ruchti said.

      "I don't know what you're talking about." A weak bluff.

      "If that's how you want to play it, that's okay with me. Have a nice trip." Ruchti began to stand. I reached for his arm, and he sat back down on the bench, which suddenly felt a little colder.

      "Vogl is a Gestapo captain, or at least he was," I said.

      "Still is," Ruchti said.

      "He and I have a...history."

      "So I gathered."

      "Is he here? In Zurich?"

      "No," Ruchti said. "At least, not yet."

      He pulled a folded piece of paper from his pocket. He said it was his transcription of a telegram that was received that morning in the German legation.

      "One of their quote-unquote trade representatives walked it over to my office at lunchtime. He brought the actual telegram, let me see it and copy it, asked me if I could help."

      Ruchti handed me the paper. It said:

      Please facilitate inquiries into the whereabouts of Alex Kovacs, a Czech national. Believed to be in Zurich recently. Any and all information appreciated. Priority.

      Capt. Werner Vogl, Gestapo HQ, Al. Szucha 25, Warsaw

      Priority. Just great.

      "I played dumb," Ruchti said. "Isn't very hard for me -- and besides, those assholes think we're all either incompetents or idiots or both. But that won't stop them for long."

      "They already have me in their census book."

      "One hand doesn't know what the other is doing sometimes, even in the great Hitler machine. But they'll be coordinated fairly quickly."

      "But even if they figure it out -- when they figure it out -- I'm in Switzerland. There's nothing they can do to me, right."

      "I wonder if the kid who got the bullet through the eye on Rennweg thought nobody could do anything to him."

      "You still don't know who did it, though," I said. "Or why."

      "No, not exactly. It's not as if it was some damned lover's quarrel, though. And you and I both know that it wasn't the good guys."

      Ruchti stopped for a second. The coffee was already cold.

      "Are you in that much trouble with this guy?" he said.

      "Yeah. More than you can imagine." I thought about telling Ruchti the story, then decided against it. I just didn't have the energy. Besides, it's not as if him knowing why Vogl wanted to exact his revenge would make a difference either way in whether or not Vogl succeeded.

      "Thanks," I said, and I meant it. Ruchti might just have been worried about keeping his playing field clean, but he didn't have to seek me out to tell me about the telegram. He might even help me out in a pinch if it came to that.

      But that would happen later, if at all. Vogl was still in Warsaw, and I was getting on a train to Paris. It was an entirely alcoholic journey, as it turned out -- I even bought the last half-bottle of Hennessy from the bartender and took it back to my compartment. But if I slept, I don't remember.
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      We had spoken a few times over the telephone, but I had not seen Leon in nearly two years. So it seemed only natural when I spotted him there, sitting at a table at a sidewalk cafe, a bottle of wine already opened and poured, that the first words I would say to him would be, "A fucking beret? Seriously?"

      "The mademoiselles, they like -- what can I say?"

      "And glasses? Since when?"

      "They're plain glass."

      "The mademoiselles?"

      "Oui, oui," he said. "Now come here and give me a proper hug, you fucking asshole."

      Leon, Henry and I met during the war, fighting for the honor of the archduke, or something. We were just kids then, but came back to Vienna and remained the closest of friends. For years and decades, I could never manage to get serious with a woman, and I hated my father and brother back in Brno, so that left Leon, Henry and Uncle Otto as my only family.

      Between female conquests, of which there were hundreds in the quarter-century I had known him, Leon had managed to carve out a nice career in journalism. He started covering cops and then society bullshit at one of the Vienna tabloids, Der Abend, the society bullshit consisting mostly of drinking free champagne at museum openings and spelling the rich people's names correctly. He managed to turn that into a job at one of the serious newspapers in Vienna, Die Neue Freie Presse, where his society connections morphed into political connections. The highlight of his career was the break he got on the story of the timing of the German invasion of Austria -- I was the source. Of course, within hours of its publication, he was slouched down in the front seat of a car, driven by Henry, that was speeding through a border checkpoint into Czechoslovakia as Nazi bullets registered their disapproval. In the car, he had a copy of the newspaper with his big scoop bannered across the top, but he had no career anymore -- and no passport besides.

      The Czechs then agreed to give Leon a passport and ship him to Paris as part of the deal I made with my former/current employers. His French was better than average -- the frauleins liked it as much as the mademoiselles, it seemed -- and he had a contact at a Paris newspaper, one of the correspondents who used to populate his favorite Vienna hangout, Cafe Louvre.

      "What's the paper like?" I said.

      "Better than Der Abend, not as good as Die Neue Freie Presse. But they let me have my head. They're even calling it a column now -- or a regular feature, with my name on it. It's called 'Fresh Eyes,' and it's supposed to be a foreigner's take on different aspects of French life and culture. Twice a week, no heavy lifting."

      "What was the last one about?"

      "Well, a lot of them are serious. I did one where a bunch of deputies tried to explain to me how having a government that falls every 10 seconds isn't such a bad thing -- that got a lot of attention. But the last one was about the history of the culture of perfume."

      "I bet you did a lot of fucking sniffing around for that one," I said.

      "My specialty," Leon said.

      We drank the bottle and caught up. I told him about Henry and Liesl's baby, and about Manon. He told me about his latest, whom he claimed "can get both ankles behind her head without so much as a strain." Every few minutes, the reason for my trip popped into my head, but I kept forcing it out. We were in Paris in 1940, but we could have been in Vienna in 1930, and I didn't want to let that go.

      "Come on," Leon said, after paying the bill.

      "Where to?"

      "The Paris version of Cafe Louvre."

      We grabbed a taxi and, in a few minutes, were dumped out at a place called La Pluie, on Saint-Germain. The architecture was all different, as was the menu -- there was no schnitzel for two marks, for instance -- but you could just tell it was a newspaper bar. The foreign correspondents were all different but the vibe was the same -- lots of drinking, lots of half-formed opinions about the events of the day being tried out on each other, a wariness among competitors but also a collegiality.

      "Does it work the same as Vienna?" I said.

      "Pretty much. They're all scared of getting beaten on a big story so they tend to stick together and write the same shit. That protects them all. But the problem for them is, lots of newspaper executives show up in Paris. It was a haul to get to Vienna, and it was cold, so their wives didn't really want to go, which left the correspondents on their own a lot more. Here, they occasionally have to actually produce something enterprising for the boss. They can't just sit in here all day and rewrite the local papers. Although there's still plenty of that."

      "So what do they think about the war?"

      "That it's coming. Just look at them, all sticking together. You can tell they're getting worried about getting scooped."

      It was time to tell Leon what I knew. We got drinks and took a table as far away from the correspondents as we could, and I began talking. I might have spoken for an hour straight, with barely an interruption from Leon. I laid it all out -- my increased role with Czech intelligence, my frustration with how they seemed incapable of acting on the information that we brought them, and the key points: that the invasion would come through the Ardennes, and that it would come on May 10th, this Friday, three days away.

      In the midst of all of that, I also told him about the Nazi gold and the implications for the war. Leon seemed much more interested in that. He stopped me several times and went into reporter mode, asking me for clarifications and specific details, and to separate my theories from demonstrated facts.

      "That would be a big fucking story," he said.

      "But what about the invasion? Hitler's attempt to dominate the entire continent of Europe? Not big enough for you?"

      "I could never write that one. First, they would never believe I had the proper sourcing for it. But even then, I don't know about you, but I'm not going to be the person responsible for panicking an entire nation. I mean, what if it's wrong? I believe what you're telling me, but Hitler is crazy. He could change his mind tomorrow. I can't touch that one -- but I know a military guy you can talk to about it."

      It is what I hoped for all along, just an audience with someone who might listen and who maybe could make a difference. There was still time -- not much time, but still some. I don't know how long it took to move an army, but even a couple of days' head start toward the Ardennes had to help. I don't know -- it could be the difference between success and failure.

      "But the gold story, that's dynamite," Leon said. "There isn't enough to publish yet, but I can start asking questions about it tomorrow. I know a guy who works at a bank. I helped him out of a jam, and he owes me a favor."

      "What kind of a jam? A female jam?"

      "Not important," Leon said. And then he smiled that fabulously wicked smile of his. It really did feel like 1930 again, for maybe a second.
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      The next afternoon, because this was Paris and mornings were for chumps, apparently, I met Leon outside the Saint Paul station. It was an easy walk for me from Le Meurice, on the Rue de Rivoli, across from the Jardin de Tuileries, because the bank was paying for this trip whether they knew it or not. And Saint Paul was a Metro station that was right in the Marais, where Leon lived. He was the least Jewish Jew that I knew, but the Marais was Paris' traditional Jewish neighborhood and, as he said, "Fuck it, I figure if I live there, I don't have to go to temple."

      He had a friend he wanted me to meet. Over my late, ridiculously expensive breakfast, I fought my way through two Paris newspapers. My French was actually decent, with practice -- back-when in Brno, before I escaped as a teenager to live with Uncle Otto in Vienna, we had a French cook who taught me and left me with what one woman in Strasbourg once told me was "a charming Alsatian accent," which was good enough for a few kisses but also a very curt karate chop to my wandering right hand. So exactly how charming was it, after all?

      Anyway, the papers were full of political intrigue. Most of it was about 200 former Communist mayors and deputies who had been exiled to internment camps on islands in the Atlantic after the party was outlawed. Military tribunals pronounced their sentences and put them on the boats, operating under the theory that you need to cut off the head of the snake first. But the papers were full of stories that quoted unnamed party members who said their members were never more motivated than they were when the boats pushed off from Fromentine with their former leaders on board.

      France was crazily, and maybe fatally, unstable. The Communists hated the rightists and pretty openly smooched photographs of Stalin -- well, at least before they were outlawed. The rightists, whom the Communists called Fascists, didn't hate the Commies -- they feared them. Fear is a much stronger emotion than hate. And while the rightists couldn't smooch Hitler photographs in return -- some things just weren't done -- it was fair to say that said portraits gave them stirrings in places unseen behind their desks at the banks, and beneath the white linen tablecloths at their current favorite restaurant.

      That left the people in the middle trying to govern, a group whose number seemed to shrink by the hour. They were like the people who ran for club president in every little club that you ever belonged to, the people who tended to win because nobody else wanted the job, or wanted to deal with the shit, and who spent their entire existence getting yelled at from a minimum of two directions. All of which meant that if a French government lasted as long as six months, they should have had a parade to celebrate. I'll never forget that they had no government when Hitler marched into Austria in 1938. Even if there had been some inclination to offer help -- and I'm not sure the phrase "offer help" has ever been in the French dictionary -- who was going to arrange it? The bell captain at the Ritz?

      One thing there wasn't a lot of in the newspapers was war news, as in, none at all. Leon had warned me.

      "They set up this Ministry of Information about six weeks ago," he said. "It's turning out to be the ministry of no information. Nothing in the papers, nothing on the radio -- you need to get a London paper to find out anything about Norway."

      "How is Norway going, by the way?"

      "Shitty," Leon said. "But like I said, you can't read about it here."

      He was right. There wasn't anything. Thus fortified after breakfast, and assured that this place was as fucked up as ever, I met Leon. We were on the Metro's Line 1, the oldest line, and it soon became apparent that the friend we were meeting was going to be at the end of the line, the Chateau de Vincennes.

      "All the way the hell out here? Why?" I said as we got off the train.

      "Because this is where he works," Leon said.

      "But what's out here? We're, like, how many miles--"

      "About five or six from your hotel, probably."

      "But what's out here?"

      "Just that." Leon pointed as we took the last few steps up to the street. Just the chateau, perhaps the most fabulous combination of size and ugliness ever conceived by an architect.

      "He works in there?" I said.

      "They all do."

      "Who's they?"

      "The French high command," Leon said. He looked at his wristwatch. "We're a bit early. Let's take a lap."

      As we walked, Leon played the tour guide. He said he knew all of the history because it was the subject of one of his newspaper columns. The headline was, "A Submarine without a Periscope."

      "The press guy from the army was furious," Leon said. "I told him that the writers don't write the headlines. Of course, I didn't tell him that I suggested it to my editor. It came from an anonymous quote in the story from one of the junior officers on the staff who resented having to come all the way out here every day, to the ass-end of the Metro line."

      "That junior officer wouldn't be the friend we're going to meet later, would it?"

      "I'll never tell," Leon said. His smile, of course, gave it away.

      The chateau was just odd looking, both wide and tall, with these massive battlements in the middle. It was the home of kings, going back centuries, obviously built more for defense than looks. There was even a moat to keep out the barbarians, only it was now dried out and beginning to sprout spring grasses.

      "Based on what my friend tells me, he believes Gamelin would actually fill it with water again -- just one more barrier to keep the politicians outside," Leon said.

      As we circumnavigated, we came upon a statue on one corner of the property of Louis IX, known to you and me as St Louis. But this also was a place known for death: Henry V of England died there, and the spy Mata Hari and many others had been executed there. As we turned a corner, we came upon a gaggle of school children, maybe 10 years old, about 30 of them being shepherded by two very outnumbered teachers. If they managed to get back to school on the Metro without losing at least one of those kids, they deserved the Croix de Guerre.

      "You can go on a tour of the place if you are so inclined," Leon said. "Lots of big, dark, cold, damp rooms. A bunch of furniture from the 16th century that appears as if it couldn't survive a healthy fart at this point. A few suits of armor, if that's your thing. And they'll show you the courtyard, part of the barracks where they shot Mata Hari."

      "I'll pass," I said.

      "The truth is, it's nicer inside. These big walls -- it was built as a fortress, after all. They were trying to keep people out."

      "And still are, it sounds like."

      "Ask my friend," Leon said.
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      We waited at a cafe across the street from the chateau. If it had a name, it wasn't obvious. There was nothing written on the glass door, and nothing on the green-and-white awning, either. The menu was chalked on a small slate that the waiter dropped on the table with a mini-thud.

      After a few minutes, Leon and I watched as an officer in uniform crossed the street and walked in our direction. He looked about our age, maybe a little younger. Leon introduced him as "the Captain."

      "No names?" I said.

      "Not for now," Leon said.

      "Hell, I don't care," the Captain said, sticking out his hand. "Georges."

      He ordered coffee, and I made conversation. I looked at Georges and said, "Well, how did you two meet?"

      "Well, that's a story," Leon said. I loved it when Leon said, "Well, that's a story." I think the first time I heard him say it, our unit was a few miles outside of Caporetto, after the battle. I don't remember all of the details, but the tale that day involved a redhead and a scarf that doubled as a restraint. Whenever he pre-announced, "Well, that's a story," it was.

      "So," I said.

      "Well--" Georges said.

      "We met because we were fucking two sisters," Leon said.

      "And then we had a contest," Georges said.

      "Let me guess," I said.

      "Shut up, it's our story," Leon said.

      "The contest was simple," Georges said. "Who would be the first one to fuck the other sister. Loser buys the winner drinks for a night."

      "Ah, so it was true love," I said.

      "I thought he told you to shut up," Georges said. I liked him immediately. He described the two sisters for me, just to round out the picture. His (original) sister was, as he said, "the more voluptuous of the two." When I arched an eyebrow, he said, "Not fat, voluptuous. Am I right?" Leon nodded.

      "So how would the winner prove to the loser--"

      "What do you think we are?" Georges said. "Our word is our bond. We're gentlemen, for fuck's sake."

      His faux outrage was pitch perfect.

      "So don't keep me in suspense. Who won?"

      At this point, Georges actually stood up and raised his arms above his head, hands balled into fists. He looked like a boxer standing over a fallen opponent, splayed out on the canvas. It would have made for quite the scene, had there been anybody else sitting at one of the sidewalk tables.

      "Leon, you're losing your touch," I said.

      "What my worthy opponent failed to mention was that I lost by three fucking hours. I lost because I bought mine dinner and he only bought his a drink. Shows you where being a gentleman gets you."

      "All's fair in love and war," Georges said. "That fits perfectly, doesn't it? Although, whoever said that, I kind of doubt he had our contest in mind."

      The preliminaries aside, we began to talk about why I had traveled to Paris. Georges just let me speak, never interjecting, just nodding occasionally. I probably went on for a half-hour, my frustration with the leadership at every level of officialdom spilling out.

      Finally, I was done. Georges shook his head. Then he cleared his throat, turned and spit on the sidewalk.

      "Gamelin knows this -- or, should I say, most of it," he said. "I'm not sure he knows the Ardennes information is coming from three sources. I don't know if he knows the May 10th date comes from two sources. But he knows. Trust me, he knows."

      "And what does he say?"

      "We're, and I quote, 'awaiting events.'"

      Georges sipped his coffee. It was cold. He raised his hand to get the waiter's attention. Waiters hated that, but he was wearing a military uniform, so screw the waiter. He pointed down at the table and drew a circle with his finger, for another round of coffee.

      "Awaiting fucking events," he said. "I've personally heard him say that a half-dozen times, and I don't get into half of the big meetings. He must say it on the hour. Such a goddamned fossil. We are so doomed."

      Fossil. I thought about the old men in Cafe Fessler, arguing about the positioning of FC Zurich's midfielders. They were as old as Gamelin. Hell, Gamelin was probably older.

      "Why doesn't Gamelin believe it? Why don't his people believe it?" I said.

      "Because of the plane crash." Georges began to tell the story, about the crash into Belgium and the original invasion plans falling into Belgian hands, a little scorched but readable. I stopped him midway.

      "I know, I know. But that was months ago."

      "But don't you get it -- it fits with what Gamelin knows, and what he knows is the last war."

      "But--"

      "There's no but," Georges said. "They have about two staff dinners a week. I get invited to about two a month. I've been at this post for seven months, so 14 dinners, give or take. And at every one of them -- every fucking one -- the conversation has turned at one point or another to the Marne. And Gamelin is always the one who turns it there."

      I felt like crying. But Georges was wound up now and just spewing.

      "He's such an odd little old man," he said. "I mean, what in the fuck are we doing out here? We had a nice normal headquarters building at Les Invalides, left bank, almost on the Seine, near everything. But no, we have to come out here, away from the politicians, away from everybody. Do you know he lives in there, in one of the buildings in the back? It's like a fucking jail cell. The man in charge of the French army lives in this dark fucking room -- I think he sleeps on a cot, all alone--"

      "With only the Marne to keep him warm," Leon said.

      It was every bad thing that I had imagined, only it might have been worse. Still, I just couldn't believe that they were so calcified that they wouldn't listen to reason.

      "All right, forget Gamelin for a second," I said. "Tell me what you think. Do you think it's crazy that he won't listen at all? Do you think the Ardennes is impossible?"

      "It would be hard," Georges said. "Everything I know about reading a map tells me that. But I have to be honest -- I've never been there. I've never seen it first-hand. All I know about the Ardennes is what people tell me -- narrow, winding roads, trees hugging the sides, no way to get a tank through."

      "But have they checked?"

      "Checked?" Georges said, his tone mocking the question. "Checked? Like, actually gotten off of their asses? Of course not. All they know is what they remember from a family vacation to the Ardennes when they were 11."

      Georges's voice was suddenly drowned out by a half-dozen soldiers on motorcycles, roaring out of the chateau and down the street. He waited until they were gone, past the Metro entrance, headed to who knows where.

      "See that?" he said.  "You can set your watch by it. That is our modern, 20th Century communication system with the generals in the field."

      "What? What are you talking about?"

      "That's it," Georges said. "No radios. No teletypes. That's what we have -- messengers on motorbikes. And they aren't even good motorbikes. We are so fucked."

      "What does Gamelin say when people your age ask about bringing in radios?"

      "Not just people my age -- the old colonels and generals on the staff can't believe it, either. But Gamelin says, 'This is preferable.' He isn't big on giving orders. He's more of a guiding-principles kind of general. I think that's a mistake because I think the generals in the field -- well, a few of them -- are a bunch of fucking donkeys. But that's his style."

      "Well, what about the date?" I said. "I mean, it's the day after tomorrow."

      "I know. They know. Like I said, we're 'awaiting events.' And what we're waiting for is a German re-run of the last war, a sweep through Holland and Belgium. That's where our best troops are. And the Maginot Line, well, I really do think the Germans will stay away from that."

      "And in-between?" I said. "What is guarding the Ardennes?"

      "Some divisions. Some shitty divisions -- you know, Uncle Pierre and his buddies called up from the reserve, and a couple of canons pulled by horses."

      "Armor?"

      "Not there," Georges said. "Not really."

      "Great place to attack, it seems to me."

      "I'll bring this all up again at the next staff meeting." George looked at his watch. "In two hours. But nobody's really listening -- I have to be honest. I might be able to convince my boss to recommend that we move a few more battalions in that direction, but even if I do, they're all just Uncle Pierres -- the best troops will all be in Belgium.

      "Let's just hope the Ardennes roads are as narrow as their vacation memories think they are," Georges said. "I mean, hope is all we fucking have at this point."
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      I spent the rest of Wednesday trying to convince myself that the trip hadn't been a total waste. Maybe one more plea at the French high command's staff meeting would move enough men, and move them quickly enough, to make a difference. If they could just slow the Germans down, it might matter. And as for the Nazi gold story, Leon was already in his dog-after-a-bone mode. He went to work after we got back from Vincennes and said he wouldn't have time to see me on Thursday.

      So, maybe. My original plan was to take the night train back to Zurich on Thursday and get home Friday morning, the invasion day. But I changed to the morning train because, well, I just didn't feel like hanging around in Paris anymore. The morning train also took a more southerly route than the night train, and I figured the farther away from the Ardennes, the better.

      I liked trains, but I didn't really like trains during the day. It seemed like a waste of time, where the night train was kind of fun and just more efficient. But, besides the route, I just wanted to get home and see Manon. As it turned out, though, an engine breakdown about an hour past Dijon left us stranded for 12 hours. I was glad I had taken a private compartment -- thank you, Bohemia Suisse -- where I could stretch out and sleep. The only upside was that the dining car and, more importantly, the bar car had fully provisioned themselves during the stop at Dijon. One of the porters told me that the railway company would have come rescued us in a lorry had it not been for that.

      The passengers who filled the bar car for many of those 12 hours made for an ornery menagerie. I ended up spending a long stretch with a guy named Claude Montreaux, who worked for a company that sold threshing machines to farmers. I could care less about the machines, but enjoyed hearing about his life, which was not all that different from what my life had been in Vienna -- traveling a few days a month, tromping around farms, handholding farmers, hearing their complaints, trying to sell them on the latest, greatest model. And he had the best expense account story.

      "Every four months, I put in for a new pair of shoes," he said. "On our expense forms, you have a line to write what the expense is for, another line to write the amount, and a third line to write 'explanation.' For the shoes, my explanation is always one word: cowshit."

      "That's two words," I said.

      "My story, my grammar," he said.

      We eventually got around to talking about the war because, well, that's what you inevitably did, especially if you had been drinking. Claude had seen a London paper on his last trip up to Lille, and said, "Norway looks like a disaster."

      I asked him if he had a sense of what was next, and he said, "I know this is lousy, but do you think there's any chance Hitler goes for England first before coming after us?"

      "I don't know," I said, even though I was pretty sure I did.

      "Yeah, I really don't think so, either," he said.

      Claude said he had fought at Verdun and survived. "But I won't take any clients near there -- I just won't go back," he said. "We have three salesmen, and the territories are drawn with pretty straight lines on the map, except that one." He stopped, took a long sip of his whiskey.

      "I'll never go back," he said. And then another long pull. "Thank God my two kids are girls."

      That's how it was with everybody. Actual information was barely available, but everybody had a gut, and everybody's gut was telling them the worst. It was human nature, 25 years after the last war, to expect the Germans to pull the same shit again -- especially with Hitler. They hated the Kaiser, but Hitler scared the hell out of them -- and, to repeat, fear is a much more potent emotion than hatred. Besides, nobody suffered like the French did in the great war. Whole villages were wiped out, never to be rebuilt -- and not just a couple. A generation of women had no husbands, no children. It's no wonder they needed Uncle Pierre in the reserve units.

      I can't imagine what it must have felt like, to be a Frenchman and to know that the fucking Germans were coming again, for the third time since 1870. Then again, Claude's fantasy of a hope that they might turn on England first said a lot. As did the quiet, punctuated only by his sighs, that we fell into after a while.

      Once we were moving again, most of the passengers seemed to shift to neutral corners. I went back to my compartment for a quick sleep. I would say that two-thirds of the passengers got off with Claude in Lyon. The stop there was long enough for me to stretch my legs in the station and buy a newspaper. It was early Friday morning, May 10th. There was nothing in the paper about an invasion.

      Once we were moving again, headed toward Geneva, I finished the paper in my compartment and then walked down to the dining car for breakfast. There was only one other table occupied. The waiter was quick with a cup of coffee and a menu.

      "Seems quiet," I said, looking around.

      "Very," he said.

      "Is this unusual?"

      "Yes," he said. Then he leaned down. "But I was talking to a porter on another train while we were waiting on the platform in Lyon. He was on a run headed south, toward Limoges, and he said they were packed."

      "Any reason why?"

      "Rumors, I guess," he said.

      In the absence of information, what else was there? Rumors. There wasn't much more to say. The waiter left me to put in my order. I don't remember if I ended up eating it or not.

      Everything was slow. We sat forever in godforsaken places for no apparent reason. The stop in Geneva was supposed to be 15 minutes, but it lasted over an hour. The stop in Bern was supposed to be 5 minutes, but it lasted 30. Finally, the train limped into Zurich at about 2 p.m. A trip that should have taken 10 hours ended up taking nearly 24.

      And in the station, in what was usually a quieter time between the morning and evening rush, a steady stream of people were coming in off of Bahnhofstrasse, striding with a purpose. The afternoon papers, the ones bannered with the headline that consisted of three enormous black words -- "Germany Invades France" -- were selling as quickly as the newsagent could untie the next bundle.
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      For the next couple of days, I barely slept. My job, it seemed, was to read everything I could, see everything I could, and report back to London with as many daily updates as possible. I didn't have much, honestly. Army units seemed to be moving about and repositioning themselves from south to north -- I could see that much from the train station. I attempted to read divisional insignia from the uniform patches of soldiers grabbing a quick smoke on the platform during their stops, and even though it seemed pretty meaningless, Gregory and I passed it along to London every night.

      I still had not seen or heard from Manon since I arrived back from Paris. She wasn't at home, or at work, or at the cafe, or with Liesl. Nobody knew where she was. And while I was worried, and a little bit mad that she hadn't found a way to leave behind some kind of message, I wasn't that worried. She was undoubtedly doing the same thing I was doing.

      Still, I missed her, which fouled my mood even more than the daily updates in the newspapers. Because the story they told was the story that Fritz Ritter and the others had predicted. The invasion came on the 10th, as they had said. The attack went through the Ardennes, as they had said. Gamelin, the British, all of them had the roadmap -- but they all had crumpled it up and thrown it in the fire as if it were nothing more than kindling. And now the idiots were paying.

      Three days in, the Germans were at the Meuse. If they managed to get across, they would take Sedan. And if they took Sedan, the entire country of France would have a collective nervous breakdown. In 1870, Sedan was the critical battle of the Franco-Prussian War, the decisive battle, and a thorough humiliation for France. This would be worse. Back then, France was forced to hand over Alsace and Lorraine to the Prussians, which was terrible but, well, it was only Alsace and Lorraine -- and besides, they got them back after the next war. Nobody who thought about it for even 30 seconds figured that Hitler would be willing to settle for a couple of provinces this time. And if he got Sedan, the road to Paris would be wide open.

      By that third day, the Swiss were starting to panic -- not so much in Zurich, but more up near the French and German borders. I took a car ride and ran into paralyzing traffic from up there, all of it headed south. At one point, I was driving north with ease as the other side was jammed and not moving. Then a policeman blocked my path, waving two small white flags. He shuttled me off onto a side road.

      "What do I do now?" I asked him, and he offered some very fast directions to Basel by taking secondary roads. He rattled them off too quickly to memorize.

      "What's this about?" I said.

      "We're turning this road into a one-way headed south," he said. "It's our only chance to clear this mess."

      It was dark by the time I got back to Zurich. The streets were deserted. It was kind of like Vienna was in the days before the Anschluss, people burrowing in and saving their money before whatever was about to happen. I still didn't think the Germans would swallow Switzerland as long as the banks continued to play along, but who knew anymore.

      I ate dinner at Fessler's. It was deserted. I saw Henry and Liesl and the baby for a minute, but they seemed intent on nesting in their flat, maybe even more intent than parents typically are, because of the war. They weren't in the cafe for five minutes. Gregory sat with me while I ate, and I told him what I had seen, and we composed the message for London. We did it right there at the table, and then he went upstairs to work out the code from the bible.

      "What if they get Sedan?" Gregory said after we had received the confirmation back from Groucho.

      "If Sedan falls, France falls."

      "Look at a map -- it's a straight shot to Paris. And if the papers are right, the best French divisions are up in Belgium. So are the British."

      "Maybe they can get it turned around."

      "I don't know," I said. "It doesn't seem like these people react very quickly to anything."

      "They have to wake up soon," Gregory said. "I mean, really. Don't they?"

      Walking home, I kept thinking about what Gregory had said, and how he had always maintained more optimism than I had, despite how let down we had been. Yes, he was right. Yes, they did have to wake up -- and they probably would. Faced with a crisis, their eyes would be opened. France still had a big, fearsome army. The British would be some help, and they still had time here. The Germans were moving fast, but could they keep it up? Could their supplies keep up with their tanks?

      There was still hope. I had actually talked myself into feeling pretty good, or at least better than I had been feeling, and then I opened the door and saw that Manon was there. We devoured each other, just about without words. Then we traded information, although neither of us knew much more than that the roads headed south were jammed. She didn't know anything more about Sedan than what was in the papers. But she agreed that it was the key to the whole thing. And she was more clinical in her assessment than I was.

      "It might be too late for them to react," she said. "Idiots."

      "Too late? It can't be. It's only been a couple of days."

      "We'll know soon," she said. "Might not take long at all."

      My hope had deflated again, and as I approached the confluence of despair and exhaustion, I fell asleep entwined with Manon. We were awakened a couple of hours later by a phone call from Liesl. I dropped the receiver in the dark and made her repeat what she had said because it had shocked me so. But the message was the same the second time as it had been the first time. Gregory had been shot in the cafe. He was dead.
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      The scene at the cafe was every bit as bad as I imagined it would be. Manon and I rushed over and found the police cars outside, jamming the narrow street, their lights flashing red and blue. Gregory's body had been removed by the coroner, but a puddle of blood remained as evidence of the spot. It was already drying, congealing on the wood floor.

      Liesl was a rock, as was little Sylvie, wrapped tight in her mother's arms. Henry was catatonic. The three of them sat in a booth off to the side as the police detectives went about their business. We joined them, and I instinctively hugged Henry and didn't let go. But it was like I was embracing a lifeless form. He barely reacted to questions, or to a squeeze of his shoulder.

      The drawer of the cash register was open and empty. A detective came over -- I didn't catch his name -- and said, "The lock on the door was forced, maybe with a crowbar. The till was empty. It appears, based on that alone, to have been a robbery that went horribly wrong. But what we don't get is why anyone would think there was a lot of money in the register at a place like this. Would there be?"

      Henry didn't react to the question. I nudged him and said, "Henry," in almost a whisper, and he stirred as if from sleep.

      "No, not much money," he said. "Nothing worth killing over."

      "Was your father the kind of person who would resist an armed robber over a few francs?"

      Henry shrugged, then fell back into his trance. But the cop was asking the right question. You never know how you're going to react in a given situation, but there is no way in hell that the Gregory I knew would have risked his life over that amount of money. Maybe back in the day, back in Vienna, when he had a crew to back him up and a reputation to uphold. But not here, not now, no, not at his age, not with little Sylvie there. It just didn't make any sense.

      Which, of course, left...

      I just couldn't entertain the thought. My mind literally could not process the possibility that this was somehow related to the radio in his spare room, and so it vanished from my consciousness before the thought even registered. The mind can be a fantastic organ sometimes, and it was for me that night, at least until Peter Ruchti walked into the cafe and began talking to a couple of the detectives who were still puzzling over the cash register and stepping daintily around the pool of drying blood.

      Manon recognized Ruchti immediately and gave me a quizzical look across the table. I had not told her about Gregory because that was our deal -- we would share information but not sources or co-workers. It was just safer for everybody that way. But then, after this, I didn't know what I was going to do. I did know that I needed to talk to Ruchti, so I got up from the booth and announced to no one and everyone, "I need a breath of air," and walked out onto Oberdorfstrasse.

      As I walked across the cafe, I looked at the window, my eyes having been caught by a blue-and-red flashing light. Across the street and a little bit down the street, a man stood in the shadow of a doorway. But he was lit, red and blue, with each cycle of the police car's light. He was lit just a little, though, and the colors distorted the picture, and I was a decent distance from the window, but the man standing in the doorway looked very much like Anders, the security guard at Bohemia Suisse.

      But by the time I reached the street and had another look, there was nobody there. So I just stood there, leaning against the cafe, hoping Ruchti would take the hint. In about two minutes, he did. He offered his condolences.

      "Do you think it was a robbery?" I said.

      "No. But they do," Ruchti said, pointing vaguely inside. "And that's okay with me. But you have to be honest with me."

      "About what?"

      "About whether or not Gregory Fessler was working with you," he said.

      I didn't answer for a second. I liked Ruchti, and I trusted him. He hadn't steered me wrong on anything, and he warned me about Vogl.

      "Vogl." I spat the name out as soon as it came to me. "You don't think--"

      "No," Ruchti said. "I don't think there's any way he's in Zurich. And I know he's Gestapo, but I don't think some captain in Poland has the ability to order a murder in a neutral country, hundreds of miles away. But you haven't answered my question."

      I paused again, just looking at him. I didn't know what was right, but I had to take a chance.

      "Gregory was working with me," I said.

      "Doing what? Actually spying?"

      "Well, no."

      "Then what? Was he making radio transmissions? Because, you know, we're pretty sure that the German legation here now has a radio detection vehicle, a small lorry with an antenna on top that drives around the city. We've seen it a few times, followed it back to the German mission. It can detect a radio transmitter--"

      "What? WHAT?" It was Henry. He had come out the door of the cafe and overheard the last bit of what Ruchti had said.

      "No. Alex, tell me it's not true. Tell me you didn't get my father roped into this whole fucking spy business."

      Ruchti looked at me, partly in a questioning way, partly in helplessness. When I started speaking, I addressed Ruchti's unspoken question first.

      "Henry and his wife know about my role at the bank because they were part of the deal with the intelligence service to get out of Czechoslovakia after the Anschluss."

      Then I turned to Henry.

      "Mr. Ruchti here is with a Swiss police unit that has some intelligence aspects to it, and he knows some of my story," I said. "And Henry, yes, your father was helping me send coded radio transmissions to my Czech contact, who's living now in London."

      "So is that it?" Henry was screaming, crying. His words pierced the night. "Is that why he was fucking killed. Goddammit, Alex. Is that why?"

      Ruchti did his best to rescue me.

      "The homicide detectives are experienced, and they think it was a robbery," he said. He looked Henry directly in the eye. "If they believe it, I believe it. The truth is that spies in this country have no reason to kill each other, and they don't because the Swiss government has made it quite clear that violence on Swiss soil will not be tolerated. Mr. Fessler, it just doesn't happen. And I would know."

      The lie was stunning -- because, if not Gregory, there certainly was the fellow on Rennweg with the slug through his eye to consider. I wasn't sure if Henry bought it. He didn't say anything. Ruchti left with a shrug that Henry did not see, and a pantomime of a telephone receiver pressed to his ear. Call me, he mouthed.

      Back inside, Henry began pacing near the kitchen. The police were packing up, and Liesl and Sylvie had already headed back to their flat. It was nearly 5 a.m. I asked one of the cops if he would escort Manon home. She looked at me questioningly, and I pointed toward Henry, and she understood that I would stay behind with my friend. Finally, when the door was closed, and we were alone, Henry looked at me in a way that scared me. It was a look I had never seen from him.

      "Where's the fucking radio?" he said.

      I led the way to Gregory's apartment, and then to the spare room, and then to the small table secreted behind the packing crates. The radio was there. I felt it, and it was cold.

      "How could you?" Henry said. He repeated it, and then he repeated it again, and then he said "fuuuuuuck," the delivery more long than loud.

      "Henry, he was a grown man," I said. "It was his decision. He felt the need to help."

      "Alex, that's bullshit.  Need to help? Fuck that -- what did he need? He had me. He had Liesl. He had his grandchild. Why did he need your fucking adventure?"

      "I don't know," I was looking down at my hands at that point. I know I heard what I was saying, but I'm not sure Henry did. "I don't know why he needed it. But he did."

      I paused for a second, then began babbling. "You know how much he loved you and Liesl, and how thrilled he was about Sylvie, and what a beautiful family you--"

      "Get the fuck out of here," he said. "We're fucking done. And take that fucking piece of shit with you."

      Henry stormed out. He slammed the door of the flat and stomped up the stairs. I heard him on every tread. Then I looked around for an empty box amid the clutter, a box that would hold the radio, and the sending key, and the bible. And I left, out of the flat and down to the cafe. I did my best to secure the broken door, jamming a chair beneath the knob to hold it in place. Then I found a menu and wrote a small sign on the back side of it and propped it in the front window:
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        * * *

      

      CLOSED UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE
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        * * *

      

      Then I carried my box of shit and my bag of guilt and left through the back door.
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      I knew the Fesslers were Catholic, at least in name, but I had not known that Gregory had been much of a churchgoer, not until his funeral, when the priest made a reference during his talk to "the friendly debates he and I would have many mornings after Mass, on topics ranging from the headlines on the front page of the newspaper to the latest disappointments perpetrated by his beloved FC Zurich."

      The priest was the only speaker. Henry did not deliver a eulogy. He sat with Liesl in the front row on the right, next to the casket. They passed little Sylvie back and forth between them as they stood and sat and knelt. The only time she cried loudly was when the priest and the altar boys came down from the altar with the lit incense burner, gold on a gold chain, and the priest swung it back and forth as he walked around the casket. I almost never went to church anymore, but that smell always triggered something in me, something unsettling. I wondered if it would somehow be the same for Sylvie.

      Besides the family, there were about 20 mourners. A couple of the more memorable fossils were prominent on the left side, and a kid in his 20's just might have been one of the guys I saw pissing against the wall at Hardturm before the FC Zurich game, but I didn't recognize most of the people. The truth was, I didn't know much about Gregory's life outside of the cafe. I didn't know he had much of a life outside the cafe, although the priest proved me wrong there. So maybe they were customers, maybe not.

      I sat in the back of the Liebfrauenkirche. Zurich didn't have a lot of Catholics, but this was a beautiful church. High up on the walls was a riot of murals, bright and colorful representations of some religious thing or another. It was as if the Catholics were sticking out their tongues at the tight-assed Protestant churches that Zurich pretty much invented, and which seemed to set a tone for pretty much every aspect of daily life. Or maybe it was something in the Swiss genetic makeup that set the tight-assed tone, and the Protestants followed. Whatever -- I kind of liked the artwork, all splashed with red and blue and gold, even if I really didn't care what it represented.

      I got to the church early and took my seat in the back, before the hearse and the family. I had not spoken to Henry since the night Gregory was shot, and I didn't know how I was going to be able to mend our fracture. My guilt had morphed over the few days into a kind of defiance -- it was Gregory's decision to get involved, goddamn it -- but there was no way I was ever going to convince Henry of that, at least not in the short term. But I wanted him to see me at the funeral, as a kind of unspoken opening. And I wanted to be there for my friend, Gregory.

      When they opened the doors, the organ music began, and the priest and the altar boys led the casket and the family up the center aisle. The pallbearers were from the burial company. One of them was wearing white socks with his black suit.

      Henry saw me immediately. He was walking not three feet from me, arm around Liesl. We locked eyes for what seemed like forever, but which was probably a second, maybe two. Then he averted his gaze. He did it with an exaggerated snap of his head to the left. There was no sign of recognition, no acknowledgment of my presence, and most importantly, no hint that my presence was appreciated. I did get a little of that from Liesl -- a quick, tired half-smile -- before she, too, looked away much quicker than she had to. But at least there was the half-smile. There was nothing from Henry, nothing other than dead eyes.

      I had not expected anything more, but it still upset me. So did Manon. She didn't show up for the funeral. I don't know if it was the remnant of our latest argument, or what, but her absence might have bothered me more than Henry's reaction.

      On the morning after, I went to her flat and told her about Gregory and the radio. Ruchti knew, Henry knew, Liesl undoubtedly knew, so Manon had to know. She was hurt that I had not told her earlier.

      "But we agreed," I said.

      "But this was different, Alex. Can't you see that? Gregory. I mean, it was just different."

      "How? It was the exact reason why we made the agreement. Gregory had never agreed to have his identity shared with anybody. And besides -- imagine if I had told you, and he got shot. I'd always wonder if by telling you, he somehow had been revealed."

      "If I had known, maybe I could have done something to prevent it."

      "So you're absolutely sure it wasn't a robbery? Didn't you think it was a robbery until I just walked in here?" I said. And then Manon looked at me with eyes that betrayed nothing but disdain.

      "Are you ever going to fucking grow up?" she said. And then, as if she immediately sensed her tone and tried to take it back, she said, "I didn't mean--"

      "Yes you did," I said.

      In the midst of the ensuing silence, I turned and left her flat. But I came back the next day, and when there was no answer to my knocks, I left her a note with the time of the funeral, and how I would be early, and where I would be sitting. Maybe she never received it -- there was a war on, after all -- or perhaps something between us was torn. After Gregory, after everything, I wasn't sure how I could deal with losing Manon, too.

      As I worked this over and over in my mind, following along mindlessly with the standing and sitting and kneeling, not even attempting to listen as the priest droned on in Latin, I didn't know what to do. The only thing I was sure of was that I couldn't take another stare from Henry, so I got up and left the church when the family was kneeling at the railing between the altar and the pews and receiving communion. The sunlight shocked me when I opened the door. At least it was a nice day to feel like shit.

      I needed to talk to somebody, and one of the downsides of the spy business is, there isn't a long list of somebodies available for consultation. But Brodsky was one of them. I had left a yellow chalk mark at the MCMIX fountain that morning -- and then, because of my inattention, I was forced to reach into the basin to wash some chalk dust off of my hand and also off of the pants of my black suit. After the funeral, after wandering for who knows how long, I walked by again and saw his mark of acknowledgment.

      So that was where I would be headed after dark, one more time to the Barley House unless I could find Manon first. But there was still no answer at her flat. I got down on my hands and knees, pressed my cheek against the floor, and looked into the gap beneath her door. But on the other side, the entryway of the flat wasn't near any windows, and it was dark. I couldn't see if my original note was lying there on the floor or if it had been picked up.
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      War had done nothing to hurt the business of the Barley House, or dampen the din. Whether or not they were arguing about Hiter and Gamelin now instead of FC Zurich and Grasshoppers wasn't obvious, but it was still loud. And it still smelled.

      "Fog of war," I said, upon encountering Brodsky at his usual table. I waved my hand and visibly moved the layer of smoke that had settled along the ceiling. I sometimes wondered if Zurich had health inspectors, and what the payoff must have been to keep this place open.

      Brodsky was reading the newspaper.

      "Morning or afternoon?" I said.

      "Afternoon, just bought it," he said. "Still a few hours old."

      "Are the Panzers in Paris yet?"

      "No," Brodsky said. "It might be worse than that."

      "What could be worse than the Germans taking Paris?"

      "Look," he said. He folded the newspaper back upon itself and flattened the page on the table. The illustration was a map of the top half of France, with lines drawn on it to represent the armies' various positions. Brodsky began drawing with his finger.

      "If you read the story, the Germans have turned north," he said. "Look," and he began pointing to spots mentioned in the text. "If they were going to Paris, they would go here instead." Again, more pointing.

      "So what are you saying?"

      "I'm no expert -- I can barely follow the map in a Michelin guide," he said. But then he began to explain that from what his sources in the Russian high command had been telling him, the Germans believed that all of the best troops, both British and French, were in Belgium. It was the same thing that Georges had said when we were at Vincennes.

      "So what happens if the Germans sweep north like this instead of going to Paris?"

      I looked at the map. The best British and French troops would be trapped between the Germans and the English Channel.

      "You don't think?"

      "I do think," Brodsky said. "Maybe Hitler is a genius after all."

      "Fuck," I said. This was my considered military opinion.

      "Yes, fuck."

      "Do you think the French saw it coming?"

      "Does it look like they saw it coming to you?" Brodsky said.

      I was sure that they hadn't. I was sure that they were worried only about protecting their precious Paris and never dreamed that Hitler would unleash this kind of vise in the opposite direction.

      "Fuck," I said.

      "That all you've got?"

      "Pretty much. But, I mean, what else needs to be said?"

      We looked at the map for a while and played amateur Clausewitz, concluding that the only chance was for the French and Brits to try to bust out before it was too late. Of course, that would require some coordination between the two countries, and a bit of decisive thinking, and those old fools clearly had trouble deciding what to have for lunch.

      We began talking about what we had seen in Zurich -- not out there, where the actual working people lived, but where we spent most of our time, within worshiping distance of the Paradeplatz. There were a lot of Germans in the center of the city, both permanent expats and workers -- mostly in the banks -- who were posted in Zurich for a year or two at a time. And most of those German were strutting, just a little louder in the cafes, just a little quicker with a laugh.

      "Have you been out on the roads or at the train station in the last couple of days?" I said. Brodsky told me that he had and that the migration toward the south from places near the border like Basel had begun to reverse. He said that as soon as the Germans took Sedan, and then kept going, it looked to most people here that Hitler wasn't interested in causing Switzerland any trouble. So they packed up the cars that they had just unloaded, and left Aunt Marie's house in Geneva, and headed back home.

      "Sedan," I said. "First 1870, now 1940. They ought to just blow it up, or at least change the name. Just call it Defeat. Or Disaster. Or Failure."

      We got another round, and then I began to tell Brodsky what had happened, about Gregory and his involvement and his murder. He thanked me for the information about the German's radio detection lorry. And then he thought for a minute.

      "You want me to clear your conscience -- is that it?"

      I didn't answer him.

      "I can tell you that you didn't rope your friend into this. I can tell you that he was a grown man, and he sensed a real purpose in his life by helping you, and that it was his decision, and that he knew the risks, and that you did nothing but support him, and that none of this was your fault."

      I just stared at him.

      "I can tell you that, and I believe it," Brodsky said. "But you will not shake this easily, or soon. That is just the truth. It is the danger of involving anyone who is close to you, or of becoming too close to a co-worker or a source."

      He paused.

      "Thank God I hate you," he said. Then he reached over and punched me in the arm. It was as close a moment as two grown men in a public place could permit themselves.

      "Fuck you, asshole," I said. It was the only thing I could think of.

      We had another drink. I didn't tell Brodsky, but I was pretty sure, right then, that I couldn't take this anymore -- not Zurich, not working for incompetents, not any of it. And if Manon and I were really done, again, and if Henry and I were done, I knew that there was no way I was staying. How could I? How could I even walk by the cafe?
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      By the next morning, after another failed attempt to contact Manon at her flat, I decided that even if I didn't leave, I needed to be ready to go. That meant getting my money out of Bohemia Suisse.

      Part of the problem was finding a destination as far away from all of this as I could. Maybe America made the most sense. I certainly had enough money to get there. But the way things were going, the only way out might have been through Spain, and then Portugal, with a flight or a boat from Lisbon. As long as the trains were still running to France, I would have a chance -- and they were still running, a couple a day. And even if I were to be stranded in, say, Portugal, I could survive that.

      But, first, the money. It being Sunday, the easiest thing to do was just let myself into the empty bank and clean out my account and my safe deposit box. Between the two of them, there was enough money to live on comfortably for an indefinite period of time -- and Swiss francs were, as my banker friends liked to say, as good as gold but a lot lighter. You could exchange them in any big city. And if I wanted to make an even larger withdrawal than was justified by my account balance, there was nothing to stop me. I mean, what was Groucho going to do about it?

      I let myself in and locked the door behind me. It was about 11 a.m., and I had not seen a person on the street outside. I decided against taking more than I was entitled to receive, but I did file a half-assed expense report for the trip to Paris and dropped it on Marta's desk.

      That report, the withdrawal slip that emptied my account, and a note were now in a neat pile. I used Marta's typewriter to bat it out:

      Marta,

      I have resigned as president of Bohemia Suisse. Until a new president is appointed, you are to continue as before, paying yourself and Anders. As my final act, I grant you both a 10 percent raise, effective immediately.

      Anything you cannot handle, and I don't imagine there will be anything, write to the address in London that is in the emergency file. In fact, write to London anyway and tell them that you have received this letter and are ready for any instructions.

      Alex

      I did not offer Marta any explanations, partly because I didn't think I owed her one but mostly because I didn't have one that I felt authorized to provide. So I pulled the letter from the typewriter's roller -- I always loved that sound -- and added it to the stack on Marta's desk. Then, after replacing the cover on her typewriter, I added one final flourish to my departure. Grabbing the diary, the sainted diary, I opened it and turned to today's page. Being a Sunday, it was blank. With my best penmanship, I wrote a single word and wrote it big enough to come close to filling the space. One word: Fin.

      It was when I was replacing the cap on my pen that I looked up and first noticed Marta standing there. The second thing I noticed was the pistol she was aiming at me. I was honestly dumbfounded.

      "Close your mouth and stand up," she said.

      I complied as instructed, mouth first and then legs.

      "Hands up, fingers laced behind your head," she said.

      Done and done.

      "Now let's walk into your office," Marta said. She looked down at the diary because she always looked down at the fucking diary. This time, she saw what I had written, the one word: Fin.

      "Oh, that's perfect," she said. "That will fit in just right. I wish I had thought of it, but you made sure I didn't have to."

      I walked ahead of her into the office and sat in my chair, as instructed. My hands remained on my head. Marta shut the office door behind her, the leather soundproofing panels now mocking me. They wouldn't eliminate the noise of a pistol, not entirely, but someone outside would likely just take the muffled blast for a car backfire a couple of blocks away.

      "That a Luger? A Nazi gun?" I said.

      "You thought you were so smart," she said. "Like anybody who didn't think about it for five minutes wouldn't see that you being president of a bank made no real sense."

      I wondered if there had been signs about Marta that I had missed, but there hadn't been -- though, to be honest, it wasn't as if somebody working undercover for the Nazis was likely to have a swastika tattooed on her forehead. Still, I had never seen her out of the office doing anything, no less anything subversive. And in the office, she was just an overly-efficient pain in the ass, a perfect bank employee. The truth was, the fact that she and I sparred about stuff made her less concerning. If she had been an undercover agent trying to get close to me, she would have been fawning instead.

      I had no idea what to do, so I opted for conversation in the hope that delay would be my ally.

      "So how long have you known?"

      "Almost from the start," she said. "You really are an amateur. I mean, that radio--"

      "What radio?"

      "Grow up, Herr Kovacs. Please."

      Marta had killed Gregory. There, mystery solved, although it seemed likely that I would take the solution to my grave.

      "But why? Why Gregory? If you knew so much about me, you must have known he was just the radio operator."

      "He was involved," she said. There was no emotion in her voice, a matter-of-factness that was chilling.

      "But that's bullish--"

      "Enough. I have no problem explaining the operation now, given your current predicament. Herr Fessler had to die first. It had to look like a robbery so that the sensibilities of the Swiss police would not be offended. But they would know, deep down. Ruchti would know. And now you will be found to have committed suicide at your desk, overcome by the guilt of involving Herr Fessler in your venture and seeing him killed. I was going to force you to write a note, but your final addition to the diary will take care of that."

      She actually smiled as she recounted the plan.

      "Between now and tomorrow, my task will be play-acting a believable response to finding your body -- a scream, but not too much of a scream. I'm not sure Anders will be tough to fool either way. And then, when the police arrive, I will point out the latest entry in the diary, which ideally will be splattered just a bit with blood and brains. The homicide detectives will happily accept the story they have been handed. Ruchti will be the only one who figures out the guilt-about-Fessler part. It'll be the first thing he thinks of. You're an amateur, and you just couldn't take it."

      Marta began to walk toward me, around to my side of the desk. The shot would have to be close enough to my temple that it appeared believable as a suicide. This would be my only chance.

      As she approached, the telephone on my desk rang. It was likely Ruchti. I had left him a note, asking him to call me at the office around noon on Sunday, mostly because I thought he might have some advice about the best routes out of the country.

      "It's Ruchti, I'm pretty sure," I said.

      The phone rang. Twice. Three times.

      "We're meeting for coffee. If I don't answer, he'll just come over. His office isn't a five-minute walk."

      Four times. Five times.

      "Okay, answer. Just get rid of him."

      Six times. Seven. In one motion, I reached for the telephone receiver, picked it up, and clubbed Marta's arm with it. She screamed, and the pistol fell out of her hand, skittering along the desktop and then onto the carpet. I dove for it and reached it easily before Marta, her path blocked by the desk. At which point, I marched her out of my office and to her desk. I made her sit, put the diary beside her, and considered. I could just retype the letter, adding a passage about how it was never going to work between us. It wouldn't take five minutes. Then it would be her blood and her brains on the diary. It wouldn't be perfect -- what was she doing in the bank on a Sunday? -- but it would be good enough. Anders would find her body on Monday morning, and the case would be closed by sundown. They'd look for me for an interview, but I would be long gone. They would go to the emergency file and contact London, but at that point, maybe Ruchti would get involved and just shut it down.

      All of this went through my head in about 10 seconds. Finally, my thought process was interrupted by Marta.

      "You don't have the guts," she said.

      At which point, I shot her in the temple.

      For Gregory.

      I couldn't believe how calm I was. Because there was splatter on the typewriter cover, I opted just to add a hand-written postscript to my note: "It never would have worked between us." Then I gathered the small piles of big bills that I had taken from the vault and stuffed them into a briefcase. I was looking back at Marta's desk -- the gun now in her right hand, her head on the blotter with plenty to blot -- surveying the grisly tableau. I had not disturbed anything, I was pretty sure. It was going to work.

      It was as I turned to the door that I saw Anders facing me, with a pistol drawn. Two employees, two guns. At that moment, the boss of the year award seemed out of the question.
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      The oddest things can cross your mind sometimes. There I was, facing another pistol, and all I could seem to notice was that Anders was wearing a flat cap and a light gray jacket with a zipper. I was pretty sure I had never seen him without the blue blazer.

      That he and Marta had been working together for the Nazis -- I couldn't believe it. Well, I could believe it, especially Anders -- but how had Groucho allowed his precious Bohemia Suisse to be infiltrated by Nazi spies, and how had he allowed me to be exposed? The incompetence at the head of this operation would be a story for the history books, provided that somebody other than Goebbels had a chance one day to write the history books.

      It was so strange, being more consumed by my disdain for Groucho and his bosses and their bosses than by the pistol aimed at me. It was in the midst of that pointless reverie when Anders asked me, "Are you okay?"

      I wasn't sure I had heard him correctly.

      "Uh, yeah."

      At which point, he lowered the pistol and placed it into his jacket pocket. So I had heard him correctly.

      "Wait, what?"

      Anders laughed -- another first. Then he told me his story. As it turned out, he had suspected that Marta was working for the Nazis -- "months ago," he said -- and began trying to keep an eye on her.

      "But I couldn't do it 24 hours a day," he said. "And so I was late the night your friend was killed. I did get there after I heard the police radio, but it was too late. I have to believe she killed him."

      I told Anders that Marta had willingly confessed when she thought she had me trapped and dead. I explained what happened after that. He took it all in, then walked over to Marta's desk and did a quick survey of the scene.

      "It'll play," he said.

      "What do you mean?"

      "As long as you didn't track any blood or body parts around the carpet, I think the police will buy this. And I don't think you did."

      He stopped for a second, folded his arms.

      "Or we could go another way," he said. "You write up a new withdrawal slip for you, and another one for Marta -- she has a small account. Had. You leave them on my desk with a note that explains nothing, only that you were resigning as the president of the bank, and that Marta was resigning, and that I should contact London and all that. People will figure you ran away together, lovers fleeing the war."

      "Or some such shit."

      "Too hokey?"

      "I don't know," I said. "It does take the police out of the equation."

      "That's what I was thinking. She has no family, at least not here. I don't know if anybody would even notice she was gone."

      "But what about her clothes? And her passport."

      Anders slipped on a pair of gloves and walked back over to Marta's desk. Her purse was on the floor at the side of the desk. He made sure he wasn't stepping in any blood splatter, and then reached over, and opened it, and began to rifle through.

      "Voila," he said, producing the passport with a flourish.

      "But no clothes from her flat? No suitcase."

      "It's not perfect, but it's good enough," Anders said. "Lovers in wartime. It'll play."

      "And the body?"

      "I can take care of that," he said. "And besides -- once I get the carpet cleaned up, it won't even matter. Remember, nobody's going to think she's dead. Nobody's going to be looking for a body. They figure the two of you for a villa outside Lisbon."

      "But what about the age difference?"

      "How old are you?" he said.

      "40."

      He paged through the passport. "She's only 44."

      "That's a hard goddamn 44."

      He laughed. The bullet and the blood had made it even harder. "I'll say it again -- lovers in wartime. Fuck it."

      We talked a little about the logistics of dead body removal. He said he could get her out the back door, rolled up in a rug or something. I told him I didn't know there was a back door. He looked at me as if I were an idiot.

      "Are you a Swiss spy?" I said.

      "No."

      "An anything spy?"

      "No."

      "Then why are you doing this, running these risks?"

      "This might sound corny, but it's because I am a proud Swiss," he said. "My country is so worried about not offending anyone and staying neutral. All we seem to care about is doing what's best for business. We do that, and we convince ourselves that we're just doing it to protect our people, as a manner of self-preservation. But in doing it, in protecting ourselves, we ignore the assault on decency, and all that is evil that the Nazis represent. I just can't accept that trade-off. So this is what I can do."

      At that point, I really felt like a shithead for all of the cracks I had made about the Swiss army when I first met him. I'm not sure I had been in the presence of true patriotism in all of my time in Switzerland, but now I was.

      "Look, you need to go," he said. I rewrote the note again, this time by hand. I checked Marta's account balance from the master record book and withdrew what was in there. Cash in hand, I offered it to Anders -- "for cleaning expenses, if nothing else," I said. He refused, insisting that everything he needed was in the storage closet. For me to push any further would have been insulting, so I just added the stack to what was already in the briefcase.

      For more than a year, I hadn't been able to stand being in Anders' presence. Part of me wanted to know if he really disliked me. He sensed the question without me having to ask it.

      "I never hated you," he said. "After I figured out what you were doing, I actually admired you. But before that, I just thought you were a dilettante. I mean, come on? Being president of this place is like being the madam at a whorehouse. You just polish the brass and take your cut of everything that walks through the door, and--"

      He stopped himself, mid-thought.

      "Herr Kovacs -- I will call you Alex, this one time -- you need to go," Anders said. "And I mean, really go. Do you have any idea where?"

      I didn't have an answer.
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      My flat was cold and dark. The light in the entrance hall had burned out. My first thought was to knock on the door of the superintendent in the basement and get a replacement bulb. Then I thought, no. I was leaving in hours, probably.

      I almost didn't see the envelope that had been shoved under the door. It lay on the green checkerboard tile, with "Alex" written in a precise, tight printing style. It was from Manon.

      I tore it open, and moved into the living room, near a window, and read:

      My dearest Alex,

      I don't know how to say this other than just to say it: I am leaving Zurich. By the time you read this, I will be gone. I am going home to Lyon.

      There are a dozen reasons, but you are not one of them. You are the only reason that I almost decided to stay. I don't know if you believe me, but I have loved you almost from the very beginning. If I have not always shown it, that is because of the stress I have been under, and because of the profession we have chosen, and because I sometimes am not as nice as I need to be. But I have loved you, and I do love you. It is important to me that you know that.

      At the same time, I must go. I cannot work for the fools in French intelligence anymore. I cannot risk my life anymore for idiots who cannot make a decision, who are too afraid to take any action, even when faced with a disaster created by that very indecision. When I told them, they replied that I could not resign, that it would be like desertion in the army. Well, the hell with that. My government deserted me a long time before I deserted my government. Hell, for all I know, my government won't even exist in another week.

      In Lyon, I can be with my family again, and that seems more important now than ever. I also have been in communication with some old contacts there, and there already is talk of forming resistance cells against the Germans. If we are in a position where we are forced to fight for our city, house by house, I will. If our government capitulates and there is a German occupation instead, I will be there for sabotage, for resistance propaganda, for whatever. If I cannot again work for the French government, or its successor, or whatever old men are put in charge, I can still work for France.

      My advice to you, my dear Alex, is to go to America. Go now. You have lost two countries already, taken too many risks, and now lost a great friend. You deserve to get away from this, from Hitler, from all of it. You have a good heart, Alex. It deserves a rest.

      Just know that what we had was real. It is a love I will always cherish. The only thing wrong was our timing.

      With all my love,

      Manon

      I cried as I read it a second time. Then I just collapsed onto the couch, barely moving, the letter stuck in my left hand.

      She was right. The reason she was leaving was the reason I needed to leave. Like her, I could not work for these people anymore, leaders incapable of listening and acting. And she was right -- I was exhausted already, and the real fight was just beginning. Besides, this whole business had changed me. I had just killed a person and didn't even feel the least bit bad about it. That stunned me, in a way. It was self-defense, but not entirely. I might have thought of a different way out if I hadn't reacted so emotionally to her taunt. You don't have the guts. Well, fuck her. That was my reaction then and, for the most part, it was still my reaction hours later. That might have worried me as much as anything.

      And on top of all that, there was Werner Vogl, my favorite Gestapo captain. Regardless of what Peter Ruchti said, I wasn't sure that I was out of Vogl's reach in Zurich. He might be in Warsaw now, but as the German army moved west and stayed west -- and that indeed appeared to be happening -- you had to believe that Vogl could be following. The idea of having Vogl occupy a permanent space in my consciousness was both tiring and terrifying.

      Manon was right, too, that America made the most sense. Get the train and just keep going south -- to Geneva, to Marseille, to Barcelona and Madrid and Lisbon. Then to one of those Pan Am Clipper ships and to New York. To safety and calm. To a new life. To peace.

      The problem, of course, was that Manon would not be in New York. I had never made a big decision in my life because of a woman. The truth was, I hadn't made many small decisions because of a woman, either. It was the trait I learned from Uncle Otto, for better or worse. He never married, and I had never been close. "Life's too short, buddy boy," is what he always said, and I tended to believe him. There was always another sales trip to Cologne, always another girl to charm with my travel stories.

      But it all felt so empty, thinking back on it. So there I was, empty and exhausted, still angry at Groucho and Gamelin, unable to shake the thought of Vogl, the letter from Manon still clutched in my left hand. I eventually folded it carefully and put it back into the envelope, then into my suitcase, shoving some clothes on top of it, leaving enough room for the stacks of Swiss francs.
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      The train to Lyon was empty. Nobody was traveling into a war zone if they didn't have to, after all -- although the fighting was nowhere near Lyon. It was all much farther north. Still, you could see the families and their luggage crowded onto the platforms in some of the cities we passed through, all of them headed out of France and toward Switzerland.

      The hotel across from the station in Lyon seemed empty, too.

      "Quiet," I said to the desk clerk, trying out my French.

      "From Alsace?" she said.

      "Originally, yes. I live in Zurich now."

      She looked at me a bit cross-wise, the face an unspoken question about why I would leave a safe, neutral country for France.

      "I'm here on business," I said, and she shrugged. I think I might have ended up with the best room in the place. The water for the bath ran extra hot, and the mattress seemed extra soft. Or maybe it was just exhaustion. Whatever, I skipped dinner and slept for 13 hours.

      I didn't know much about Manon's life in Lyon, other than that her last name was Friere and that she was from a family of silk manufacturers. The concierge had a telephone directory, and there was a Friere Brothers that manufactured silk in the Croix-Rousse neighborhood, a big hill on the north side of the city. Armed with directions, I decided to walk. Lyon was built up along two rivers, the Rhone and the Saone, and getting to Croix-Rousse meant crossing one of the Rhone bridges and then walking north, through the more downtown areas and then up winding, sometimes medieval streets. It was way up, too -- some of the way, you actually climbed 40 or 50 stairs to get from one road to the next. I stopped on a bench to rest about halfway up.

      Finally, though, I reached Rue Dumenge, made a left, then a quick right, and saw the sign: "Friere Brothers. Fine Silk".

      Suddenly, I was afraid to knock. I mean, I didn't even know if she was there. For all I knew, she had an old boyfriend who took her in. Like Anders said, "Lovers in wartime." When confronted with an opportunity to knock, what had seemed like such a good idea now seemed so risky.

      I retreated to a cafe across the street, took a seat at the window, and watched the front door. At around 10:30, it opened, and Manon came out. She began walking in my direction. It soon was obvious that she was coming into the cafe where I was sitting.

      I just watched her, heading in my direction. As she began to pass the window where I was sitting, oblivious, I knocked on the glass.

      She stopped, looked. It seemed as if my face wasn't registering with her somehow. Maybe there was glare on the glass. Maybe she was just in shock.

      One second. Two. And then she slowly raised up her hand, and put it flat on the glass, and kept it there while I did the same.
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      The small railroad bridge, our target for the night, was about halfway between Lyon and Saint Etienne, maybe 10 miles from each, give or take. The tracks ran close to the Rhone on one side and were hugged by farmland on the other. The land was relatively flat there, and simple grade crossings over the roadways were sufficient — except in this one place, where a dip in the land called for a little stone bridge to hold the tracks over an unnamed road dividing fields of hay. Although, on my scouting trips, it never seemed that big of a dip. This might have been one of those fortuitous occasions where a local elected official owned both the land that the railroad company needed and the little stone bridge construction company.

      Railroad track demolition was one of the ways we annoyed the Germans. We had to admit, though, that it was mostly just that: an annoyance. If you blew up a few yards of tracks on a Wednesday night, you would screw up traffic in and out of Lyon on Thursday. If you were lucky, on Friday, too. But that was it — and it seemed that the Nazis were getting better at the business of repairing the blown lines. They also were bringing in an increasing number of men to perform regular preventative patrols.

      So it was getting to be a lose-lose calculation — unless you were talking about a bridge. Because the destruction of even the smallest bridge, like the single stone arch I was looking at through my binoculars as I lay behind a hay bale, would put the line out of business for at least a week, and more likely two. The risk-reward suddenly tilted again toward reward, even while acknowledging that the German did the same cost-benefit analysis and kept a close eye on every bridge along the line, including the tiny ones. Which was why Rene, Max and I kept trading the glasses between us, staring at the back of the heads of the two German soldiers leaning on the fenders of their vehicle. They were smoking cigarettes. When they turned, you could see the tiny glow.

      “How much time?” Max said. Rene looked at his watch.

      “Still five minutes,” he said. “No, six. Relax.”

      Max scooted away from us, crab-walking behind another hay bale to take a piss. If they gave tests to spies, or saboteurs, or resistance agents, or whatever the fuck we were, the adequate bladder test would have flunked Max out straight away. He was a good kid, only 17 and entirely cold-blooded — he very nearly severed the head of a German sentry he had already killed, just in a rage, during a mission to set a fuel depot on fire. But he had to piss as often as an old man, which was the only thing I could kid him about, seeing as how I was 42 years old and he called me Pops. As in, “Fuck you, Pops,” which was essentially his reply to everything I said.

      If I was the brains of the operation — and in all modesty, I was — and if Max supplied the muscle and the balls, Rene was the demolitions expert. How he had acquired the expertise had never been explained to me, but Rene knew about the different types of explosives, and how to attach the detonator and the wires and, in this case, the windup alarm clock. I had been given a quick-and-dirty training session once, and I could wire an explosive charge to a plunger, but I would never trust myself with one of the timers. You have to know your limits, especially when you are talking about dismemberment.

      Max had argued about everything when we set up the first charge, at about 10 p.m. It was on the tracks, maybe 300 yards from the little stone bridge.

      “Pops, we’re too fucking close,” he said.

      “We have to be close,” I said. Then I explained to him for the fifth time that in order for this to work, the soldiers guarding the bridge had to be close enough to the first explosion that they felt it was their clear and obvious duty to investigate it themselves.

      “But we need the time,” Max said. “They could reach us with their rifles if they saw us.”

      “They’re not going to see us,” I said. “They’re going to be running toward the explosion, and then they’re going to be staring at burning railroad ties and radioing back to whoever for instructions. As soon as they start heading for the explosion, we start heading for the bridge. We’ll get where we need to be before they get to the explosion. And how much time do you need, Rene?”

      “Two minutes, Alex,” he said. “It’s all packed in the cases. I just need to set the timers. Maybe less than two minutes once I’m on the bridge. The cases are pretty heavy for me to carry up that embankment, though.”

      “That’s what Max is for,” I said.

      “Fuck you, Pops.”

      And so it went. We set the timer on the first charge to go off at 11 p.m. We still had three minutes. Now I had to piss. I could have held it, but I felt as if maybe Max needed to win one before the end of the night. So I crab-walked behind the same bale and listened to him mock me.

      “Mine’s just nerves, and I can always learn to relax,” he said. “But your old man plumbing is shot forever.”

      As this went on, Rene continued to stare at his watch. He gave a one-minute warning, then 30 seconds. The three of us were ready to move when the explosion went off, piercing the night. I watched through the binoculars as the two soldiers jumped, then said something to each other, then hesitated, then began running toward the boom and what was now a fire of burning railroad ties. One of them was carrying a portable radio and holding it up to his ear as he ran. The other held his helmet down with one hand and grabbed his rifle with the other.

      “All right, let’s do it,” I said. We all trotted, Max carrying the suitcases full of dynamite, Rene and I with pistols drawn. From there, it went pretty much exactly as I had planned it out in my head. The embankment was not that steep, pretty easy for all of us, even Max with the cases. On my scouting trips — which were necessarily brief, to avoid suspicion — I had noticed that there was a space on each side of the bridge, between the railroad bed and the keystone of each arch. I was pretty confident that Rene would be able to wedge the cases into the space, but you don’t know until you know.

      “They going to fit?” I said.

      “Like a glove, Alex my boy. Like a fucking glove.”

      I don’t think he took 90 seconds to get the clocks set and put the cases in place. The entire time, I could see the two soldiers, outlined against the fire on the tracks. We ran past our original vantage point to another, maybe 400 yards away. As we got set, Rene looked at his watch.

      “Two minutes,” he said, and then pointed to the binoculars. “May I?”

      “Yes, the artist should see his masterpiece,” I said.

      We all stood now, not even hiding. It was a moonless night, chosen for that very reason, and cloudy besides. Nobody was looking at us. I took one more quick peek toward the first explosion and saw the same two silhouettes. Then I focused back on the little stone bridge, just in time to see it reduced to a little stone pile. The two explosions came about 10 seconds apart.

      As Rene stared into the binoculars — “Ah, it’s beautiful,” he said, once, then twice — Max and I instinctively hugged each other as if we had just assisted on a game-winning goal during stoppage time. But then we had to go, three men dressed like farm laborers to three different farms in the area. From there, we would be transported back to Lyon.

      “You both memorized your directions, right?” I said. “And stay off the roads.”

      “Fuck you, Pops,” Max said.
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      My farm was in Chassagny. Our plan was to sleep rough in the fields behind the three farms where we were headed, the assumption being that the Gestapo would be knocking on doors before dawn in their search for the bridge saboteurs. I didn’t think I would be able to sleep, but I did, the adrenaline rush long past and leaving only exhaustion in its place. It was the rising sun that woke me, and then the slamming of the back door of the farmhouse in the distance as Marcel Lefebvre headed to the barn and his cows. I followed him in, a minute or two later, and I startled him. He fell off of his milking stool and came within inches of compounding the indignity by landing in a pile of cow shit.

      “You missed them,” he said. He was on his feet now and embracing me.

      “Missed who?”

      “Your friends in the black leather coats,” he said. “They were banging on the door at 3:30. They searched the house and the barn with torches and warned me to be on the lookout for some Resistance saboteurs.”

      “They’re just paranoid,” I said.

      “I hope they have something to be paranoid about,” Marcel said.

      I told him about the little stone bridge, and he dropped a teat to thrust his hand toward the sky. Then he continued milking. I watched in silence as he filled a pail. It didn’t take long.

      “Everybody’s okay, right?” he said. When I assured him we were, he motioned for me to follow him into the house. “Quick, quick, just in case,” he said, and we scampered inside.

      From a barrel in the corner of the kitchen, he poured us two tumblers of rough red wine. I looked at my watch theatrically. It was 7:15 a.m.

      “Hell, we’re celebrating,” Marcel said, shoving the glass at me.

      “I wasn’t complaining,” I said.

      “You’d better not be — this is a good batch.”

      Marcel was in his fifties, a widower with no kids — which meant he did everything on his little hay farm, including delivering the hay to his customers. That is how I would be returning to Lyon, secreted in his hay wagon. For fun, and for some extra money, he made wine. There were some real wineries nearby, but his was a grapes-in-the-bathtub-sized operation. He sold mostly to friends, or at local farmers’ markets. He had some beautiful old oak barrels, and the wine he made was significantly better than crap, an everyday wine that was noticeably tastier than typical everyday wine. Of course, given the rationing, even crap wine was very much in demand.

      He worked hard at it, as a kind of profitable hobby, and had about 25 barrels in the barn. As it turned out, those barrels were why he joined the Resistance. With petrol in low supply and a lot of car motors converted to burning wood, the Germans did a different kind of conversion. They had engines that would run on alcohol, that would run on wine. And so, they traveled the countryside and went about the business of requisitioning all the wine they could get their hands on.

      “It’s bad enough they wouldn’t pay for it,” Marcel said, when he first told me the story. “But Alex, I could live with that. I understand pigs. But when they dumped motor oil in with the wine, I just couldn’t take that.”

      The problem wasn’t that the oil spoiled the wine for drinking because it did. That was the Germans’ purpose. The issue was the barrels. The oil ruined them, too, leaving behind a residue that soaked into the old wood and could not be cleaned out. They couldn’t be used for wine anymore.

      “I cried when I had to break them up,” Marcel said. He used them for firewood.

      “How many did they get?”

      “Twelve.”

      “How many did you manage to hide from them?”

      “Fourteen,” he said. Then he laughed. “With these assholes, the way I figure it, I’m still ahead of the game, 14-12. And now, I help you guys out here and there, and the wine I have left tastes that much sweeter.”

      He pulled two empty bottles out of the cupboard, filled one with wine and one with milk, and stoppered them. “Here,” he said, handing them over. “We need to get going.”

      With that, my bottles and I climbed into the wagon. He had square bales already loaded — three layers of bales, five in a row, five deep, 75 bales in all. Except it was really 73, as I found out when I crawled into an empty space in the middle of the hay structure and then sat as Marcel sealed me in.

      He had asked me ahead of time if it was necessary, and I admitted that this was exercising an insane level of caution. I mean, it wasn’t as if every other wagon headed into town with farm goods was manned by a single person.

      “So you’re my helper — what’s the big deal?” Marcel said.

      “You’re probably right,” I said. “But what if you get stopped by a German who knows you live alone here, and work alone? I’m sure they’re really on edge, really jumpy, and it’s just not worth the risk, even if you just told them I was a day laborer helping with a big load.”

      So I sat in darkness, save for a tiny shaft of light — and, presumably, oxygen — that made it through the immense pile. And, as it turned out, Marcel was stopped by a German patrol, and one of the soldiers did jab a bayonet into the hay bales two or three times for show. If the steel had struck flesh, it would have been a lot harder for Marcel to explain than a strange day laborer sitting next to him in the passenger seat. But the bayonet hit nothing besides hay, and we made it to the Lyon municipal stables by 10 o’clock. Yes, I was being smuggled into the place where the city police boarded their horses.

      “Don’t worry,” Marcel said. The wagon was parked behind the barns. No one was around. “Besides,” he said, “now you can be my day laborer.”

      “It’s worth it for the wine and the milk,” I said. We had the truck unloaded within an hour. Then, Marcel made sure to pull every stray bit of hay out of my hair and pockets and cuffs. If I walked fast, I would be home in another hour.
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      The walk home took me past the old army medical school, which was now Gestapo headquarters in Lyon — just one more bit of evidence of God’s twisted sense of humor. What once had been a place where men were taught to save the lives of those who had been thrust into hell was now a place where the hell was manufactured instead.

      The Gestapo had been in Lyon for four months. We were all in church when they arrived — literally. It was November 11, 1942, and we were praying for the dead of the first war on the anniversary of the armistice. And if everyone in the church was praying for the French war dead, and I was praying for the friends I lost while fighting for Austria-Hungary, so be it. We were on the same side now. When we walked out of the church together, the German columns were arriving. We were in the free zone for the first two years of the war, the part of France the Germans couldn’t be bothered with and left to the fucking Vichy to run things. But then, seemingly overnight, we were worthy of their attention. The brass piled into the Hotel Terminus, across from the train station, and attempted to operate from there for a while. But the business of torture and terror, a booming industry, quickly outgrew the hotel’s accommodations. So while they continued to use the Terminus as their dormitory, the Gestapo had taken over the old medical school on Avenue Berthelot, a block and a half from the Rhone, for their hijinks.

      I could have avoided it, but I liked walking by — big and solid, Nazi flags flying, black-uniformed sentries at the gate. It reminded me why I was doing this. I made Manon walk by with me the last time we were close. And while she didn’t object, she did say, “You know full well that I don’t need a fucking reminder.”

      Manon was my wife. We met in Zurich in late 1939. I followed her to Lyon, her home, after the German invasion in 1940. We had fallen in love despite a rather unconventional romantic beginning — unconventional in the sense that she was a spy for the French intelligence service who seduced me because she was trying to figure out what I was up to, me being a spy for the former Czech government in exile and all. As it turned out, we possessed not only a physical and an emotional attraction, but we also bonded over a professional realization that became clear as the panzers sped through the Ardennes: we worked for idiots, for blind men married to the past, for cowards incapable of action.

      So now we worked for the Resistance, and for each other, and against the black uniforms and the swastika flags. We published an underground newspaper, one of a half-dozen in the city, called La Dure Vérité. It was really a sheet or two run off on a Roneo machine, once or twice a month, but we were convinced it made a difference, maybe even more than the sabotage — railroad tracks, telephone lines, whatever would disrupt the German terror machine. We were sure that the 1,000 copies we produced were being read by 20,000, passed secretly from hand to hand. Of course, there were also days when we were convinced that nobody was reading anything and that nothing mattered. Those were the days I went out of my way to walk down Avenue Berthelot, to watch the red flags starched in the breeze, to see the sharpness in the creases in the black SS uniforms. And, maybe to see Barbie.

      Klaus Barbie was the man in charge and I had never seen him. There already were stories of his brutality, but how much was true and how much was an urban legend was unclear. It seemed as if everybody’s horrible story was third-hand. If he really was torturing and killing people, and doing it personally, they wouldn’t be around to tell the tales, after all. I didn’t know anybody who had been in his presence for more than a few seconds.

      Max had seen Barbie on the street, arriving at Avenue Berthelot one day, and said, “He’s fucking short. He’s not one of those big, tall, blond assholes.” He guessed Barbie was maybe five-foot-six. Another friend had heard his voice once, outside the Terminus as he was waiting for a car. “He speaks French — he was talking to the valet at the front door, and he was doing okay with the language. Just really slow.”

      But as for the rest, the rumors of torture and brutality, they were just that. Still, I was dying to put a face to a name, maybe just to give myself a more vivid nightmare. On this day, though, as on all the others when I walked by, I didn’t see him. And now that I thought about it, maybe that was what made the nightmares worse.

      I crossed the Rhone and then walked north, up to our neighborhood, the Croix-Rousse, up the steep hills, so steep that sometimes there was a stone staircase to take you up from one cross street to the next. Our house, a tiny single with a tinier patch of grass out front, was a few blocks away from Manon’s family business, a silk manufacturing factory that her uncle ran by himself since her father’s death a few years back. Manon helped with the bookkeeping and used a storeroom in the back as the base of our underground publishing empire. Our Resistance cell was tiny — Manon and I, and a couple of others — and we met in the factory when it was necessary. Which meant twice in the last year, and one of those times was just an excuse to get drunk together after I came into possession of a case of bootleg wine. The other time was to tell them that the various Resistance groups had been forced to come together into a kind of confederation after Barbie and his pals arrived, and that our sabotage work would have to be coordinated. That’s how I ended up working with Rene and Max, who were with Combat and Liberation,  much bigger Resistance groups than ours.

      As I approached the house, Manon was sitting on the little front porch, taking a bit of the afternoon sun. Eyes closed, face upturned — God, she was beautiful. She greeted me in the time-honored fashion, and after we were done, we lay naked in the bed and she whispered softly, “Enough of this. I’d kill for a glass of that milk. And then a glass of the wine.”

      I feigned annoyance. She reached down and grabbed me there. “The milk and the wine are rationed,” she said. “This isn’t. Not yet, anyway.”

      We pulled on robes and sat at the kitchen table and drank first from the milk bottle and then from the wine bottle, just passing them back and forth, not even using glasses. I recounted what I had been doing the last two days, and Manon kissed me on the forehead and called me her “little mad bomber.” She told me a funny story about her uncle and the half-deaf old woman who ran one of the looms, screaming at each other about a botched order. The sun felt warm through the front window. Winter was done now.

      Both bottles were about half-empty, maybe a little more, when the knock on the door signaled the arrival of three Gestapo men, two of them with guns drawn. One of them came into our bedroom and watched me get dressed, and then it was into the backseat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      It was well into the afternoon, and apparently the Gestapo worked bankers’ hours, so they didn’t take me to Avenue Berthelot. Instead, after escorting me to the car, and with Manon watching stoically from the porch, they drove me to Montluc Prison.

      “PRISON MILITAIRE,” is what the sign said over the main gate, and that it was — an old shithole built originally to house the military’s criminal problems, mostly prisoners of war from the last time. By 1943, though, it had become the Gestapo’s holding pen for the people it wanted to hold and an execution site for those who no longer held the jailers’ fancy. The guards were French, but the orders handed down were quite German. To come here was not to receive a death sentence, not necessarily, but the cells weren’t filled with drunks and wife beaters and petty thieves, either. The Germans didn’t care so much about crimes committed against people unless they were German people. Montluc was a place for dealing with crimes against the Nazi vision. Oh, and for dealing with Jews.

      I didn’t resist when I was arrested, mostly because if I had, Manon might have jumped to my assistance and gotten herself hauled in, too. Also, there were the guns to consider. I always considered the guns. During the ride over, I stuck to speaking French to the Gestapo gorillas, not wanting to alert them to the fact that I spoke German. Then I tried to eavesdrop on their chatter as if it would provide me with some morsel I might use to escape. Instead, all I found out was the name of the bar they were going to drink in after work. Jenney’s.

      After we walked through the gate, my escorts could not wait to be rid of me. They skipped out of the prison as if freed from a 10-year stretch, which strongly suggested there might be a during-work stop somewhere else, before Jenney’s. I was left to sit on a bench in a holding cell, waiting for someone to fill out my paperwork. A fat, half-untucked French guard eventually came for me and checked me in.

      “Name?”

      “Allain Killy,” I said.

      “Papers?”

      I handed them over. My real name was Alex Kovacs, which was duly recorded in my Czech, Austrian and Swiss passports; it’s a long story. For my first year in Lyon, I went by Alex. In 1941, I was convinced for operational reasons by other Resistance members to create a second identity. That’s when I became Albert Kampe. In 1942, I added Allain Killy. My friends, and most people in the Resistance, still called me Alex. Some called me Al, others AK. The point was to have several valid sets of identity papers so that, if I were arrested, I could change identities. That way, if I were arrested a second time, only the memory of a policeman or Gestapo agent would link me to the previous arrest. The name itself wouldn’t set off any alarm bells if somebody saw it on a list.

      Which meant that the identity would have to be retired. It was going to be au revoir, Allain, once I got out of Montluc. Which was maybe a fantasy, I knew.

      “Belt,” said the untucked concierge, and I handed it over.

      “Shoelaces,” he said, and I handed them over, too.

      “Get naked,” he said. He searched my clothes as I stood there, hands instinctively covering my privates. He ran his hands carefully over all of the seams of the pants and shirt, and the hems of my cuffs. He eyed up the soles of my shoes and then banged them together as if hoping to feel the vibration of a weapon secreted somewhere inside. He skipped over the peek up my butthole, likely for his benefit more than mine. Then, apparently satisfied, or maybe just bored, or both, he handed everything back.

      “Get dressed,” he said, and turned and left me to it. But any hope I had that this was just going to be a courtesy visit, just taking down my name and warning me about something or other, was tempered by the knowledge that they had already taken my belt and shoelaces. And in a minute — I just had time to get buttoned up — another guard arrived to escort me out of the intake building, across a courtyard of sorts, and then into the building that housed the cells.

      It was two floors of cells. Each floor had about 24 cells, 12 on each side. On the second floor, there was a balcony effect, with the cells along the perimeter and an open area between them, a railing separating you from the view of the first floor below. There was metal fencing that prevented anyone falling from the second floor down to the tile on the first floor. Or, more likely, jumping.

      My accommodations were on the second floor. Each cell was maybe 6 feet wide and 12 feet deep. The walls were painted dark gray on the bottom half and white above that to the ceiling. The floors were dark tile of some sort. There were two straw mattresses on each floor, and there was a stinking bucket in the far right corner. My cell contained four prisoners — I was the fourth, when they slammed the heavy wooden door behind me — and that seemed about the norm. I didn’t recognize anybody.

      There was not much conversation among the four of us beyond an initial hello. Honestly, no one knew who might be a Gestapo informant, so there was no way we could even consider trusting each other at the outset. It was impossible for me to tell them, “I blew up a train bridge, and how about you?” So there was just silence, and some outward courtesies as we took turns laying down on the two straw mattresses. That they were undoubtedly infested with lice didn’t matter, either to them or to me.

      Really, the only thing anyone said after the initial greeting was when the one guy, an older guy, even older than me, stood up from the mattress, muttered “my apologies in advance,” and proceeded to take the nosiest shit I can remember in the open bucket in the corner. It almost would have been comical if it had not been so dehumanizing. And the smell, well, it was constant after that.

      “When do they empty it?” I said.

      “Tomorrow.” It was the youngest guy in the group. I’m not sure he was 17. I wondered if his parents knew where he was. I was going crazy, and attempted some conversation with him, as benign a conversation as I could conjure.

      “How long have you been here?” He was wary, but then he answered.

      “Three days, I think,” he said.

      “Been outside of here in that time?”

      “No, other than to wash my face. There’s a sink down at the end of the hall with four spigots. We get one wash a day. Oh, and a quick walk around the courtyard.”

      “Food?”

      “Stale bread and cold coffee in the morning — the fake coffee.” This was the fourth guy, 30-ish, almost bald. “Cold stew at night, no meat. That should be coming soon. It’s shit, but you have to eat something.”

      He also had been in the cell for three days. The old guy said he was on his fifth day. The food arrived, and we stopped talking. It was shoved through a panel in the thick wood door, and it was as advertised — shit. Soon after we ate, it was dark and so quiet, at least for a few minutes. The four of us arranged ourselves so that each of us at least had our head on the mattress. As I settled down, it wasn’t the smell that bothered me the most, or the lice that I knew were crawling on me. It was the cloud of flies, which gathered during the day near the top of the tall cells, up near the light. Because when the light went out, the flies would dive-bomb from on high, and you would attempt to sleep between swats and whispered curses.
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      I knew nothing about the inside of Montluc before I arrived, but I did know that there was a procedure for finding out if someone you knew was being held there. You showed up with some clothing or food and said this was for so-and-so. If the package was accepted that meant so-and-so was there. And so I was greeted in the morning by a guard bearing a small package, wrapped in brown paper, that had apparently been opened and re-wrapped by the guards. Manon had come to find me. Inside was a shirt, underwear, socks, and four apples. And so my new roommates and I had an addition to our breakfast menu of fake coffee and stale bread.

      I looked around the room, just to make sure I hadn’t missed it, and I hadn’t. None of the other three had any belongings other than what they were wearing, which meant that their families did not know where they were. Or maybe they had no loved ones in the area. Whatever, it was hard for me to reconcile how filled with love and support I felt at that moment, and compare it to the face of the young kid in the cell as he sat in the corner and gnawed on the apple, spitting out a few of the seeds but eating every other bit of it except for the stem. He was crying as he ate it, but his face was still hard as he wiped a tear with his dirty sleeve.

      After we ate, we were permitted a quick walk around the courtyard, maybe 10 minutes’ worth. It was not an organized exercise period. We walked in a great circle around the perimeter of the yard, guards with rifles keeping us moving and in line as we snaked around the facility. I thought I saw Max about 100 people ahead of me, but I wasn’t sure and couldn’t maneuver out of the line to get a view of anything other than the backs of a few heads. Max. Fuck. I wondered if they got Rene, too – and then I was pretty sure I saw him, too, way off in the distance. But how? Had one of them been caught at their farmhouse? Had they talked?

      At one point, we entered a part of the yard that featured a low building that had apparently been added recently. It butted up against the taller jail. There was still the smell of freshly cut lumber in the air, and scatterings of sawdust. It seemed as if there was an original structure, and that they were adding to it.

      I poked the kid from my cell and pointed.

      “What’s that?”

      “Jews,” he said.

      “What?”

      “That’s where they put the Jews.”

      We continued walking. We got close enough that, when a door of these new barracks opened, I could see inside for a second. There were rows of bunks, one on top of another on top of another. But it was just a peek as the door slammed shut.

      After our exercise, all of the prisoners were led back inside and told to wait outside of our cells. It was crowded, like a train platform at rush hour, except more haggard. The hopelessness on so many of the faces forced me to stare down at my shoes. In a minute, a guard with a clipboard began reading names. It was a list of 20 altogether. They were divided into two groups.

      “With luggage,” the guard bellowed. “With luggage.” And then he called off 10 names, last name then first name.

      “Now,” the guard said, yelling even louder. “Without luggage. I repeat: without luggage.” And then he read 10 more names. Heads noticeably fell as these names were read. There was the occasional gasp. One such gasp came from just to my right. It came from the old man in our cell, the one who had taken the noisy shit. Jean Bisset was his name.

      “All names I have just read will report to me, either with or without your luggage,” the guard said. “You have two minutes. Now everyone back into your cells.”

      The four of us were back inside, and the three of us not named Jean Bisset were leaning against different walls. I don’t know if we were trying to give him some space or to give ourselves some distance. Two minutes of silence can be forever sometimes, and this was. We didn’t look him in the eye but it didn’t matter because Bisset’s face was covered by his hands. He wasn’t crying, but it was as if he couldn’t bear to look, either. And then, whatever emotion had gripped him appeared to pass. His hands came down from his face and his look was nothing short of defiant.

      “If they call your name…” he said. And then he stopped as his voice caught. And then he started again.

      “If anyone ever asks,” he said, “tell them that Jean Bisset’s final moments were brave moments. Vive la France.”

      And then, just as he reached the cell door, he turned and looked at me, smiled and winked, and said, “And thanks for the apple.”

      That’s when I started crying, just after he left. I sat in the corner of that filthy shithole and blubbered. It took me a few minutes to look up and ask, “With luggage? Without luggage?”

      The bald guy answered. “With luggage means you are being transferred somewhere else, likely to some kind of camp,” he said. “And without luggage…”

      He stopped. Within seconds, the silence was pierced by rifle fire. Without luggage meant death. Everybody knew what was happening, and how the risks of resisting the Germans were both real and enormous, but the series of percussive blasts provided an awful affirmation for me, or punctuation. For a while, I could hardly catch my breath.

      Then keys jangled in the hallway and the enormous wooden door swung open. The wood must have been close to four inches thick. The hinges strained and groaned at each opening.

      “Killy, Allain,” the guard said, and I stood up. “It’s your lucky day. You are going for a ride on the Avenue Berthelot Express. Come.”

      He walked me out where I joined five others. I looked at the clock on the wall and it was 9 o’clock exactly. We were loaded onto the back of an open lorry and cuffed, both hands, to manacles that were secured to the floor with heavy iron chains. The slatted walls were high enough to shield us from the wind and the eyes of people on the streets, but the open top afforded us the ability to follow the route. The guard and driver were both French, not Gestapo. None of us in the back said a word.

      It was an odd route. We came out of the back of the prison and down a couple of side streets as if there was an intention to avoid the busier roads. I wasn’t an expert on the neighborhood, but it seemed to me that Rue Garibaldi made the most sense for the heart of the trip, which probably wasn’t even two miles long. But we took lefts and right on little streets and even went through some kind of army facility. I thought I saw a sign that said “Fort La Motte,” but I wasn’t sure of anything, except that I had never heard of it. Whatever, it seemed a rather indirect route, rather inefficient, more French than German.

      When we arrived at Avenue Berthelot, a gate was opened and we were driven into a vast central courtyard. My first thought was that it was far enough away from the street that only a dedicated gawker could see what was going on inside — and, well, let’s just say that the black-clad sentries were not big fans of dedicated gawkers. There were buildings on three sides of the courtyard, with the gate and stone walls along the street forming the fourth side. The buildings were four stories tall, made of a grayish-brown stone. A flagpole was the only interruption in the vast expanse of the courtyard. A giant red Nazi flag riffled in a significant breeze. The bits of brass hardware that held the flag to the lines were clanking against the white metal pole.

      We sat in the lorry for about five minutes before two Gestapo soldiers arrived to unshackle us — or, rather, to order the French guards to unshackle us. They treated the French guards like shit — “Hurry up, you’re all the fucking same,” said one, in German — with a lack of courtesy that bordered on disdain. I could only imagine what was next for me.

      I found out in just a few seconds when one guard pulled a list out of his breast pocket and said, “Killy, Allain?”

      I stepped forward.

      “It’s your lucky day, Killy, Allain. The rest go to the basement. You get to meet our Commander Barbie.”
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      The office was on the fourth floor. I was escorted to the door by the guard and left there with a soldier sitting at a desk outside. Other than that I was wearing pants that had to be held up by my hand and shoes without shoelaces, and that I had taken my last shit in a bucket in a fly-infested cell in front of three strangers, I might have been a salesman waiting on an appointment with the boss of the factory. Which I was in a previous life. It was about five years earlier, but it seemed like 50.

      Sitting there, I tried to decide on a story to tell. I had been so freaked out by my experience in the cell that I hadn’t been able to concentrate, but as I watched the junior Hitler sitting at the desk next to me, filling out forms and then getting up and dropping them into a filing cabinet, it was clearly now or never.

      The problem was that I had no idea what they knew. There was no way, no way in hell, that they had seen us blow up the little stone bridge. There were no witnesses. It wasn’t as if somebody took our picture in the dark. We had all arrived at the site, on separate trains, at stations miles apart, at different times. There was no way, and the only thing to do was deny everything. And that was true even if either Max or Rene had given up my name. They were going to do with me whatever they were going to do. That was not in my control. I felt like throwing up, but I had known this day was always a possibility. The only thing I controlled was my story. And I wasn’t there. I was home with Manon. Fin.

      I repeated this over and over as if it were a mantra. I might have been doing that for a half-hour before Barbie showed up.

      He was, indeed, short. Max had been right — five-foot-six, maybe. There was nothing particularly menacing about his physical appearance, other than the black uniform, which always tightened my sphincter — undoubtedly the point. But the man himself seemed harmless just to look at, ordinary, neither handsome nor ugly. Just a guy.

      Except for the dog — a German shepherd, naturally — that strained at its leash and bared its teeth and growled as it approached me.

      “Hildy, Hildy,” Barbie said, and the dog immediately backed down. He looked at me. “I’m sorry, Monsieur Killy. She means no harm. Please, please, follow me in.”

      Barbie and the dog went first through the door, and I did as instructed. The office was huge, clearly the office of someone in charge. Perhaps at one time it was the school’s chief medical officer. Now, it was this, this Barbie.

      “Sit, sit,” he said, pointing at the chair next to his desk. There was another chair that was directly across from the desk and would have created more of a power dynamic for him, but he chose the side chair for me instead, the one his secretary likely sat in when he took dictation or summarized some report or other. Hildy crawled up on a small rug behind the desk, seeming to relax but never taking her eyes off me. After a few seconds, I was so spooked that I couldn’t even look at her.

      We sat in silence as Barbie toyed with some paperwork on his desk. Whether it was a file on me, or a report of the blown up bridge, I didn’t know. He seemed barely interested in it, riffling through the last few pages, barely scanning what was written. Maybe it was a file about something else entirely. But if he was trying to make me even more nervous with the delay, he was succeeding splendidly. I could feel my hands shaking as they sat in my lap.

      Finally, he ended the silence.

      “So, Monsieur Killy, you are probably wondering what has brought you to the attention of the Gestapo today. Yes?”

      His French was, indeed, as advertised: good but slow. He pronounced the words precisely and accurately. The idiom was a bit stiff, as if from a textbook. But after a few more basic questions and answers — my age, address, marital status, occupation — Barbie stopped and asked, “Your accent? Where are you from?”

      So he had a good ear. My accent was Alsatian because, growing up in Czechoslovakia, the family cook who taught me French was from Alsace. So that, combined with an adulthood speaking German while I lived in Vienna, accounted for the accent. Except that Barbie and I weren’t quite friendly enough for me to tell him the story of my upbringing and my professional life, including when I was spying against the Germans for the Czech government. Perhaps another time.

      “You have a good ear,” I said. “I grew up in Brumath, near Strasbourg.” It was a place I had chosen from a map. It was one of the smaller dots on the map of Alsace that I could find.

      “I try to hear the accents,” he said, and smiled. He apparently was proud of himself. The smile lasted about two seconds. Then Barbie picked up the file folder, opened it, and began reading.

      “Late on Tuesday night, a railroad bridge was blown up by saboteurs near the town of Mornant. What do you know about that?”

      “Nothing,” I said. I’m sure my voice betrayed my fear. My guess is that Barbie would have been disappointed if it hadn’t.

      “There were actually two explosions,” he said. “Very clever — one as a diversion for the soldiers guarding the bridge, the second for the bridge itself. Very clever. Very tactically sound.”

      He looked at me as if he were seeking a response. I just stared back and waited for him to continue, which he did.

      “Where were you on Tuesday night?”

      “At home with my wife.”

      “Can you prove that?”

      “Prove? No. But you can ask her.” This was the standard alibi that Manon and I, and every Resistance husband and wife, had worked out.

      “We have. Or we will.”

      I didn’t think they’d brought her in, or hurt her — after all, she had been at the prison in the morning with my package. But it gave me something else to worry about other than myself, which was actually a relief.

      I sat in silence for another 30 seconds as Barbie set the file down, open, and turned its pages, one by one. He was paying more attention this time through, or at least it appeared he was. Finally, he looked up.

      “That is all, Monsieur Killy,” he said. “You may go.”

      He did not stand, or shake my hand, or see me out. He went back to his file. I stood, and Hildy perked up for a second, showing just a hint of her teeth. But as I retreated to the door, she did not growl or follow. As I opened the door to leave, I looked back for one last peek. The dog’s head was on the little rug and Barbie was concentrating on the file more closely, his finger tracing across one of the lines as he read.
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      We stood there, five of us, waiting in the courtyard for the next express bus back to Montluc. But my companions were different than the passengers with whom I had arrived, at least to the best of my memory. Perhaps they ran more than one shuttle per day.

      I didn’t stare, seeing as how it seemed rude and the last thing any of us needed was more shit to deal with, but my four new friends all looked like hell. It was only after we were in the back of the lorry, manacled to the floor, that I got a better look at everyone. And it made me feel all the more unsettled.

      One guy was wet, as if he had been bathed while wearing his clothes. He was shivering, and as pale as I had ever seen a human being. As for the other three, two of them were missing fingers that I was pretty sure had been attached when they woke up that morning. The one guy to my left was missing the pinky on his left hand. The poor bastard next to him was missing his left pinky and ring finger, which suggested a bit of over-exuberance on the part of the craftsman wielding the nippers or a bit of over-recalcitrance from the poor bastard. Or maybe both. Whatever — the hands were not even bandaged. They had stopped bleeding, but the stumps were still raw and disgusting.

      Then there was the fourth guy, who looked almost as pale as the soaked guy but otherwise unharmed. There was, however, a telltale: blood had soaked through from the inside of his right shoe and had begun to ooze over the ridge between the upper and the sole. If I had to guess, he was at least a pinky toe lighter, and perhaps more.

      I felt embarrassed to be sitting there, still intact. I felt like itching theatrically to show them that the lice had gotten to my right arm. I felt like screaming, “Hey, I had to shit in a bucket last night, too.”

      But the question still screamed back:

      Why had Barbie just let me go?

      Maybe that was just how it worked. Maybe they built up to the really bad stuff, growing the tension as in a horror movie. Quiet, creepy talk the first day, then the nippers the second day, then, well, I had no idea. Whenever I was on this topic, my mind invariably ended up at my worst fear: electrodes attached to a car battery on one end and my balls on the other. I once confessed this fear to Manon, and she laughed.

      “I wonder what Dr. Freud would say about that,” she said.

      “Other than that I have a healthy fear of getting my balls electrocuted, like every sentient male, I don’t think there is anything to say.”

      But if this was all a Gestapo tactic, ratcheting up the tension, I just didn’t know. And it wasn’t as if I could ask. We were all still in a position of not knowing who might or might not be a Gestapo agent in shitty clothing. Besides, they all appeared to be shaken beyond the capability of polite conversation.

      We took the same odd route back to the prison. Part of me figured it was just the guards extending their time outside of the prison walls and away from their bosses. But it was the exact same route, just in reverse, every left now a right, every right now a left. The guards were French, not German, so they weren’t genetically married to a list of instructions. They could have gone a different way. They could have taken even a slower, more circuitous route, if delay was the purpose. But, no. This was a precise plan, rights as lefts now, lefts as rights.

      At the prison, we were unshackled and made to jump down from the lorry bed. The man with the bloody shoe attempted a one-footed landing and ended up sprawled on the ground, screaming. The wet guy and I each grabbed an armpit and hoisted him to his feet, and the five of us trudged through the main gate and into the intake area. We waited for a few minutes, for the guard who would walk us back to the cells. He arrived, and we all stood up, but he motioned to me.

      “You are Killy, Allain? Yes?” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “You stay. The rest, come with me.”

      This was not good. It couldn’t have been. Maybe Max or Rene had talked, and talked convincingly enough, that they didn’t need my confirmation that I had been there to blow up the bridge. Maybe they figured the act of lopping off a few fingers or toes to confirm something they already knew to be true wasn’t worth the effort. Maybe the Gestapo agent with the nippers had a full appointment book, and I just wasn’t worth his time.

      What was the term? Without luggage. Maybe I was without luggage.

      The door opened and one of the paperwork guards from the front desk approached. He was carrying the paper parcel from my cell. Maybe I was wrong. Maybe I was with luggage, headed for a transfer to some camp. With luggage was clearly better than without luggage, but still.

      “Sign here,” he said, shoving a clipboard at me and pointing to a line near the bottom of a form. At the top, it said, “Release Order.”

      I signed. He pointed to the door.

      “You are free to go,” he said. He headed back to his desk, and another guard walked me out the door and then out the main gate that said “PRISON MILITAIRE” over the arch.

      I was free. But why had they let me go? I should have been thrilled, but I wasn’t. It didn’t make any sense to me, unless they really were playing some kind of long game, just building the tension. For all I knew, they would be back at the house after we went to bed, to wake me and bring me back for more. That made some sense, but I just didn’t know. I wanted to tell Manon I was okay, but didn’t want to endanger her inadvertently in the process. So instead of heading west, toward our home, I headed east.

      I kept a second apartment for a few reasons. Firstly, I had the money — my previous lives as an heir to a Czech magnesite mining family, and then as a bank president in Zurich, left me more than comfortable. Secondly, for operational reasons — a place to hide, or vary my routine, either before or after sabotage missions. Thirdly, it was a storage facility — extra canned food, some money, a change of clothes, a suitcase, and a couple of our passports were there, in case either Manon or I needed to make a run for it.

      My landlady, Isabelle Vaillancourt, was grandly named, much grander than the premises. But the landlady, and therefore the flat, had two distinct advantages: she was 80 and almost comically deaf, which meant she was unable to hear what was happening on the floor above her and, even if she could hear, disinclined to climbing the stairs to find out. I told her I was a traveling salesman so that she wouldn’t be suspicious of me spending only one or two nights a week there. The truth was, the only time I saw Isabelle was when I paid the rent.

      I had been there for about an hour. I was as careful as I could be in stacking my dirty clothes in the corner of the bedroom, careful not to touch anything. I sprayed everything with some Fly-Tox that I had purchased on the walk over — it might have been the only thing in France that wasn’t rationed. Then I sprayed myself, which wasn’t necessarily recommended and probably was harmful, but fuck it. At least I closed my eyes and mouth. Then I took a bath, scrubbing as best as I could. I figured I got most of them, and at least stunned the rest of them.

      It was there, clean and in fresh clothes, that I opened the only beer in the flat and began to consider my next move. Not five minutes after my first sip, there was a knock on the door. This was different. No one had ever knocked before.
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      I had expected it to be Isabelle. Instead, it was Leon. One of my oldest friends from Vienna was standing on the mat outside of my door. Two people were behind him, a woman and a small child, a girl who must have been seven or eight.

      “Mon ami,” Leon said. He had lived in Paris for the last few years, and we were speaking French.

      “Fuck me,” I said, hugging him. Leon was not married, and unless he had suddenly acquired a wife and child, there was a story here. He introduced his friends as Ruth, the mother, and Rachel, the child. They were from Paris. They had arrived on the train together about an hour earlier.

      “Headed where?” I asked.

      “South,” Leon said.

      “South where?”

      “Just south,” he said. “Very south.”

      Ruth and Rachel were Jewish, as was Leon. He had worked as a newspaper reporter in Vienna, and we were together on the night of the Anschluss in 1938. Leon and I and two other friends were forced to flee the Nazis for different reasons. Mine was simple enough: I was a spy for the Czech government who had tried and failed to kill a Gestapo officer in Cologne. Leon’s reasons were even simpler: not only was he Jewish, but he was a Jewish journalist, which was the Nazi double-whammy. After we got over the border to Bratislava, the Czech government arranged for us to leave the country in exchange for me agreeing to run the private bank in Zurich that funded their espionage efforts. The Czechs agreed to get my friends out, too. For Leon, that meant a passport and a plane ticket to Paris, where he had a newspaper connection.

      He had written at the paper until the Germans reached Paris in June of 1940, at which point the double-whammy acquired a French accent. He joined a Resistance cell almost immediately and went into hiding. One day, he sent me a letter that consisted of a date written on the top — September 9 — and a series of numbers. With it was a book, a French bible. I had described to him on a visit to Paris, just before the German invasion, the code I had used to communicate by radio with my Czech handlers. This letter and the bible suggested the same code, and I quickly deciphered it — going to page 910, which was the date plus one, and matching numbers from his letter to the sequence of letters on that page. He was providing me with the address of a bar in Paris where I could send him messages, and where I would be safe if forced to flee Lyon. I sent a reply letter, offering the address of my second apartment as a safe place for him if it came to that

      We communicated infrequently after that — once-a-year infrequently. I knew how exhausting my secret life had become, and I was sure it was the same for him. Now he was in my flat with this woman and her daughter. But here’s the thing: Leon was a romantic rogue of the first order, and not only was Ruth was not up to his typical standard, married-with-children had never been his style. There also was no obvious affection between Ruth and him. They had not come close to touching each other in their few minutes in my presence. His formality had been almost comical as they entered the apartment — Leon stepped aside and pointed the way ahead as if he were a maître’d at a posh restaurant. And he had never even looked at Rachel, the little girl.

      “Alex, what’s that smell?” Leon said.

      “Fly-Tox. It’s a bit of an involved story. I’ll tell you later. Everybody should stay away from the clothes in the corner there, just to be safe. And in the meantime, is anyone hungry?”

      Ruth said no. Rachel’s eyes said yes. The cupboard was well-stocked, seeing as how one of the benefits of having more than one identity in more than one neighborhood was having a second set of ration cards. That was going to be one of the saddest parts about retiring the Allain Killy identity. I figured I was safe to collect one more set of ration cards, but that would be it. I might actually cry when I ended up burning everything.

      I pulled open the cupboard door, and Ruth’s eyes went wide. Leon said, “Fuck, buddy, did you rob a grocery store?”

      “Another long story,” I said. “In the meantime, Ruth, help yourselves.”

      “I couldn’t,” she said.

      “You will and you must,” I said. “Rachel, go pick out your dinner.”

      She ran to the cupboard and returned with a can of carrots and another can of peaches in heavy syrup. Her mother looked at me again and I said, “Just go. Anything you want — you see how much I have. Take a lot more than those two cans. I’ll be insulted if you don’t. You should be able to find all of the utensils you need and matches for the stove. Leon and I need to go for a walk and talk about old times.”

      “Save me some,” he said, calling over his shoulder as we left the flat. I grabbed my last bottle of wine from a side table and followed him out.
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      A couple of blocks from the flat, on Avenue du Chateau, there was a small park below a church. We sat there, near the memorial to what was starting to be called World War I, which was our war, Leon’s and mine. We were on the other side back then.

      Leon extricated the cork with a penknife, and we passed the wine bottle back and forth. We hadn’t done something like this since our twenties. The first time we had done it, we were both in uniform, after Caporetto, when the Italians fled down the mountain and we pillaged every wine cellar we came upon. Spoils of war and all that.

      Leon raised the bottle and toasted the soldier who stood atop the memorial.

      “Poor bastard,” he said. “Imagine dying for a country you loved and then finding out it’s all turned to shit in 20 years. I mean, what was it all for?”

      He passed the bottle back, and I took a long pull. It was dark now, and people were criss-crossing the park as part of a shortcut, it seemed, rushing after work to see what they might scrounge together for dinner with whatever value was remaining on their ration cards. It was two days until the next cards, and that was always a frantic time. Just the look on some of the faces told you the strain they were under. I couldn’t imagine what it would be like to go home to your kids and tell them there would be nothing to eat until the day after next.

      “So what’s this all about?” I said. Now it was Leon’s turn to take an extra-big drink.

      “They’re Jews,” he said.

      “With the names Ruth and Rachel? You’re shitting me.”

      “Yeah,” Leon said. “That’s one of the problems.”

      “What do you mean, problems?”

      Leon sketched out the issue. The German crackdown against the Jews of Paris was increasing. There were regular roundups, and lorry-loads of Jews were being taken to what amounted to transportation hubs in and around Paris.

      “One of them is called Drancy,” he said. “I’ve seen it. They bring the Jews there and then they ship them out in railroad cars to who-knows-where. They call them ‘resettlement camps’ but that’s all they say. They take the people and their luggage and jam them into freight cars. All we know is that the trains run to the east. And we never hear from the people again.”

      “Sounds very German,” I said.

      “Efficient as fucking clockwork.”

      “Are they just putting them to work somewhere?” I said.

      “Nobody knows. That’s what the optimists hope — cheap labor for the Nazi war machine. But I’m not much of an optimist. What about the grandmothers? Are they putting them to work in a munitions factory? What about the little kids? I try not to think about it, but it’s all I can think about.”

      “And Ruth and Rachel?”

      “The Jews who are still in Paris are completely panicked now,” Leon said. “At the beginning, all we had to do was get them to the free zone. It was easy enough to hide out there.”

      “But not anymore,” I said. “I get it. The Gestapo has been here for only a few months, and there have been roundups here — I’m not sure as many as in Paris, but it’s starting.” I told him about Montluc and the barracks that had been built for the Jews there.

      “So you can’t just go to the free zone,” Leon said. “Even with that, you need a forged pass – but we were lucky with those, lucky this one time. You have to get them all the way out of the country — to Spain, and then maybe to Portugal, and then maybe out from there. But they have to get out of France, and that takes more than just money — and it takes a lot of fucking money. They’re really checking the trains headed south, like toward Limoges or Bordeaux. Rachel and Ruth, it would be almost impossible for them to get to Spain directly from Paris and with their own identity papers.”

      “So how did you get here?”

      “Lyon is south, yes,” he said. “But it’s southeast. It’s not toward the Spanish border. And, yes, you now have your own Gestapo here. I guess they figure it’s no place for a Jew to run — at least they figure that for now. They don’t check the trains. So this is their opportunity.”

      Leon sketched out his plan, his idea of what that opportunity entailed. He wanted to smuggle Jews from Paris to the south, and he wanted to use my second flat as a way-station. He would travel with a couple of Jews from Paris to Lyon, and they would stay in my flat for a day or two and then move on south. Leon would travel with them part of the way, to make sure they got going, and then head back to Paris for the next group.

      “But what about their papers?" I said. “Identity card. Travel permit. Ration cards—”

      “Yeah,” Leon said. “Here’s my thinking. I know I didn’t ask you ahead of time. It’s getting harder to get the papers in Paris — the Nazis have gone after the forgers almost as hard as they’ve gone after the Jews — and I also can’t afford it, and most of these people can’t afford it. So what I was thinking was, when I bring people to the apartment, I could also bring the identities of the next group along with me, and you could maybe arrange for the paperwork with your people here.”

      “Oh, is that all?” I said. Leon ignored my tone.

      “So then,” he said, “that paperwork will be ready when the next group arrives. After a day or two, they can use it to head south, and I will have left you the identities of the next group.”

      “And who’s paying?” I said.

      Leon’s eyes fell. He barely croaked out the reply.

      “You have the fucking money,” he said.

      Of course, he was right. I did have the contacts to get the paperwork, and I did have the money. What I didn’t have was the appetite for taking on an even more dangerous bit of business than blowing up the odd set of railroad tracks.

      “Look,” Leon said. “For whatever reason, we have this opening. The Germans might close it tomorrow. But this is a chance. I can’t let it go. Just think about it. And help me get some paperwork for Ruth and Rachel to get them started south.”

      I agreed to think about it. We passed the wine bottle back and forth a few more times. I could help Ruth and Rachel, but I just didn’t see how I could turn this into a full-time endeavor. After a silent minute or two, I changed the subject and told Leon the story of my arrest and questioning by Barbie, and then my unexpected release. He admitted that my building-the-tension theory was possible, and that he didn’t have a better explanation.

      But he also said, “I don’t know, buddy. It sounds, I don’t know, implausible. I mean, from everything I know about the Gestapo, they don’t do subtlety.”

      Leon took the last drink from the bottle. Then he muttered, “Fuck it,” and threw the empty bottle at the war memorial, shattering the glass. I looked at him and then kicked the broken glass into a pile at the base while he watched me. We walked back to my flat in silence.

      “Wait,” I said. We had reached the front steps of the building. “Speaking of paperwork, how are you managing to travel, Mr. Jew-from-Vienna?”

      Leon reached into his pocket and smiled, handing me his identity card. I read it and burst out laughing.

      “Seriously? Louis St. Jacques?” I said.

      “In the fucking flesh,” Leon said. “Want me to recite the Hail Mary? I’ve been practicing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      I had a key to the silk factory, but I didn’t want to startle Manon by using it. So I knocked our special knock — two knocks, pause, one knock, pause, two knocks — and Leon and I waited.

      Back at the apartment, the good news was that Ruth and Rachel had eaten four cans of food — carrots, new potatoes, cling peaches and pears. Rachel was asleep on the sofa, her head in Ruth’s lap. Ruth was half-asleep herself when we opened the door.

      Leon explained how it would go. For the next two days at least, and maybe three, Rachel and Ruth would be living alone in the flat. Either Leon or I would come by every day to check on them, but they could not leave. Even though Isabelle was deaf, they also needed to stay as quiet as possible.

      “There are a couple of books on the shelf that you might like,” I said to Ruth, gesturing. “I’m sorry, there isn’t anything for Rachel. But there is some paper and a pencil. Maybe she could practice her drawing, or you could play some word games or something. It’s the best I can do.”

      “It’s more than enough — thank you so much,” Ruth said.

      “Two days, maybe three, we’ll have new papers for you two,” Leon said, picking up the thread. “Then I will take you to the train and we will ride together for part of the way to Toulouse. We will take local trains as much as we can, and from there, you likely will be hidden in cars or lorries to the Pyrenees. Then someone will guide you through to Spain where you will be picked up on the other side of the border.”

      “So many people,” she said. “How—”

      “Many people combatting much evil,” Leon said. “They will do everything they can for you. It won’t be easy, but it will work, God willing.”

      “God willing,” Ruth whispered. It was as if she were attempting to convince herself that there was still a God after all. As we were leaving, she picked up Rachel and carried her into the bedroom.

      Leon and I walked from the flat to Croix-Rousse. It took about an hour. Leon brought a can of peaches for the journey, plucking out the halves with his fingers, then drinking the sugary syrup from the can.

      “Careful there,” I said, as he sipped and walked. “Don’t cut yourself on the rim. The girls won’t like it.” Leon was the kind of ladies’ man they wrote books about, handsome enough but with an air about him that women seemed to find irresistible. It had been that way from the first time I met him in his teens until today.

      “Girls,” he said. “There are no girls. I’m too tired. Can you fucking believe it — me, too tired? I don’t even try anymore.”

      “End of an era,” I said.

      “Temporary pause,” he said. “Fucking Adolf.”

      When Manon answered the knock and unlocked the door, she was in the process of delivering a smart-ass greeting, “Sorry, but one night in jail was too much. I’ve found—”

      She saw Leon and stopped. When I introduced them, she said, “The famous goddamn Leon.” She hugged him and then held him at arm’s length, looking him up and down.

      “Yes, yes, I see what Alex says about you,” she said. Then she looked at me and said, “Good thing he wasn’t near my empty bed last night.”

      “My God, what did you tell her?” Leon said.

      “Only the truth,” I said.

      “Shit,” he said. Manon immediately shushed him and then hugged him again.

      “Alex loves so few people, and you are clearly one of them,” she said, whispering in his ear. She thought I couldn’t hear, but I could. It was true. It was a very small list.

      “Come in, come in, I think I can find us a bottle,” Manon said, and we walked past the looms and into the back storage room that was the heart of her publishing empire. We talked about Montluc, and about Barbie, and about getting released without a scratch or a strain. She had nothing to offer as a possible explanation, either.

      She was typing as she listened. The next edition of La Dure Vérité was already a day past the deadline she kept in her head — once every six weeks. It was a flyer, really, not a newspaper, just front and back of a single sheet and run off on the Roneo machine that was hidden in one of the crates stacked in the corner. The cranking was tiring, but for me, the reward was the smell of the still-wet sheets of paper that came out on the other side. It was intoxicating. It actually made me pleasantly dizzy.

      “Do you ever need stories?” Leon asked.

      “Ever? Try always. I’m short of copy now. I’m going to have to run a big blank space in this one as it is.”

      He pulled a notebook from his pocket.

      “I was hoping you might say that,” Leon said. “I wrote a little something on the train, hoping you might be able to use it. Can you read my writing?”

      “This is perfect,” Manon said, after a minute of scanning the notebook. “It’s perfect. It’s beautiful. Can I take it now?”

      Leon said yes, and she started typing. It was the story of a Resistance operation, a firebombing that destroyed three dozen vehicles in the Gestapo motor pool in Paris’ 3rd arrondissement. As I read over Manon’s shoulder, I could tell from the text that Leon had actually been there when the explosions went off. The description was so vivid.

      You smelled the fuse beforehand and the gunpowder afterward, and those were the sensations that lasted the longest. The first concussive BOOM, and the heat and the glow of the fire, and the mini-booms that followed as each of the vehicle gas tanks exploded, seemed to evaporate from my memory. But I could still smell the smells, days after and even today.

      “Did you actually light the firebomb?” I said.

      “One of them,” he said.

      “Byline?” Manon said, and Leon thought for a second.

      “Just say, ‘A brother from Paris.’”

      “A brother from Paris it is,” she said, and then the real typing began. Manon was skilled, but not like a secretary. As she worked, Leon explained what he was doing in town, and the proposal he had made about establishing an escape network for Jews that would run through my second flat. She stopped and let it all sink in.

      “Leon, that’s great,” she said. “Alex, isn’t that great?”

      “It’s a big risk,” I said.

      “But it’s worth it,” Manon said.

      Leon looked at me, half-shrugged and said, “See?” It was clear that he figured, if it was okay with my wife, it should be okay with me. I looked at Leon, and then at Manon, and then at Leon again.

      “It’s not that simple,” I said.

      “What’s not that simple?”

      “Manon is pregnant,” I said. “That’s what’s not that simple. None of this is simple anymore, if it ever was.”

      I was hoping that the look on my face would explain that I wasn’t worrying just for one or two anymore, but for three.
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      After the ritual congratulations from Leon, there was a long silence. Manon resumed typing and finished the article quickly. Then she had me get the Roneo from the crate and set it up. She had typed on a kind of stencil, which she attached to the drum of the machine. Then I turned the crank as Leon fed the paper through. My God, that smell.

      After a few minutes to dry, Manon changed to the other stencil, and we ran the paper through on the other side. Within an hour, we had 500 copies. We were waiting a few minutes for more drying when there was a knock on the door.

      “You expecting anybody?” I said.

      “Nope,” Manon said. “What do we do?”

      “Turn off the light and wait in here,” I said. “I’ll go see.”

      I rehearsed a story as I walked, something about a broken loom, but it wasn’t necessary. I opened the door, and it was Max. And his first words were, “Fuck, Pops, what the fuck happened?”

      I took him to the back room and introduced him to Manon and Leon. He saw the Roneo and the newly printed stack. “Nice,” he said. “I knew your family owned this place — that’s how I knew to come here — but I didn’t know this was your print shop. But isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Not as long as you keep your fucking mouth shut,” Manon said.

      “Fuck, Pops, I like her.”

      We compared notes on our arrests, and Max was the winner. He didn’t even make it till sunrise after we blew up the bridge.

      “I was sleeping rough near the farm, like we talked about,” he said. “I don’t know exactly what time it was, but it was still way dark when the Gestapo showed up. I thought I was going to be okay until I heard the barking. The dogs sniffed me out in about two minutes.”

      So now they had dogs. The idea of sleeping out in the open near transit contacts would have to be re-thought. We would need to create more distance, better safeguards. The operations were hard enough, but cat-and-mouse — the thinking in between missions — was somehow even more exhausting.

      “I think I saw Rene in Montluc,” I said. “Did you?”

      “No. Fuck.”

      “Exactly,” I said. “Fuck.”

      “But how did they find all three of us?” Max said. “I got caught, but I didn’t tell. They barely did anything. I mean, they slapped me around a little bit, and I denied everything, and then they let me go.” He stopped, and pulled back his hair, and pointed to a one-inch gash along his hairline.

      “But that was it,” he said. “I mean, it was nothing.”

      “And when and where did they question you?” I said.

      “The next day, at the Gestapo place on Avenue Berthelot. It was after I had a nice sleep in that fucking hole and two gourmet meals. They took me down the basement, and did what they did, and then sent me back. The other guys in the truck got it much worse.”

      “So I had already been arrested before they even questioned you,” I said. It was a kind of thinking-out-loud statement. I was hoping someone would jump in with a brilliant insight. Instead, there was only silence, followed by Max’s predictable, “Fuck.”

      We sat for a few more minutes, sorting out nothing. Then Manon said, “Look, we need to get these on the night train to Grenoble. There’s a conductor who will take them, and we have a taxi driver who will bring them to the station. The taxi will be waiting at the Rue de Capucins.”

      “I know the way,” I said.

      “You need a little more practice in the traboules — bring Max,” Manon said. “You’re from the neighborhood, right?”

      Max agreed, and Leon insisted on tagging along for the experience. It was into a light rain that the three of us began to walk. Max carried the small cardboard suitcase containing the flyers. It was past curfew, which meant the risk was significant if a random Gestapo patrol happened upon us. And while it wasn’t as if they had the manpower — yet — to really turn the screws and keep the streets completely empty at night, the consequences of getting caught were another trip to Montluc. I really didn’t need that.

      It was about a block from the first traboule entrance when we saw the headlights, maybe three blocks in the distance. “Run,” Max said, and we did. We approached a random doorway on Rue Imbert Colomes. The little sign out front said it was No. 20.

      “Quick, this way,” Max said. “Will you and your fucking friend hurry up, Pops?”

      We ducked into the doorway at No. 20. As the door slammed behind us the passageway, maybe 20 feet long, was completely dark. Then we reached a staircase going down, maybe 20 steps, each of smooth stone. The top of the staircase was covered but the bottom few steps were wet from the rain that was falling into the open courtyard, the area surrounded by the six-story apartment houses that provide its form. There was a black iron railing on the left side of the step. Down at the bottom, you could see the ivy growing up along its latticework. Looking quickly at it, I lost my concentration and stumbled on the ceramic down near the bottom of the steps. Then I fell. Max put down the suitcase and helped me up.

      “Goddamn fucking old man,” he said. “Are you all right?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Everything except your dignity,” Leon said.

      “Look, just fuck both of you.” It was the best I could do.

      Leon looked around as I got myself together. We were getting wet. He said, “But I thought these things were built to protect the silk from being damaged by rain when it was being transported to the river.”

      “That’s clearly bullshit,” Max said. “I don’t know why, but they’ve been here since the Middle Ages. I think it’s mostly for this. You know, the clandestine. Come.”

      What we were doing was cutting through anonymous passageways between and among the apartment buildings, which allowed you to go down from the hills of Croix-Rousse without being on the streets very much.

      There were four doorways in this first traboule. Three led to staircases up to the flats. The fourth, leading to another street, is where we went. Max opened the door just wide enough to stick his head out and look both ways for more headlights. “Come,” he said again.

      We end up doing this four times, making our way down from the hills. The only times we were on the streets were the quick crossing of the narrow roads, maybe 50 feet between the houses on either side, 50 feet on Rue des Tables Claudiennes, 50 more feet on Rue Burdeau, and finally 50 feet on another street I didn’t know. Then we exited the fifth traboule on Rue de la Capucins. It was five minutes before 11. The taxi was waiting at the door we came out of, No. 6. He took the suitcase without a word and drove off in the direction of the station.

      The handoff was the easy part. The hard part would be retracing our steps, back through the same traboules, but uphill this time instead of downhill. We were exhausted, but at least we didn’t see another set of headlights the rest of the night.
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      I still hadn’t agreed to participate in Leon’s scheme, but Ruth and Rachel were here, in my other flat, and they needed new papers to continue their journey. We were so tired when we got back to the house that we didn’t talk about it anymore, and Manon was already asleep.

      “Let’s just sleep as long as we can and get the papers for them when we wake up,” I said, and Leon agreed. As it turned out, we both slept until almost noon, me with Manon, and Leon in our second bedroom. She was up early and neither of us heard a thing.

      We awoke to a feast of the little bit of food that we had left in the house, this being the last day before the new ration cards came out. Technically, it was half of what we had left — the other half would be dinner. Seeing as how she was pregnant — four months pregnant but still not showing — Manon qualified for a more generous allotment than I did. But it still wasn’t nearly enough. Breakfast — and dinner — would be slices from a semi-stale baguette, fried in lard and topped with white beans that had been fried in the same pan. Dessert was an apple, split three ways. Leon and I drank fake coffee, which really tasted like strained shit, but it was all there was. Manon drank the last of the milk I had brought from the farm.

      After we ate, Manon went to the factory to put in a couple of hours of bookkeeping. Leon and I walked into the center of town, but this time on the streets and not in the traboules, down the hills, down the staircases, down, down, down.

      At the Hotel de Ville, we passed the enormous fountain that anchored the square in front of it. The enormous fountain was topped by a naked woman on a chariot with enormous naked breasts. I pointed them out to Leon, and he stopped and stared.

      “The old me would have made a comment, like those kids,” he said, gesturing toward a couple of 12-year-old boys who were pointing and snickering in the way that every pair of 12-year-old boys in the last half-century had done as they passed the fountain. “But I’m too tired now, even for massive iron breasts.”

      “I think they’re lead,” I said.

      “Like there’s a difference. Only you would know that.”

      “I read it in one of the papers, back before they were censored,” I said. “The same article today would say they were massive German breasts.”

      A block or two on the other side of the big square was Rue du Garet, a little street with a couple of quiet shops. One had stenciled in the window, “Stamps, Coins, Collectibles.” The proprietor was Marcel Roux. I don’t know if his stamp or coins or collectibles were worth shit, but Marcel was the best forger in Lyon, one of only three in the city who were part of the Resistance.

      He had made both of my fake identities, and one for Manon, too. He wasn’t cheap — or, as he said, “I have to pay people to steal the blank paper, and that doesn’t cost nothing, you know.” But he really was the best. I had never gotten a passport from him, and didn’t know about that, but as for identity cards and transit papers, he was the best. You really couldn’t tell his from the real thing.

      The identity cards had a lot going on — the correct stock was important, and the red border needed to be the proper shade, and the photo and the various stamps from the police and the rest were all required. Every detail had to be right, and Marcel’s identity cards were right. No one ever got caught because of that.

      “Only time someone got caught, it wasn’t my fault,” Marcel said. It was a story he told every time I had been in his shop, and he was telling it again to me and Leon now, after I made the introductions.

      “The fool who I made the card for, he filled it out wrong. He put his birth date in the spot where it said to put in the issue date. Idiot. He deserved to get caught.”

      We explained to Marcel what we needed — new identity cards for Ruth and Rachel, with Gentile names and untraceable details.

      “You have the photos?” Marcel asked. Leon handed them over. He had taken them himself. His last act as a big city newspaperman was to liberate from the paper’s photo department a sufficient supply of chemicals to develop a few hundred small identity card photos. He had dozens already posed and taken and developed back in Paris.

      “Okay, let me check my book,” Marcel said. While his craftsmanship was impressive, his research abilities were unmatched. Through a military source — he would never tell who it was — Marcel had obtained a list of the cities and towns whose records offices were destroyed during the German invasion in 1940. What that meant was, the Gestapo did not have the ability to check an identity card from those places. If the card appeared to be legitimate, there was nothing to do but accept it. There was no way to prove from existing records that it was a forgery because the records just didn’t exist anymore. The panzers had blown them away.

      “I need to rotate these around,” he said, running his finger down a list of names. “Too many in a short period from the same place could be risky. Okay, they will be from Pleau Est. It’s up near Amiens. Little farming town. Germans bombed the shit out of it. You think the little girl can remember that much?”

      Both Leon and I thought that she could.

      “Two days?” I said.

      “Phew,” Marcel said. “I don’t know—”

      “I can pay a little extra,” I said, counting out the bills on his workbench. He scooped them up and dropped them into the same drawer where he kept his book of bombed-out records offices.

      “I have a question,” Leon said. “If we were to bring you business of this type on a regular basis, could you handle it with the same fast turnaround?”

      “We’re not sure yet,” I said.

      “Two or three names, maybe twice a month,” Leon said.

      “Really, we’re not sure.”

      “Right now, I can handle that,” Marcel said. “But you never know. Life around here gets more complicated all the time. And if the paper supply dries up, we’re out of business. You understand that, right?”

      “Sure, sure,” Leon said.

      “As long as you understand, then yes,” Marcel said.

      “But we’re really not sure,” I said.

      As we turned to leave, Marcel cleared his throat. He was nothing if not theatrical, and also single-minded. The final part of every under-the-table transaction in his shop was an actual transaction, so that if the Gestapo began to suspect, and stopped us outside, we would have a purchase to show them. So I bought the cheapest old nineteenth-century franc I could find in the display case.

      “Ah, nice choice,” Marcel said. “It is just for operational integrity, you know.” He wrote out a receipt, and then he opened the drawer of his workbench and scooped the payment inside.
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      Every month, Isabelle made me a pie. Where she got the ingredients was one of the great mysteries of my current life. Flour, sugar, fat and the fruit filling — all in the early spring of 1943; I had no idea. Its arrival, sitting there on my doormat, was unpredictable but predictable, if that made any sense. Every month, at some point but always a different point, it was there. And so it was on that day.

      Leon had begged off after our visit to Marcel’s shop. He said he couldn’t make the walk over to the flat.

      “I’m just exhausted,” he said. “If it’s okay with you, I just want to go back to your house and sleep some more. Just the idea of walking back up those hills has me even more tired. I don’t know, I’m just spent.”

      So he went back, and I came to the flat to check on Ruth and Rachel, and the pie was the great bonus. I did the math in my head as soon as I picked it up to smell it — cherry. A slice each for Ruth and Rachel, and a slice each for Manon, the baby in her belly, Leon and I, left two more. And it gave me an idea. After checking on Ruth and Rachel, and watching Rachel’s delight at the sight of some actual dessert, I carefully wrapped the four slices for us in one piece of butcher paper and the other two slices in another piece.

      “Any news?” Ruth said. Rachel dived face-first into her portion, and we walked toward the door.

      “I can’t stay,” I said. Then I told her about the paperwork, about the quality of the forger, and about the cover story.

      “I’ll begin practicing with her,” Ruth said. “Pleau Est. Near Amiens. We lived on a farm.”

      “She’ll be okay with it, won’t she?”

      “Yes, yes,” Ruth said. “I’ll make it like a game. I just won’t tell her that the losers get killed.”

      “Does she understand any of this?”

      “Not really,” she said. “She knows that there are bad people who don’t like us, so we’re going to a place where the bad people don’t live. That seems to be enough for her.”

      Ruth stopped for a second, hesitated, then said, “She doesn’t cry at night. I’m the one that cries at night.”

      Which was a hell of an au revoir. I left them there, with their pie and their preoccupations, and walked to Montluc. I wanted to see if Rene was still there. This whole thing was steeped in illogic. I know I didn’t give anybody up to the Gestapo. I know Max didn’t give me up, seeing as how he wasn’t questioned until after I was arrested. That left Rene. And while he didn’t seem the type, well, who exactly was the type? And when they started lopping off your fingers, who among us would hold out?

      As I approached the window — it was like a window at a bakery — I was hoping to talk to Charles. He wasn’t exactly a guard at the prison, but he was more than a custodian. It was hard to explain, and I listened to him try once at a Friere family gathering — he was a second cousin to Manon, or maybe something even more distant than that. Anyway, I knew he worked the window sometimes when people brought packages for prisoners, and I was due a bit of luck. When I rang the little bell, the shutters opened, and it was, indeed, Charles who answered. It took a second for my face to register with him.

      “I heard you were here,” he said, after first looking back over his shoulder. There was no one there. “Actually, I saw you. Allain Killy, huh? How did you like our little country inn, Monsieur Killy?”

      “I had a splendid night in the Shithole Arms,” I said. And then Charles looked over his shoulder again.

      “Yeah, I heard they let you go pretty quick, too,” he said. “And that you were still pretty as ever when you left. That’s exactly what one of the drivers said, ‘pretty as ever.’ I mean, you look like crap to me, but that’s what he said.”

      “Is that unusual?” I said.

      “Very. The typical guy, we take him to Avenue Berthelot and he at least gets beat up. Maybe a quarter lose a finger or a toe — but that’s usually on the second day, after they get roughed up on the first. Then there are the ones we never see again. There’s a few of them. More than a few.”

      I thought some more about the whole business on the walk over and massaged the idea that maybe they were laying a trap for me, hoping to catch me in some bigger scheme. But I wasn’t being followed, which you would have thought was a prerequisite for that kind of plan. I was careful that way. Years of doing this — starting as a spy for the Czechs in 1938 — had taught me a few things and spotting a tail was one of them. I did all of the necessary mechanics — circuitous routes, doubling back, checking in the plate glass of storefronts as if they were mirrors, all of that — and I was clean. Besides, I really didn’t think the Gestapo had that kind of manpower in Lyon. Not yet, anyway.

      Every explanation I came up with, I just as quickly found a hole in the theory. It was driving me insane. Maybe that was the purpose. I mean, I just didn’t know.

      Charles began to look antsy. I held up the smaller of my two parcels. I wanted to leave it for Rene. Mostly, I wanted to find out if Rene was still in Montluc. Charles left the window and walked back into the office to check.

      “Sorry,” he said. “He’s not here.”

      “Can you find—”

      “No, I can’t. And I can’t be talking to you like this. It’ll seem suspicious if any of my bosses comes along. And let me tell you, I’ve got bosses out the ass in this place.”

      “German bosses?”

      “Not yet, but that’s the rumor,” he said.

      “When?”

      “Soon,” he said.

      “Okay, one last thing. Instead of Rene, can I leave this for the kid who was in the same cell with me the night I was here? I don’t know his name, but he looked like he was about 17.”

      “Christ,” Charles said. “All right. Hang on — but this is it.”

      He went back and checked. As it turned out, my young friend was still in the same cell. I asked Charles for a pencil, and I wrote a short note on the butcher paper that was wrapped around the two slices of cherry pie. A little bit of the filling had leaked out, and the paper was stained red in one corner.

      The note said, “Sorry, but I couldn’t find any apples this time.”
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      We ate the pie before we ate the dinner — one slice each for Leon and I, two for Manon, although she did give us each a forkful from her second slice. “Please, please,” she said. “It’s still a tiny baby.”

      After that, the fried bread and beans were an anticlimax, but in a world where all gratification seemed to be delayed — that is, when it wasn’t non-existent — we couldn’t possibly deny ourselves. I didn’t actually lick the pie plate because that would have been uncouth. But I did wipe the plate repeatedly and lick my forefinger after each pass. Leon hesitated for a second and then did the same. Then Manon followed along. As she said, “Classy is as classy does.”

      After we cleaned up properly, Leon announced that he was still exhausted and heading back to bed. Between his previous night’s sleep and his afternoon nap, Leon had already clocked about 15 hours in the rack, and it was only 9 p.m. Manon looked at me a little crooked and then just blurted out, “Are you okay? Do you think you’re sick?”

      “Okay is a relative term, I think,” he said. “I’m not okay. I can’t believe the world I live in. I can’t believe I’m trying to smuggle this nice woman and her innocent little daughter out of the country because that’s the only way to keep the government from killing them, or putting them on a train to God-knows-where. So, no, I’m not okay.”

      He stopped himself.

      “I don’t mean to sound harsh,” he said. “I know I’m not alone in this. And I don’t think I’m sick and thank you for being worried. But I just feel so stretched, stretched beyond any limits I thought I had. But you know what? Coming here, this is the first time I’ve felt safe in a very long time, and I think my adrenaline — and I’ve been living on adrenaline — has stopped being produced because I finally feel safe. So I’m just going to go back to sleep.”

      He wasn’t two steps out of the kitchen when Manon said, “Well, I’m glad somebody feels safe.”

      “He told me a little about what he’s been doing,” I said. “He’s writing for an underground paper. He’s secretly delivering the paper. He’s been trying to organize this Jewish transport scheme. He spends most nights sleeping on a couch in the basement of a bar where he often hangs out. He’s afraid to go home to his own flat for any length of time. He said to me, ‘I’m eating like shit, I’m not getting enough rest, I’m drinking too much, I’ve been close to being arrested a dozen times, and I have nobody to talk to after the lights are off.’”

      By this time, we were on the couch in the living room. The lights were off. I said a little prayer — not exactly my style — that I would always have somebody to talk to when the lights were off, both Manon and the tiny life in her belly.

      I put my hand there, hoping to feel a kick or something, but all was quiet. Then I remembered.

      “Oh, shit, the doctor. I completely forgot. Tell me.”

      “Not much to tell,” Manon said. “All good.”

      “Nothing?”

      “He listened and heard a heartbeat. He let me listen, too. It’s there. There’s a little Alex in there. Or Alexandra.”

      “Hell no. Give the kid a chance. Name him after somebody else.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Did the doctor say anything else?”

      “Just eat and rest,” Manon said.

      “New coupons tomorrow,” I said. “We’ll have a feast.”

      “Great. More rutabagas. Can’t wait. I swear to God, when this is all over, I’m never going to eat another rutabaga again.”

      “What about Jerusalem artichokes?”

      “Them too,” she said. “My God, how could we have so many of those damn things but no fresh green beans? No asparagus? I would kill for a spear. Just one.”

      We settled into a silence, my arm around Manon’s shoulder, her head laying down on my chest. We were both avoiding the subject of Leon’s scheme for transporting Jews to Spain. Some couples finished each other’s sentences after a while. Manon and I could read each other’s silences. It was almost telepathic. As soon as I started thinking about Ruth and Rachel in the flat, Manon began talking about it.

      “So why are you reluctant?” She didn’t have to elaborate.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “It’s not the money.”

      “I never thought it was the money.”

      “It’s just the—”

      “The what?”

      “The danger,” I said.

      “You blow up bridges, for God’s sake. You spied for your country. You tried to kill a Gestapo officer in Cologne. You killed a Nazi spy in Zurich. You joined the Resistance here without a second’s hesitation.”

      She was right, but she couldn’t see it. How she couldn’t see it was beyond me.

      “I used to be a physical coward,” I said. “I’m still cautious about things — you know that. You know I insist on running my own sabotage operations or I won’t do them. It’s because I’m careful. It’s because I don’t trust many people. And Leon’s plan, it just very dangerous.”

      Then I put my hand on Manon’s belly.

      “My life is already risky enough,” I said. “This would double the risk. Maybe triple. I can’t even calculate it, which scares me.”

      “You calculate too much?” she said.

      “What, did we just meet? Is this just dawning on you?”

      I patted her stomach.

      “My life is crazily dangerous right now,” I said. “With the baby, how can I add new layers of risk, many new layers? How can I do that with a clear conscience? We both run risks because we believe in our cause. We are taking risks to fight evil, and there is no greater reason. There is no more noble cause. But how can I add new risks, incalculable risks, with that baby growing bigger every day in your stomach? When is enough, enough?”

      Again, the silence fell between us. It really wasn’t that I was scared. I had been scared before, earlier in my life — scared about what other people thought about me, and just a physical coward sometimes. That was the past, though, and I guess I had Adolf to thank. This really was about Manon, and especially about the baby.

      We were half-dozing when Manon spoke up. Her voice was quiet, sleepy.

      “I can’t tell you what to do,” she said. “And I’m not going to bring it up again, whatever you decide. I understand the risks, and you’ll be the one taking them, and it’s not my place to make this decision.”

      Her voice cracked, and she jammed her head a little deeper into my chest. And then Manon said, “I love you, and I love your concern for me and our baby. And I know this is a confusing time because it’s confusing for me, too. But some things are really very clear to me, and this is one of them. I believe that a child without a father is a great sadness. But I also believe that a child without freedom is a tragedy.”

      I had no answer for that. I wasn’t sure that I agreed with her. I wasn’t sure about anything. After a minute, I lifted Manon and carried her into the bedroom and placed her on her side of the bed. We both fell asleep within seconds, it seemed, still wearing our clothes.
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      Rachel was in the kitchen. Leon had found her some crayons and a coloring book, and she was determined to color in every page, it seemed.

      “She appears driven,” I said.

      “That’s her,” Ruth said. “That’s my Rachel. She starts something, she finishes it. I just wish I had another coloring book. This one won’t last the rest of the day.”

      “How is she with the story?” Leon said.

      “Better than I am,” Ruth said. “She really has accepted it as a kind of game and has been adding new details all the time. How many cows? Three. What color is the house? White. What color is the barn? Red. What is our crop? Beans. What are the cows’ names? Blackie, Brownie and Little Brownie. She is quite the little liar. Has me a little worried, to be honest.”

      “And the name?” I said.

      “She loves it. She went to sleep singing it, Rosemarie Belmont. She likes it better than Rachel Berger, I’m pretty sure.”

      “And you, Roxanne Belmont?”

      “Not so much,” she said.

      It had been four days altogether. Marcel came through with the identity cards, and they really were impossible to distinguish from the real thing. The first and last initials were the same as their real ones, which would take care of any laundry marks or other monograms.

      “But where are the old ones?” Ruth said.

      “It’s not safe to keep them,” I said.

      “But that means I can never be Ruth anymore? And there can be no Rachel anymore?”

      “Only on paper,” Leon said.

      “I guess,” Ruth said.

      The truth was a little more complicated. It was true that it would not be safe for Ruth and Rachel to be carrying two sets of papers. The discovery of the old set during a routine Gestapo search of their belongings would result in an instant arrest. But it also was true that there was a kind of code within the Resistance, that the forger kept the old paperwork to use it in any way possible for a future forgery. It was a pay-it-forward ethos, but it was hard to explain to people who already were paying so much. For them, the simple explanation worked best.

      Rachel ran to the table to show off the latest page she had finished. It was, in fact, a farm with three cows, one black and two brown. She showed each of us in turn, and accepted our praise, and then scampered back to the kitchen table to begin another page.

      “Can we go through it again,” Ruth said. “I’m sorry, b—”

      “Nothing to be sorry about,” Leon said.

      “—but I just need to hear it again. What, for the fifth time?”

      “Sixth,” Leon said, adding as big a smile as he could muster. Another little laugh from Ruth was the reply.

      With that, Leon again recited the details of the plan. He had already purchased the train tickets, three third-class seats on the 6:35 p.m. train to Toulouse. It was a local train that would stop a million times and took nearly three times as long as the daily express. If the Gestapo asked, they took the local to save money. But the truth was, the Gestapo pretty much never cared who was getting on the locals.

      From what Leon and the Resistance had seen — and our cell had bribed a conductor based in Lyon and contributed some to that information — the Gestapo presence was concentrated along the southern border with Spain, along the Atlantic coast, and in the bigger cities. Lyon, the second biggest city in the country, was one of those larger concentrations — and a hearty welcome to you, Klaus Barbie. But even then, they didn’t have the personnel to search every train. So they concentrated on the links between the bigger cities, and especially on the trains to Limoges and Bordeaux. But outside of those cities, and away from the coast, and before you got to the Pyrenees in the south, there was a vast area that was still mostly policed by the donkeys employed by Vichy. So as long as you stayed on the local trains, and stayed away from Limoges and Bordeaux, you were relatively safe. At least, that was the theory.

      “I’ll take you part of the way,” Leon said. “And when you get to Toulouse, you will be met by a different group from the Resistance. Just walk out of the station, out of the main entrance, and they will approach you.”

      “And then what?” Ruth said.

      “The rest of the journey could be in the boot of a car,” Leon said. “It could be in the back of a farm wagon. It could be on foot. It could be on another local train for a while. The people there will choose the safest mode of transportation. But you should probably count on going the last few kilometers on foot. We are fortunate to have a lot of old Basque smugglers working for our side. They’ve been sneaking in and out of Spain for centuries.”

      “I don’t know how to thank you,” she said.

      “Thank us when you get there,” Leon said. And then he looked at me and signaled toward the door. He wanted to have a private conversation.

      “More old times to talk about?” Ruth said.

      “Something like that,” Leon said.

      “If you hear me scream, come save me,” I said.

      We sat on the front steps of the building. It was almost dark. They would have to leave for the station in a few minutes.

      “So,” Leon said. One word, and it said everything. One word, and it encapsulated the entire debate. I had decided one way and then the other way in the hours since I woke up. Manon had kept her word and not brought it up during breakfast. Leon had finally refreshed himself and left the house early. Back and forth, back and forth — and then, every time she stood up in the kitchen, I tried to see if there was even the hint of a pregnant belly on Manon yet. But there wasn’t.

      I’m not sure I decided until Leon spoke up. And into the silence, he repeated, “So…”

      “Fuck it, I’m in.”

      He started crying. I told him, “Stop fucking crying.” He put his head in both hands, and I said, “You know, I can still change my mind.”

      We talked a little about what would come next. Leon figured he would be back in Paris in a week, and then he would take a day or two to recharge and organize the next group, or maybe more.

      “I’m going to have to come up with different routes to Lyon, just to avoid running into the same Gestapo asshole by accident at the station. You know, maybe go north first, then south. Maybe a car out to the suburbs and then train after that. It’ll take me a while to work it all out.”

      He figured he would be back in about three weeks. He said I should try to relax between now and then, and then check the flat every day after that.

      “If you look at it that way, I’m only putting your life at risk one week out of four,” he said. “Two, tops.”

      “I feel much better now,” I said.

      He reached into his breast pocket and handed me an envelope.

      “What’s this?” I said. “I told you, I would handle the money.”

      “It isn’t money. It’s the identity information and the photographs for the next group.”

      “Motherfucker,” I said. “You knew I was going to agree all along. How did you know if I didn’t?”

      “I was 90 percent sure,” Leon said. “I was 99 percent sure after I met Manon. Never forget what a lucky jerk you are. Ten years ago, it would have been zero percent. You would have blown it off and booked your next sales trip to Dusseldorf and come back with a funny story about how drunk the factory owner got at lunch. Zero percent. But my little boy, he’s all grown up now.”

      “Motherfucker,” I said. Then I was the one who was crying.
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      The basement of a brothel was where the semi-regular meetings of the Lyon Resistance Consortium met. I made up that name. It didn’t really have a name. It was just the leaders of the different Resistance groups in the city who decided that they needed to join together soon after the Gestapo came to town — but it all happened above our heads. Manon didn’t really know the details.

      The brothel didn’t have a name on the door, but everyone knew it as Delilah’s. It had been a going concern for long enough that the place was run by the second generation — by Delilah’s daughter, Eve. Except everybody called her Delilah all the same. It was a tiny place by the standards of the industry, only four bedrooms. The Germans took their business elsewhere, without exception, partly because it was such a small place but mostly because it wasn’t near the center of the city where the Gestapo did most of its work and where its soldiers mainly were bedded down in hotels that had been requisitioned.

      So Delilah’s was a place where a Resistance fighter on the run could hide out for a couple of days without being caught. No one had ever been spotted going in or going out, to the best of our knowledge. And the basement was big enough to hold the 20 or so leaders of the various Resistance groups when a meeting was necessary.

      This meeting was called in the week after the arrests of Rene, Max and me, but that wasn’t the stated reason. It was just an “operational update,” whatever that was. Each cell was allowed two members at the meeting, which meant Manon and I out of our little group of six. And if some of them resented how much space we took up given our size — and they did — well, fuck them. Because they all knew, however small we were, that we punched above our weight. Our newspaper was better-written than most of their shit, and they knew what they were doing when they chose me to lead more than my share of sabotage operations. Yes, fuck them — even as the tone of the meeting grew tense, and the subject of our arrests came up.

      “Wait, wait,” I said, interrupting a half-dozen people asking questions. “I’ve seen Max. He got out right after me. But has anybody seen Rene?”

      Everybody looked at each other and shrugged. His people, from Combat — every group took the name of its newspaper — said they had not heard. I told them that I went to Montluc and was told he wasn’t there. I said, “That leaves Avenue Berthelot, or…”

      There was no need to finish the thought.

      “Who was arrested first?” It was a guy from Liberation, a particular prick who had once put his hand on Manon’s ass when I was away on a mission. She delighted in telling me how she nearly snapped it off at the wrist.

      “Don’t know,” I said. “From what Max says, he was arrested about six hours after we blew up the bridge. I was arrested about 24 hours after. I have no idea about Rene.”

      More conversation filled the room — actually, about six conversations at once. Everybody was worried about a leak of some sort. From one of the conversations, I heard nothing but the term “double-agent.” There was a sufficient number of people who would not look me in the eye that I noticed. I mean, I knew that some of them wondered a bit, given the piece of my background that they knew, given the German flavor to my French pronunciations, but I had proven myself to them a dozen times over. More. And there were enough people who did look me in the eye, so I wasn’t really worried. Well, not that worried.

      Eventually, the conversations petered out, and the topic turned to Barbie. One guy — I didn’t know who he was, or what group he represented — had become friends with a file clerk at Avenue Berthelot. He had learned some background over the last couple of weeks and stood on a chair to recite it from a sheet of paper.

      “Klaus Barbie,” he said. “Born October 25, 1913, in Bad Godesberg. Joined the SS in 1935. Worked for a time for the SD, in intelligence. Became a Nazi Party member on May 1, 1937. Party number 4,583,085.”

      Booing and cursing flared and then quickly died down. He continued reading.

      “Barbie was assigned to Amsterdam sometime after Holland fell, probably in 1941. He was assigned to Dijon in 1942. We all know that he arrived here on November 11, 1942. That’s all I have.”

      All of this information was both interesting and useless, but it managed to spark another half-dozen conversations, with nearly 20 people talking at once and nobody listening to more than one other person amid the din. The whole thing was pointless. There was no way that the Resistance was ever going to be a cohesive unit. It made sense to band together for operations, for coordination reasons and manpower reasons, but the rest of this was just a bullshit attempt at camaraderie. I mean, there was no way I was ever going to be friends with some of those people, especially the Communists. And the truth was, most of them were Communists.

      As Manon said, “You can dismiss them out of hand, but we wouldn’t exist as a movement without them. They’re used to being organized in secret. They bring men, and they bring passion.”

      “And they bring lunacy.”

      “Not all of them,” she said. “Your little friend Max—”

      “He’s too young to be a Communist. He doesn’t know shit about anything.”

      “If you say so,” Manon said.

      This little private conversation, like the rest of the meeting, was going nowhere. At the hint of a suggestion from the group that the meeting was over, Manon and I were the first ones out the door and up the stairs from the cellar. It was 15 minutes until the curfew, and we would be home with a minute or two to spare if we hurried. But even if we were late, and even if we got stopped, it was unlikely any policeman or Gestapo soldier was going to trouble himself with a man and his pregnant wife. On some level, even those who worked on the side of evil were like the rest of us. Arrests meant paperwork, and the key part of paperwork was work, and who wanted to make unnecessary work for themselves?

      On the way out, Manon asked Delilah, “Are these meetings good for business?”

      “Better than you think,” she said.
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      Raymond was a Lyon cop. He didn’t work for the Gestapo or for the Vichy government. He was a municipal police officer — in his words, “just a fucking flatfoot.”

      Raymond also was another of Manon’s second cousins. Unlike Charles, the one who worked behind the window at Montluc, we were actual friends with Raymond, not just acquaintances from a family reunion. Raymond and Manon had been close as kids and stayed that way as adults. He and his wife, Marie, had been to our house for dinner many times, and they had reciprocated. Their kids called us Uncle Alex and Aunt Manon. Lucy, their littlest, rode on my back as if I were a horse, rode until I was exhausted. When I collapsed, she would be inconsolable — so I always found a little more energy for one more trip around the perimeter of the living room.

      But we had seen less of them since the Gestapo arrived in town, to protect both of us. Raymond knew about our work with the Resistance and just felt it made sense to create some distance between us, and we didn’t disagree. So this meeting, which was arranged by me leaving a bit of a cryptic note for him at his precinct, was at night. And it was at the site of the Roman ruins, up in the hills of the old town.

      Lyon was an old Roman outpost, and in the years before the German invasion, archaeologists had discovered the ruins, including a huge amphitheater. To get there, I rode the funicular up to the site. It was a short ride, only a couple of minutes. I picked it up at Vieux Lyon station, and it was only one car, just me and the driver. It was a pretty safe bet I wasn’t being followed.

      The car rose up among the rooftops at an impressively sharp angle. It struggled with the steepness but you never got the impression it was going to slip. And even if it did struggle, the alternative was to walk my lazy ass about a half-mile, maybe more, pretty much straight uphill on Montee St. Bartalmey. It wasn’t worth the energy if you didn’t have to do it. At least it wasn’t worth it to me.

      The amphitheater was across the street from Minimes station, almost directly. The excavation and preservation of the ruin was, like everything, stopped in time. The work had continued assiduously until 1940. But it was as if every clock in France stopped that spring.

      There were actually two theaters in the complex, but one was clearly the more impressive. A path of rough, huge cobbles from Roman times showed the way. It was very easy to sprain an ankle, especially in the dark. Running away from someone, down this path, would be suicide for some ligament or other. Maybe you could see your way down in a full moon. Maybe. And if they were wet, these stones smoothed by nearly two centuries of foot traffic would be like ice.

      You could see what the archaeologists had uncovered, more than the bare outlines. There was a stage at the bottom, and what appeared to be an area of preferred seating right in front. Then came row after stone row, 26 rows in all, each one steeply stacked upon the rest. It wasn’t hard to imagine a performance taking place, actors on the stage, a couple of thousand people straining to hear — although the theory was that, once the excavation was complete, the legendary acoustics of these amphitheaters would be revealed.

      In the back, behind the theater, the archaeologists had discovered a system of alleyways leading down to the theater from the town. But the alleys were not all connected. Whether that was because of the decay of the years, or because the archeologists hadn’t yet connected them, was unclear. Whatever, the result was a series of dead-ending little passageways, likely built around the time of Christ’s birth, whose primary purpose in the 1940s was a place for teenagers to have sex. Or for Resistance members to meet with each other. Or, in this case, to meet with a fucking flatfoot named Raymond.

      “Over here,” he said, and I walked into one of the dead-ending passageways. We were surrounded by 2,000-year-old stone and mortar.

      “Before you talk, listen,” Raymond said. “If another cop shows up, the story is that I was on a night patrol and you were a fag getting a blowjob, and that the other guy got away but that you couldn’t run because your pants were around your ankles. Then he and I will have a good laugh, and I’ll let him hit you with his nightstick, and then I’ll hit you. His might hurt, but I’ll make sure only to get you in the shoulder. Then we’ll let you leave.”

      “You have thought this through,” I said. “Why can’t it be a woman giving me a blowjob?”

      “It’s a better story my way.”

      “Better for who?”

      We both laughed, and then we caught up with family details. I told him Manon was pregnant, and he told me Marie was pregnant again with their third, and I said, “What are we, idiots? There isn’t enough food as it is.”

      “I bet the birth rate is going to be up since the Gestapo got here,” Raymond said. “I mean, what else is there to do at night?”

      He started talking about his job. He said the Gestapo had changed that, too.

      “Why? Are they up your ass?” I said.

      “Really the opposite,” he said. “They have taken all the major crimes — like, they investigate every murder. I guess they want to see if it’s somehow tied to the Resistance. They obviously take any bombing or sabotage or major theft of something they might classify as ‘war materials.’ And then, well, just think about it. Think about what life is like around here now. People never go out at night. There really isn’t anything left to steal — except food and ration cards, and even the crooks think it’s shitty to steal somebody’s ration cards. It’s pretty hard to get drunk anymore, and because of that, domestic calls are way down. There just isn’t a lot happening, except for people robbing food stores — and I’ll be damned if I’m going to chase those down, or at least not very hard. I spend part of a lot of shifts directing traffic.”

      He stopped, laughed. “I kind of wish I caught you getting a blowjob, Alex. I mean, it would be tough for Manon, but it would give me something to do. I haven’t made an arrest all week.”

      Then we got down to the purpose of the meeting. I told Raymond about the new venture Leon and I were embarking on. He listened, nodded a little warily. Raymond was not that different from me. He was calculating the angles.

      “So what do you need from me?” he said.

      “I don’t know. Probably nothing. Hopefully nothing. But—”

      “So I don’t get it.”

      It was hard to explain, but I tried. The thing that scared me the most about the operation was that I didn’t have control — or, at least, not enough control. I was providing the dormitory, and the paperwork, and the money to buy the paperwork for the Jews being smuggled. But the rest was Leon’s, and that scared me. He didn’t know the city, and he was temperamentally more reckless than I was. It was a temperament that had served him well, but the stakes were higher now. And I was as much at risk as he was. Considering Manon and the baby, I had much more to lose.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “And I know it isn’t fair to ask. But if I sense trouble, and I have a feeling that you might be able to help somehow, I want to be able to contact you — to talk, to run my ideas by you, to see if you have any ideas. So I need to be able to signal you.”

      “So just call me,” he said.

      “Too dangerous.”

      “Leave a note at the station, like today.”

      “Too dangerous.”

      “For who?” Raymond said.

      I didn’t answer. The truth was, if the Gestapo was on to me, anybody who came near me would be suspect. What if they were on to me and I didn’t know? In the silence that followed his question, Raymond processed all of this without me having to say anything more. He thought for a second.

      “Fuck,” he said. “Okay. What? What’s the signal?”

      I told him that there was a black lamppost directly across the street from the front door of his police precinct. I would make an X about three feet from the bottom with yellow chalk. If it was there in the morning, he would meet me at the Roman amphitheater at 9 o’clock that night.
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      When Leon left Lyon the last time, the envelope he left me contained five photos and information for five identity cards. He explained that three would be coming with him on the next trip, and we would swap out their old identities for their new ones at the flat. But he said that the more he thought about it, the ideal situation would be to make the swap at the start, in Paris. So the other identity cards would be for the next two, a mother and son. From then on, the plan would be to obtain the new identity cards for the next group during the two- or three-day wait in the flat with the current group. There would be a risk in carrying them back, but it would be Leon’s risk and no one else’s — and the upside was too good to pass up, pristine cards in Christian names from wiped-out towns up north.

      When I brought the five identities to Marcel at his shop, his first reaction was, “There’s no way. I can’t do this many in two days. It isn’t possible. You never said—”

      I stopped him and explained that there was no rush on this bunch, that two weeks would be fine. But after that, I said, we would be back on, hopefully, a two-day turnaround schedule with two or three identities.

      “How often again?” he said.

      “I would say once a month, probably. Could be once every three weeks, but I think that would be stretching it. Once a month, two or three names, two-day turnaround.”

      Marcel bleated some more — he was genetically predisposed to dickering, it seemed — and we agreed on a price. I even agreed to pay the rush price for the packet of five identities I left him with even though there was no rush this time. Then, as part of the cover, I bought a 1907 postage stamp with the admonition, “Get some cheaper inventory in here — you’re fucking me coming and going.”

      “Just another satisfied customer,” Marcel said. We both laughed, and then I walked out of the shop and said a little prayer that there wasn’t a Gestapo car waiting for me at the corner.

      And with that, I attempted to live my normal life for the next two weeks, as Leon had instructed. Of course, seeing as how my day job was planning demolition events, normal had become a relative term. The next target had been selected for me, which I hated — a telephone exchange near Bron, about two miles past the eastern boundary of Lyon, maybe five miles from my house. But the research was the same — surreptitiously visiting at least three times, at different times of day, on different days of the week, dressed in a different get-up: business suit, farm laborer’s clothing, and my new favorite, a priest’s cassock.

      As I worked out the details — and while the grand high council of Resistance assholes could pick the targets, they couldn’t rush the planning, and I wouldn’t be rushed — I had the vague sense that I was sometimes being followed. I could never prove it. The evasion tactics I employed — buses taken in the wrong direction, getting off trains at the last second and then doubling back, everything — never left me in a position to identify somebody who was definitely following me. Still, I just had a feeling. It was likely paranoia but, then again, if I didn’t have a right to be paranoid, who did?

      It was after a day of reconnaissance at the site when I decided to stop by the flat for a quick shower. It was when I unlocked the door that I saw Leon, a tiny woman and two tinier children, two boys, five-year-old twins. He was giving them a tour of the place, as much as that was necessary.

      “… and this is our host, Alex,” Leon said. “Alex, this is Myrna and her two children, Jean and Michel.”

      I screwed up a face at the two Christian names, which was rude but, what the hell. Leon laughed. So did Myrna. She said, “We are not that observant — like our friend here.”

      I had often said that Leon was the least Jewish Jew I had ever met. Back in Vienna, his girlfriends were almost exclusively Christians, as were about 90 percent of his friends — and he once proclaimed the pork tenderloin with a bitter cherry sauce at Horner’s to be “exquisite.” Of course, Adolf’s boys didn’t care about your denomination, or how often you went to shul. They just cared if your grandparents were Jewish. They started asking there, and then they loaded you into the train cars if they didn’t like the answers.

      “Where is your husband, if I may ask?”

      Leon started to answer but Myrna jumped right in. Her voice was even, unemotional.

      “We don’t know,” she said. “We haven’t known for eight months. He worked as a tailor. His shop, a whole block of shops in the Marais, they were raided by the Gestapo late one afternoon. And we just don’t know.”

      The boys were racing in circles around the sofa. Myrna started to yell at them but now it was Leon’s turn to interrupt.

      “Let them,” he said. “Let them have a little fun. Besides, they’ll sleep better.”

      While they ran, Leon finished the tour, ending up with the re-filled food cupboard. Myrna gasped. I told them to eat their fill for the next couple of days while they had the chance. She did not appear as if she was going to have to be told a second time.

      Outside, I told Leon that he was earlier than I had expected and I wasn’t sure if Marcel would have the new identity cards ready. “I told him two weeks,” I said. “That’s not for—” I began counting on my fingers “—four days.”

      I told Leon to go check with Marcel in the morning and see where things stood. “It’s all paid for,” I said, and then I asked him how many were in the group after next.

      “Three,” he said, and I counted out the money.

      “So pick up the three identity cards for Myrna and her kids, and the two for the next group. Like I said, they’re all paid for. Then give him the photos and information for the group after that, with the money. But if you have to wait a couple of extra days, you have to wait. There’s enough food for them, and Manon will be happy to have you.”

      “Where are you going to be?”

      “My day job,” I said. “I leave early in the morning. Hopefully be back day after tomorrow. I’ll come by the flat when I’m back. If you’re still there, you’re still there — but don’t wait.”

      We ran over a couple of other details, and then I turned to leave. “You coming?”

      “I think I might stay here with them,” Leon said.

      I just looked at him.

      “On the couch,” he said.

      I kept staring.

      “Really,” he said.
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      I was getting ready to leave and Manon was acting weird. Not crazy, not angry, not snippy, not secretive — just a little odd. It was as if we were suddenly uncomfortable with each other, and I didn’t know why.

      I was going to make the trip in my farm laborer clothes — reasonably fresh shirt, trousers that were clean but with the discoloration baked into them, stained forever, and dusty work boots. The plan was for me to walk to the outskirts of the city and pick up a train there, then overshoot my intended station by one, then walk back on the farm roads that criss-crossed the fields. They were grain fields out that way, mostly wheat. As best as I could tell from the map, I would be walking 12 miles altogether before I took a nap in the tiny orchard that seemingly sprung up out of nowhere and fell away almost as quickly. There might have been 30 trees there in total. And if anyone came upon me, they would see nothing but a laborer taking advantage of a shady spot to sleep.

      As I was tying the right boot, the lace snapped. I muttered a quick “shit,” and Manon’s reply was quick and urgent: “What’s wrong? What?”

      “Just a shoelace,” I said, holding up the broken piece.

      “I’ll get you a new one,” she said.

      “No, don’t. Better if I just tie the pieces together and make do. It’s what a worker would do.”

      “I guess,” she said.

      It was just… odd. I had been on literally a dozen of these sabotage missions before and Manon had never acted this way. She knew how carefully I planned things. She often participated in the planning. On one job, she noticed a hole in my logic when it came to the timing of Gestapo guard schedules at a depot and suggested a change — and she was right. It would have worked my way, too, but her change bought us a few extra minutes. She was smart, and she was committed to what we were doing. Of course, she hadn’t been pregnant for most of my earlier jobs.

      “What’s wrong?” I said, finally.

      “I don’t know,” she said. She wasn’t hiding the fact that something was bothering her.

      “Something I did?”

      “No.”

      “Worried about the job? Because you shouldn’t be. This one is safer than the last one—”

      “It’s not that,” she said. “I know you’re careful. I’m not worried about that more than any of the others. It’s just—”

      “The baby?”

      “No,” Manon said. “At least I don’t think so. It’s just that I think there’s more Gestapo around than there were. Did I tell you I saw two of them in The Cove yesterday?”

      The Cove was a cafe about four blocks from our home, which meant it was pretty far outside the normal Gestapo perimeter.

      “And it was during the day, late morning,” she said. “Just two monkeys in their black suits, enjoying a cup of coffee, chatting and laughing away. I have to be honest, I felt like fucking throwing up.”

      I put my arm around here. “Not from the morning sickness?”

      “From the uniform sickness,” she said.

      She was right — there were more Gestapo in the city. It wasn’t an overwhelming presence, or anything approaching that, but it was growing. You would still be unlucky to be caught after curfew in our neighborhood, but it wasn’t a long shot anymore. And more men meant more investigators trying to turn more Frenchmen into sources, either through force or bribery. And more sources meant more danger for people doing the kind of work that we were doing.

      “So is that it?” I said. “Uniforms got you spooked? Because we always knew—”

      “Stop being rational.”

      “Kind of hard to stop at age 43.”

      “Try,” she said.

      “Really, what’s wrong?”

      She had no answer. She just got up and left the room. It had been kind of weird ever since my visit to Avenue Berthelot and then the meeting with the other Resistance leaders, but this was worse. I still didn’t know what to think about why Barbie had questioned me so gently, and why the vibe at the Resistance meeting was so tense. As best as I could tell, Rene had not been heard from, and that was awful, but it wasn’t as if he were the first member of the Resistance to be caught. I just didn’t know, and I didn’t know what to do about it, and now it was affecting my relationship with Manon. And, truthfully, that’s all I really had in my life, and all I wanted — that and the baby.

      I was committed to the Resistance but, truth be told, it was a distant second place. There were days when I wondered if we shouldn’t just pack up and flee to America — and if it could be accomplished with the snap of my fingers, I think it might have happened by now. That is, assuming I could have drugged Manon into submission, because she was different. She was French, and she was committed either to kicking out the Nazis or dying while trying. As with most things, it was more of an intellectual opposition by me and a visceral, emotional hatred on her part.

      But something was different now. I just didn’t know. I tried to convince myself it was the baby, but I wasn’t sure. As I was leaving, I expected a perfunctory kiss from Manon, based upon the tension in the house. Instead, I received not a kiss, but an extended hug. It might have lasted a minute. She really seemed as if she didn’t want to let me go.
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      I took the train to Genas and walked west from there, backtracking. It was a couple of miles. I saw the little orchard a half-hour before I reached it, sprouting out of the wheat fields that had just been prepared for planting. It took only a few seconds for me to find the tree I had climbed the last time, the one that was easiest for a 43-year-old man to shinny up.

      The telephone exchange was maybe a half-mile away, the next sprout out of the wheat fields. It was just a little concrete box, two stories tall, with a small parking lot in the back, space for maybe five cars. There was one vehicle when I began watching: a black Citroen. That was the Gestapo car, and there was the same single guard at the door.

      I reached into my pocket and took out my binoculars for a closer look. They were actually Manon’s binoculars, procured when she worked for French intelligence in Zurich. She hated the Swiss, but they were Swiss made and so perfect that even she had to concede that the Swiss were good at something. They fit in the palm of your hand but were shockingly powerful. It was how I could tell the guard was the same kid I had seen on my last recon.

      When they told me the target was going to be a telephone exchange, I sneered. Then they outlined for me how the system worked, that if you imagined the phone system as a tree, each of the exchange buildings was the place where a new branch grew out of the trunk, or out of a bigger branch.

      The ass-grabbing prick from Liberation was doing the explaining. “This one,” he said, pointing at the map, at the exchange I was now viewing through Manon’s binoculars. “This one is the base of the tree of the Lyon phone system. It’s the trunk — well, one of them. All the lines from the east come through that building and then begin to branch out on the other side.”

      It was true. You could see from the telephone poles that one set of wires entered into the building from the east side and that a half-dozen spokes of wires exited on the west side.

      “So if you knock out that building—”

      “You knock out the city,” the ass-grabber said. “Well, that’s not true. What you knock out is all telephone traffic from the east into the city, which means all telephone traffic from Germany, for instance. And the added bonus is that the telegraph lines share the same poles as the telephone lines.”

      “How long will they be out?” I said.

      “If you do it right, maybe two weeks. It won’t be a crisis but it will be a major inconvenience.”

      “So if it’s such a vital spot, why is there only one guard?” I said.

      “Either they don’t quite realize the importance, or they figure it’s far enough out of town not to be a concern, or maybe they don’t want to draw any undue attention to it. Maybe they figure that a big Gestapo presence would only bring us to it.”

      Whatever the reason, there was only the single kid guarding the building. He looked like he was about 23 years old, and beyond bored. He had brought a lunch with him in a sack, and when it was time, he just unbuttoned and pissed next to the Citroen in the little parking area. If it was like the other times, the shifts would be 12 hours long, with the change-over at 6 p.m. The last time, the night-time guard was sitting in his car by 8 p.m., helmet off.

      The telephone operators worked eight-hour shifts: 8 a.m., 4 p.m and midnight. There were six of them — one, apparently, for each of the lines that exited the building on the east side. A call would come in and be routed along one of those six lines, where another operator in another telephone exchange building in Lyon would route it again, and where a third operator in your neighborhood would direct it to the phone in your home.

      I watched through the binoculars until the 4 p.m. shift change, and it was as before — six operators out, six operators in, all women, all on foot and walking toward Bron. Then I climbed down from my perch, laid down and closed my eyes. My cohorts would not arrive for hours, each carrying a suitcase containing enough explosive power to take down the telephone exchange. Max would have one suitcase, and another Max would be the demolitions expert. I had never met him before the single planning meeting we had the previous week.

      “Two fucking Max’s? Really?” I said.

      “It’s a great name, Pops.”

      “For now, you’re Little Max. It’s the only way I can keep it straight.”

      “Fuck you, Pops.”

      Both of the Max’s were dressed for work, but Little Max was a mess. His shirt had a memorable stain on the right front pocket, perhaps mustard. And the hem on his left pants leg had entirely succumbed to time and wear — that leg of the trousers was three inches longer than the other leg, cut roughly and unevenly and dragging a little bit beneath the heel of his boot.

      “Nice,” I said, pointing to the offending pants leg. “You’ll never get laid at this rate.”

      “You see any fucking women around here, Pops?” he said.

      The new Max seemed a little put off by our banter. I just looked at him and said, “Don’t worry, he’ll be motherfucking you, too, once he gets to know you a little better.”

      They both arrived at around 7 p.m., from different directions. The plan was simple enough. We would overtake the snoozing guard, enter the building, tell the operators to run, set the explosives on a timer, and be back in the orchard by the time it all went boom.

      The key word in that description: overtake. We were likely going to have to kill the guard, and I was the one with the pistol. It’s odd that the thought of killing him did not bother me, not for a second. I take that back — the logistics of the thing bothered me, and the concern about the noise. But the morality? There wasn’t any morality. I had undoubtedly shot someone with my rifle in the first war, although never up close. This would be a shot from right under his snout, probably. I was still hoping to knock him out and tie him up, but I really wasn’t that optimistic. And I was okay with the alternative. Before this had all begun, back before the Germans had marched into Austria in 1938, I had lived my adult life pretty much as a physical coward. I didn’t fight, and I avoided confrontation. Now, I was more than fine with the notion that I would end up shooting this kid as he dozed in the front seat of his Citroen. It was just another item on the checklist.

      When I thought back on it later, I could still see him startled, helmet off, then trying to pick up his rifle and having it impeded by the steering wheel as he attempted to lift it into aiming position. I never really saw his face as he was turned away and looking down at the rifle and the steering wheel when I arrived at the driver’s side door. I ended up needing only one shot. Check.

      The rest went as planned, except for one slight hitch. One of the operators said, “Shouldn’t you hit us or something? Make it look like we resisted?”

      I looked at the two Max’s. No one knew what to do.

      Finally I said, “No, just run. Tell the truth. We had a gun, we had bombs. If you tried to stop us, we would shoot you. If you tried to stay, you would be blown up. Always stick with the truth, and that is the truth. So get the fuck out of here.”

      “Wait, Pops,” Little Max said. “How far is the nearest house where you could call for help?”

      I looked at the operator who had become the de facto spokesperson.

      “Maybe a mile,” she said.

      Little Max said, “Shouldn’t they—”

      “Yeah,” I said. “That’s a good idea. All of you head for that house. Don’t run, but walk fast. It’ll take you 15 minutes that way, give or take. That’s plenty of time. Call the Gestapo from there and tell them. That’ll protect you even more if they ask questions.”

      The operators all left. I said, “All right, Max.” He had placed some of the explosives downstairs and run a wire up the steps behind him. The second and third charges, with some incendiary elements, were in the second suitcase. He placed one at the spot where the trunk line from the east entered the building, and the other on the massive console where the operators worked.

      “Timers?” he said.

      “I know we said 10 minutes but make it eight.”

      A couple of things could trip us up. One would have been a random patrol, but I had not seen one in the three nights I had been watching. A second would have been someone coming out to the facility to check why calls from the east weren’t getting through. That would take more than 10 minutes, though. So eight minutes just added a touch more safety. A determined run would get us back to the orchard in enough time.

      As it turned out, we were back with about 30 seconds to spare, panting and doubled-over. The explosion hurt your ears, even from a half-mile away. The ground shook a bit beneath our feet, beneath the trees. Then the fire followed, lighting the night. The fields glowed.
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      Little Max had brought a flask with him, and we all took a long pull of something that he insisted was not a homemade brew. When I made a face — it tasted like petrol filtered through a dirty sock — he said, “It’s legit, Pops. It isn’t going to blind you. Your failing eyesight is all about your fucking old age.”

      Then we were off in three separate directions. Because Little Max had been caught by the Gestapo while hiding in a field the last time, we decided that constant movement might make more sense this time. There were several small-to-medium towns in the area — Bron, Villeurbanne and Venissieux. None was more than a three-mile walk from the orchard. The plan was to travel in the dark, through fields as necessary, and then to hide within the shopping district in each of those towns, amid the trash cans in an alley or some such place. Then it would be breakfast in the first cafe that opened, followed by the short commute back into the center of Lyon — by train, or bus, or on foot. Just one in a crowd.

      It was clear to me that the most dangerous part would be the initial walk. Yes, it would be dark — but it would be the time when our proximity to the explosion was the closest. Also, anyone out walking in the middle of the night would be automatically suspicious. And I did have to dive into a gully by the side of the road when I saw some headlights in the distance, but I was lucky. The road was winding at that point, and there were a few rolling hills, and I could see the lights well before any occupants of the vehicle could possibly focus on where I was walking. The car sped by me, without incident. I wasn’t sure it was the Gestapo, but it likely was, seeing as how it was coming from Lyon, and anyway, so few people had access to petrol anymore.

      But that was it. Other than disassembling the pistol as I walked and throwing the pieces, one by one, as far as I could into the fields, one piece every five minutes or so, nothing else resembling caution or a diversion was required. Once into the towns, I thought we would be fine. I indeed hid between a couple of trash barrels behind the Marigold Cafe in Venissieux. At 7, I dusted myself off, walked around to the front door and entered. There were three men already leaning on the zinc-topped bar, having coffee and a croissant. I decided to sit, and after I checked the remnants of my ration cards, to have an egg, coffee and a roll, mostly because I hadn’t seen an egg in a store in about two months. I was almost shocked to see it on the menu.

      “Eggs?” I said to the waiter. His smile matched mine.

      “My cousin’s farm,” he said. “It is your lucky day. We receive a dozen once or twice a month. They’ll be gone in three hours. Limit is one per person.”

      I never received my egg. I had just ordered it when two Gestapo men, a uniform and a black trench coat, walked into the cafe and literally picked me up by the back of my shirt collar and hauled me out to their car, where I was cuffed to a metal bar that had been bolted to the back of the front seat. No one in the cafe even looked up from their coffee.

      Neither of my new black-clad friends said a word. Neither of them asked my name or explained the reason for my arrest. I went with my customary indignant query — “What the fuck?” — and was greeted with the back of the trench coat’s hand to my jaw. Apparently, they spoke French, or at least knew that much. Or maybe the back of the hand had become the standard reply in Lyon in 1943. And that was it. We drove in silence from Venissieux to Montluc, where I was dumped into the same waiting area as the last time. Only now, the guards were Gestapo. As he handed me over, the black trench coat said “Herr Killy” by way of introduction to my new keeper.

      That was beyond concerning. He knew my name without asking. He knew my name without searching me or inspecting my identification. He recognized my face and knew exactly where to look for me at the cafe. Only three people knew the escape plan, but they didn’t know which cafe I would be in, seeing as how even I didn’t know until I came upon it. It was as if the Gestapo was a fourth member of our sabotage group. But how was that possible?

      Again, it had to be one of the Max’s. They must have been caught quickly and talked. And seeing as how this was now twice, and only Little Max and I were involved with both operations, he had to be the source. Except I didn’t believe it. He was a young shithead, but I never doubted his loyalty or his commitment. I could see him talking if tortured — anybody would, probably — but he hadn’t been tortured. He had taken a punch to the head but was let go almost as quickly as I was. There was no way he was working for the Gestapo as a kind of double-agent. There was just no fucking way.

      So, who? A new guard came out and said, “Killy, Allain?” I stood up. It was then that the one tiny good part of my predicament dawned on me because I had made the decision to carry the Allain Killy identity card on this mission. The reason to switch would have been if I had been arrested by the Gestapo in another city, because Allain Killy showing up on a Gestapo report in, say, Dijon would be the link they needed on Avenue Berthelot to mark me as a certified member of the Resistance whom they already suspected. But an arrest in Lyon, or the suburbs, would just bring me right back to Avenue Berthelot anyway, where Barbie and some guards already knew my face. A different identity would have just been a waste.

      “Okay, sit,” the guard said. “We’re waiting for two more.”

      There were three of us, cuffed to the backs of three different metal benches. We sat for maybe an hour, maybe more, waiting. One guy called out after a while, saying he needed the bathroom. When no one answered he half-stood and half-kneeled, one foot on the floor and one knee on the bench, and somehow managed to get himself unbuttoned and unleashed with one hand cuffed to the railing, pissing against the wall. I offered him a silent bravo upon his completion.

      When the next two prisoners finally arrived, I don’t know if I was relieved or even more worried when neither of them was named Max.
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      It was the same drill. Right at 9 o’clock again, the five of us were shackled into the back of an open lorry. None of us knew each other, so no one talked. It was the same fear, that a Gestapo informant had been planted among the group. And while there was a very human need to make contact with someone, to share the experience as a way of alleviating some of the terror of the unknown, simple common sense meant that the sharing would have to be in silence. The grinding of the lorry’s gears, the whoosh of the wind, the noises of the city — those would fill in the gaps.

      Again, we took the same stupid route. While the guards at Montluc had changed over to the Gestapo, the driver and the guard running the transport to Avenue Berthelot were French. I still couldn’t tell if there was some security reason for going this way, or if it was just a time-wasting opportunity to prolong the minutes the French guards were out from under the Gestapo’s noses. But it was the same odd lefts and the same strange rights, eventually taking us through the place with the sign that said “Fort La Motte.” I still didn’t know what it was. Without the military buildings, it could be a park.

      It still made no sense. It should have been a 10-minute ride, tops, and that was if you got stuck behind one of those buses with the hybrid engines, running sometimes on petrol and sometimes on burning wood, the smoke belching out of what amounted to a furnace bolted onto the front of the engine. If the wind was wrong, I wondered how the driver could see, or how the passengers could breathe. Without the hindrance of a bus, the more direct route would have been five or six minutes. But we took more than 20 minutes, or at least it seemed that way.

      It was all sickeningly the same as the last time, including the unloading process. We all had been unshackled from the lorry and jumped down into the courtyard at Avenue Berthelot when a uniform with a clipboard arrived and asked, “Killy, Alain?”

      I stepped forward. As the lorry drove off, he shouted over the noise, “The rest of you will go with my colleagues here. Killy, you are to come with me.” And from there, it was in through the familiar door, up the familiar flight of steps, and into the same chair in the same outer office, next to the same desk manned by the same factotum. I was waiting for Klaus Barbie, again.

      As it turned out, he was already behind the closed door of the inner office. A buzz at the secretary’s desk was the signal for me to enter. Barbie was seated at the desk, the lamp on. He was leaning over, straining to read what must have been some small print on a document he was holding up to his face. Hildy the German shepherd was snoozing on the rug behind the desk. It was all as I had left it.

      “Sit, sit, Herr Killy,” Barbie said, not looking up from the paper, just waving vaguely at the chair. “Or should I call you Herr Kovacs? Or perhaps, if you don’t consider it too familiar, I should call you Pops?”

      Whatever color remaining in my face at that point had almost certainly vanished. Pops. Shit. There were two possibilities. Maybe, or probably, they had Little Max and had forced him to talk — although I’m not sure he knew my real name. The other possibility was the group of telephone operators. It had dawned on me as I walked to Venissieux in the dark, replaying the operation in my head, that a mistake had been made. Little Max had called me Pops in the operators’ presence. He had said “Wait, Pops,” before asking the women where the nearest house was. They had undoubtedly been questioned by the Gestapo in the hours after the explosion, and one of them had likely offered up this tidbit — Pops — as a way to please the interrogators.

      The more I thought about it, the more sense that made. Where the name Kovacs had come from, though, was the mystery. I hadn’t used it on an official document in nearly two years. One of our friends might have slipped up and said Alex instead of Allain, but almost nobody knew Kovacs.

      Not that it mattered, though. I was sitting in Barbie’s office again, wearing handcuffs again. Whatever the name, he had me.

      After several uncomfortable minutes — although I’m not sure what a comfortable minute in Barbie’s presence might have felt like — he put down the paperwork and snapped off the switch on the desk lamp.

      “Where were you last night, Allain Killy?” he said.

      “Home with my wife.”

      “And why the cafe in Venissieux? It’s a long way from home.”

      “Eggs,” I said.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Two days a month, they have eggs on the menu. I was craving one.”

      “Cooked how?”

      “Poached.”

      “Hard or runny?”

      “Runny is the only way,” I said. “With a baguette to mop up the yolk.”

      “And did you get your egg this morning?”

      “No, I was interrupted.”

      “A pity,” Barbie said.

      He stood up. The dog did too, with a growl. “Now, now, Hildy, you remember our friend here. Mind your manners.”

      Barbie motioned for me to walk ahead of him. We left the inner office, and then the outer office, and headed into a stairwell at the end of the hallway. We walked up to the fourth floor and, when we arrived, Barbie moved in front of me and opened a heavy fire door.
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      There were no offices on this part of the fourth floor. There were no walls. It was a big, open space with unfinished floors and industrial lighting fixtures. It had likely been used for storage at one point. That was no longer the case, though.

      There were no other people there, only Barbie and I — and Hildy, let off her leash to run around and sniff and growl.

      “Come, come,” Barbie said. “I must give you the tour.”

      It was a torture chamber. There was no other way to describe it. I sensed it as soon as we entered and knew it for sure as we approached the various stations, all equipped for horror.

      “Have you noticed?” Barbie said, patting the wall as we walked. “Such beautiful stone walls. So strong. So thick. With only a couple of windows up here, all at the far end, you can’t hear a thing outside.” He stopped and patted the wall again. “So, so thick,” he said.

      Our first stop was a gas stove that was blazing even with nobody up here. The warmth it gave off felt good, almost comforting. Sticking out of the opening were a half-dozen metal rods with wooden handles. They looked like the pokers you would use to tend a wood fire in a fireplace. That they had a different use in the hands of the Gestapo was soon more than clear.

      Barbie removed one of the pokers from the stove. He held it up, admiring it. The iron glowed red.

      “Do you know,” he said, “that the very sight of this simple implement is enough to get a man to answer a question he might otherwise prefer to skip over, or to entice him to recall a detail that he thought he had forgotten. Sometimes all you need to do is to hold it, red and hot like this, up to the man’s face. Not even to touch the skin. Just to hold it at eye level.”

      He did that to me. I did everything I could not to move.

      “Turn around,” Barbie said, and I did. He lowered the poker and held it against my ass. I could smell my trousers burning, and then my underwear, and then my skin. The whole thing didn’t take 15 seconds before he removed it. I would undoubtedly have a scar, but I doubted there was any permanent damage. Ass fat would likely grow back.

      He had not yet asked me a question beyond the initial couple in his office. But after he had put the poker back into the stove, he merely motioned for me to follow him to the next station on the hellish assembly line. It consisted of an examining table, like you might see in a doctor’s office, but with leather restraints for the hands and the feet.

      I began to hoist myself on the table, but Barbie said, “No, no. Just look. And over there,” he said, pointing at the wall opposite the foot of the table. There were tools hanging on a pegboard as if it were the side wall of a farmer’s barn. There were two small saws and a half-dozen cutters, the kind you might use to prune bushes, from fine hand nippers to a great set of loppers that would cut a three-inch tree branch.

      He reached for the loppers, examined them up close, and shook his head. “Such sloppiness,” he said, and wiped something from the crux of the two blades with a nearby rag. He showed me what was on the rag, and while I couldn’t tell for sure, it appeared to be a combination of blood and tissue.

      I could barely breathe at that point, but I continue to look around. I didn’t see my greatest fear, which was electric wires that could be attached to my balls. I didn’t doubt that they had them, but I didn’t see them.

      “Come along now,” Barbie said, and we walked to the far corner of the vast space. There were two battleship-sized bathtubs, side by side. There also was another gas stove with enormous pots, presumably to boil water. Then, next to them, was the last of a melting block of ice.

      “Look, look up,” Barbie said, pointing to the space above the bathtubs. There was a pulley contraption bolted to the ceiling, with a thick rope attached to one wall. On the other end of the rope, a long metal bar was attached at both ends. The bar had two cross-pieces attached about three or so feet apart.

      I looked a little quizzically and Barbie said, “Imagine being stripped naked. Now imagine being tied to the metal bar, trussed up, your arms attached to the one crossbar and your feet attached to the other.

      “Now,” he said, and Barbie grew even more enthusiastic here. His tone until then had been that of a proud homeowner showing off his new paint job. But this was different. I had been afraid of him the whole time, and more afraid when he burned my ass with the poker, but this was a different level entirely.

      “Now,” he said, “imagine one of these tubs filled with boiling water and the other filled with ice water. Now imagine, trussed onto the bar, being lifted up by the pulley and then lowered into the boiling water. You don’t drown — you can’t drown, because the crossbar catches on the sides of the tub and prevents you from being lowered too far — but you are completely beneath the water level. Your face might be covered for a short time. And then you are lifted out of the boiling water, hoisted up on the pulley and then lowered into the ice water.”

      He stopped and closed his eyes. It was as if Barbie was replaying the vision in his head.

      “Boiling and freezing is usually enough,” he said. “We usually don’t even have to dunk him into the boiling water a second time to get what we need.”

      He looked at me as if he was expecting me to say something. But I had nothing. I mean, nothing. And Barbie seemed somewhere between annoyed and disappointed.

      “Okay, the tour is over, Herr Killy,” he said. “Come, come — but be careful. Don’t trip on those things. This place is a pig sty. My men will hear from me about this.”

      I turned without looking and barely avoided what Barbie had been indicating. It was a pair of trousers, laid haphazardly on the floor. What caught my eye was the hem on one of the pants legs, and how it was completely undone, about three inches of extra pants, the bottoms roughly and unevenly cut, worn out in one place, as if it had been trailing beneath the back heel of a pair of work boots.

      I threw up where I stood, then leaned over and retched some more. Hildy ran over and fussily sniffed my vomit, then backed away.

      “This way, Pops,” Barbie said.

      He walked me down to his office and handed me off to the secretary without comment or even a glance in my direction. The secretary called for a guard to walk me back down to the courtyard. There, though, instead of waiting for another trip on a lorry back to Montluc, the clipboard came over and said, “You are free to go, Herr Killy.” He pointed me toward the front gate.

      Free to go? What the hell?

      As I walked, I began to feel the burn on my ass a little more — I guess the remaining fabric was irritating it as I moved with each step. But it was only an irritation. For the second time, I was being allowed to leave — and this time, I didn’t even have to go back to Montluc. And then there was Max. God, those pants. He was a tough little fucker, but it was hard to imagine surviving some of those tortures. I wanted to hang around in the courtyard and see if he was brought out for the ride back to Montluc, but the clipboard was having none of it. He rushed me along and watched me as I walked.

      I don’t know if he saw me look up at one of the second-floor windows near the gate. The person who stood there and watched me from behind the window was maybe 20 feet away, glowering down. He stared at me, and I stared at him. He didn’t react, and I didn’t react. He didn’t lower his eyes or look away, and I finally did. I couldn’t believe it, and I would have thrown up again if I thought I had any ammunition left.

      As I was going through the gate, I took one more look over my shoulder to be sure. Unfortunately, I was. Standing there, still staring, was Werner Vogl.
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      It was in Cologne, in the days before the Anschluss, when I hatched the plot to kill Werner Vogl. After an adult life that was the opposite of audacious, my plan was to murder a Gestapo captain on German soil as revenge for the role he played in killing my Uncle Otto.

      Leon, whose life was defined by its audacity, thought I was crazy — although he did acknowledge that the plan wasn’t half-bad. Vogl was an odd one. He was trying to catch a spy, an Abwehr general who happened to be an old friend of my uncle. Because of the family connection, he suspected me of espionage, too — but when he wasn’t trying to scare me, he was showing off to me. Vogl was a Nazi pseudo-intellectual, and couldn’t understand why the occasional application of electric wires to the gonads wasn’t seen as a good thing by the citizens of the Reich.

      He could quote from Nazi tracts. He made elaborate comparisons to the Roman empire. When he wasn’t doing that, he was showing off his own little jail, in the basement of his headquarters building in Cologne. He allowed the prisoners to write on the walls and he allowed their words — some hopeful, some despairing — to remain for the next poor saps to see.

      It was as if he was showing off his place in history when he gave me the tour of the cells. And because he talked to me, I learned a couple of his fastidious habits. I knew the bar where he drank and played chess on Tuesday nights, and I knew the place where he always parked his big black Gestapo Daimler, and I knew the alley he walked through to get from the bar to his car. I was waiting for him in the alley one night with a knife that had belonged to Otto, a bad-movie cliche. And I would have killed Vogl, too, if the Abwehr general had not intervened with the police at the last second, setting me up as the patsy in a plot to frame Vogl as the traitor. And while anyone who knew Vogl would have thought it was absurd — he was the straightest of arrows, a Nazi true believer to an absurd level — the frame-up worked just fine. Vogl ended up being arrested, and I was shipped back to Austria, just in time for the German invasion.

      The last time I had seen him was back then, in 1938, when he was being led away and presumably booked for passage to Dachau. The last time I had heard his name was in 1940 when a man I trusted from Swiss intelligence told me that Vogl had made inquiries about me to the German consulate in Zurich. He said that Vogl was attached to a Gestapo unit in Warsaw — that’s where the telegram to Zurich had originated. It scared the shit out of me that he wasn’t in jail, that he had somehow rehabilitated his reputation with his bosses, but I was out of Zurich within days and I hadn’t heard his name since.

      But now it was 1943 and there he was, staring down from that window on Avenue Berthelot. There was no doubt that it was him, and there was no doubt that he had seen me. Suddenly, it made perfect sense that Barbie had known my real name. But that was the only thing that made perfect sense. The rest was a fog — and any hope I might have had of working my way out of it had vanished when the sight of Vogl left me feeling concussed.

      I walked in circles for hours. I didn’t see anyone following me, but I didn’t trust anybody anymore, least of all myself. I once thought I was good at this, and it wasn’t that long ago. It was hours ago, actually. I had always felt the adrenaline rush of espionage, and while I hated it when spies or Resistance fighters referred to it as “the game,” I understood it because I had felt it. I still felt it. The urgency of running back to the orchard, the elation when the bombs exploded, the camaraderie with the two Max’s — there was no doubt that it was a rush, and that it was a feeling that my body had begun to crave.

      I was good at it. I was making a difference. That was what I’d felt not 12 hours earlier — and I was going to get to eat an egg besides. Now everything was in question, all of it. Because for the second time, my sabotage crew had been betrayed — either by Max, or someone else, or by my sloppiness. And now the Gestapo was, well, they were just fucking with me, arresting me and then releasing me back into the world. It was as if they believed I was doing them more good on the outside than in a cell at Montluc. And maybe I was. Maybe I was an amateur after all. Except that made no sense, either. I mean, the little stone bridge and the telephone exchange building, both lying in rubble, were a testament to something. If I were such an incompetent why didn’t they stop me before the bombs went boom?

      My mind raced from anecdote to anecdote, from scene to scene — but the fog and the fear were preventing me from making any connections between them and constructing a narrative that made sense. From scene to scene. On one of our little jobs a few months earlier, I’d asked Max an apparently absurd question as he removed some explosives from a box. They were perfectly safe to handle without the detonator attached, which I knew but forgot. Anyway, Max looked at me as if I were 85 years old and addled, and he said, “Don’t be a dumb fuck, Pops.” And, well, maybe I was a dumb fuck — a dumb fuck who was now in Werner Vogl’s sights.

      It took me eight hours to walk home. I sat on a park bench for an hour along the way. I nursed a cup of fake coffee in a cafe for another hour. And circles — I just walked in circles. I wouldn’t have gone home at all if the Gestapo didn’t already know the address, if they hadn’t already arrested me there and searched the place and questioned Manon. Still, I was afraid to go there. I was afraid to go anywhere.
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      It was about 10 p.m. when I walked in the front door. Manon was still awake, reading a newspaper. The headline was something about a great victory in Kiev. My immediate assumption was that it was bullshit, unless it wasn’t. With the newspapers, you couldn’t know anymore. I believed that the Germans had double-crossed the Russians and invaded back in 1941, but I had no idea about the rest of it. The German could all be dead in Kiev or they could be knocking on doors in Vladivostok, and there was no way to tell for sure. When we heard it, the BBC said the Germans were struggling, and I hoped it was true, but I really didn’t believe anybody about anything anymore.

      Manon leaped up from her chair and greeted me with a hug, another long and silent hug. Neither of us spoke, not a word, as she led me by the hand into the bedroom and began undoing the buttons of my shirt. When I turned around, she saw my seared buttock for the first time. She began to say something, to ask, and I said, “Later.” We made love then, me only on top to protect my ass as best as I could. When we were done, she got something to disinfect it and a bandage to cover it. It only stung for a few seconds.

      “Well,” she said, finally, after screwing the cap back on the bottle of the stinging stuff. And then I told her. I started with, “The good news is, we blew the shit out of the telephone exchange building,” and then I told her the rest, all of it.

      I went through everything — the guard I shot, the walk in the dark afterward, and the pistol that I disassembled and heaved into the fields, piece by piece. Then I told her about the cafe that I hid behind, and the eggs on the menu, and the silent arrest by the Gestapo. Then I told her about the wait at Montluc, and the lorry ride over to Avenue Berthelot, and the tour of the torture space on the fourth floor, the tour with Klaus Barbie as my guide. And then, when I told her about nearly tripping over the pants on the floor, the pants with the hem that had given way on one leg, I broke down and cried and couldn’t continue. I was crawled up in a ball on the bed and the sobbing took over my body.

      Manon had been silent throughout my recitation, silent and unable to wipe the worry from her face. She held me as my body heaved, and she said, “Alex, I’m so, so sor—”

      “But that might not be the worst of it,” I said.

      And then I told her about being set free so quickly, and about staring down Werner Vogl as he stood in that window. I had told her the Vogl story exactly once, years before, but she apparently needed no refresher course on the subject. She seemed to recognize his name right away, and the implications, because then Manon was the one who was crying, a single tear falling down her cheek.

      I leaned over and licked the tear away, attempting to break the mood and make her laugh. I succeeded for maybe a nanosecond. Her face grew even darker.

      “Is there something else?” I said. “I mean, other than what I just said? Is there something bad you’re not telling me? Is it the baby?”

      “No, no, your son or daughter is fine,” Manon said. “But you’re right.”

      “What is it?”

      She didn’t answer.

      “What? You have to tell me.”

      “I agree,” she said. And then she told me “Maurice left here maybe 10 minutes before you walked in.”

      Maurice Peter was the head of another small resistance group, like ours. Behind his back, Manon and I made fun of how half-assed their newspaper was, and we thought the name — Blue Sky — was ludicrous. But within the council of Resistance groups, Maurice was our friend, always loyal. For all we knew, he made fun of our half-assed group behind our backs, too.

      “So, what?” I said.

      “Maurice came to tell me that there was an emergency meeting of the Resistance council at 6 p.m.,” Manon said.

      “Why didn’t you go?”

      “I wasn’t invited.”

      “What does that mean?” I said. “How could you not have been invited?”

      Manon explained that Maurice was coming by to tell her as a favor. He said that the reason the meeting was called was the news of our arrests in the morning.

      “He said that you were seen being taken into Montluc,” Manon said.

      “Me, or all three of us?”

      “That wasn’t clear,” she said. “He just said ‘you,’ and I don’t know if he meant all of you. But the council is worried that the arrests are happening more frequently, and that they’re happening so quickly.”

      Her voice trailed off.

      “And?” I said.

      She paused before answering. It was as if she were screwing up her courage.

      “Just fucking say it,” I said.

      “They’re worried the Gestapo has a spy within the council. And after you were spotted leaving Avenue Berthelot, they’re becoming convinced that the spy is you. That’s why I wasn’t invited to the meeting. And that’s why Maurice was taking a big chance by telling me.”

      So there it was. What had been a hint weeks earlier was now being stated as a fact. The guy with the Alsatian accent and all of the money was now officially suspected of betraying his wife and the Resistance movement. Alex Kovacs, Allain Killy, a Czech who lived most of his life in Vienna, a salesman for the family mining business, a bank president in Zurich, a spy against the Germans, an accomplished saboteur, an unthinking fucking assassin of a German kid guarding a telephone exchange building, was really a rat. That’s what they believed.

      We laid in bed, quiet again. Manon fell asleep within minutes. I didn’t, and tossing and turning wasn’t much of an option, given my sore ass. It was difficult enough to find a comfortable position as it was, but my ass and the endless racing of my mind made it both physically and mentally impossible to sleep. After I don’t know how long, I got out of bed and went into the living room. Manon never stirred.
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      The truth was, I did understand why the rest of the council figured me for a spy. I was furious that they didn’t trust me, and hurt that all I had done for them was being discarded so easily, but I got it. I saw the arrests increasing and happening so quickly. I saw how I had been let go by the Gestapo not once, but twice — and with nothing more than a burn mark on my rump. It absolutely looked bad. It was a circumstantial case, but I did recognize that this was a hell of a set of circumstances.

      Everybody’s blood was up, too. The arrival of the Gestapo in town had added so much tension (the polite word in Resistance circles), so much fear (the real truth). At the beginning, we were fighting against the Vichy lunkheads and, while it wasn’t easy, the danger was more manageable. This was another level of fear entirely, and it was getting worse as more and more men in black uniforms arrived in Lyon.

      So many Resistance fighters had been picked up and questioned in the last few weeks and months. We all knew what the worst-case scenario was — that, after losing a finger or a toe, someone on our side would become a Gestapo informant in exchange for keeping the rest of his digits. We all liked to think that we would let them kill us before turning against the Resistance, that we would insist on them killing us, but none of us really knew. The truth was, I might throw up the next time I walked into that torture chamber, the second I walked through the threshold, before anyone had even begun to run the bath water. The terror was real in the abstract, and it was even worse in the reality.

      Everyone was excited, on edge, afraid, and it would only get worse if Max or Little Max turned up dead. And there I was, walking out of Avenue Berthelot and into the sunshine. I got it. But it left me in a position where, outside of Manon, I didn’t know who I could trust. Because the council didn’t trust me, and Barbie really was just fucking with me, and then there was Vogl, staring down from that window. So, as far as trusted associates, I had Manon, and I had Leon — although, for all I knew, he had already picked up the identity cards and gotten on the train with Myrna, the little lady, and her two little kids.

      The more I thought about it, though, the more I became convinced that involving Manon and Leon any more than necessary was unfair to both of them. They might be able to help — especially Manon — but the risk/reward calculation was so far out of whack as to be incalculable. They both would give me shit for my risk/reward tendencies — more than anybody in my life, ever, they were the two who acted most on instinct and decried my caution — but I couldn’t help it. And the risks here were not only increasing, they were coming from several directions. They were coming from so many directions that I still couldn’t even get a handle on them.

      I needed time to think. I needed the safety of anonymity. Most of all, I needed to fucking calm down— and I could never calm down if I knew I was adding to the risk surrounding Manon. If I couldn’t protect her, at least I could avoid exposing her to more danger. And the best way to do that was to go away, at least for a while.

      So I grabbed a second set of clothes from the closet, careful not to wake her, and she did not stir. I stuffed the clothes into a small canvas knapsack, not much bigger than what a worker might carry to bring his lunch to a job site.

      And then I wrote this note:

      

      My love,

      Hopefully, I have been gone for hours as you read this. You were sleeping so peacefully, and I hope I did not disturb you. Never forget that you are sleeping for two now. No matter how desperate things become, never forget that — or how much I love you. You are my life.

      The more I have thought about it, the more it seemed important that I disappear for a while. There is so much about the current situation that I don’t understand, but it is becoming clearer and clearer that I am in danger. I get it but I don’t get it — and that’s why I am so concerned. If I understood what was going on, I could work to protect myself and to protect you. But I don’t understand, and that just heightens the risk, and I cannot allow that risk to touch you or the baby in unnecessary ways.

      So I am gone for now. Please try not to worry. Even in my current fog, I am reasonably competent at what I do for a living. A good night’s sleep or two will hopefully clear that fog, at least some of it, and then I will have a better idea how to proceed. But in the meantime, that means I need to be away from you.

      On the one hand, this might be stupid — because of how much I value your opinion and your insight. You are likely reading this and thinking I am an idiot for abandoning that insight and wisdom, and you could be right. But I hope you can see it from my perspective. I could not live with myself if my proximity to you resulted in something bad happening to you. I know what I signed up for, and I know what you signed up for, and danger was clearly part of it. But this has spiraled into something else, something beyond the control of both of us. The risks have grown significantly in the last day. I cannot expose you to those risks if I can avoid it.

      So I am gone. Please don’t try to find me — because while you’re good, you’re not that good (if I do say so myself). It’s best for now that you do not know where I am. If it pains you to be apart half as much as it pains me, this will be difficult — but it is for the best. In your heart, I hope you can see that.

      Please be reassured that this is only for a little while — maybe days, maybe weeks, hopefully not much more. But however long it is, just know that I will be back. You left me in Zurich once and I came to find you, and you should know that whatever happens, I will always come to find you.

      Make sure to burn this when you are done reading it. And also get rid of the clothes I left behind. It will make for a better story if the Gestapo does come calling — that I left nothing behind, and that you assume I’ve gone for good, and that you have no idea where. Hopefully you will start showing soon, so that if they do come to question you, well, you know.

      There is enough money in the account to last you indefinitely, and some in the box buried behind the house besides. Now burn this before you forget. And know that I will be back. Even in my current fog, I know that is a promise that I shall keep.

      A
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      As it was after the curfew, I hid out in one of the traboules until sunrise. It was the one at 55 Rue de Tables Claudiennes. The residents sometimes locked the doors at night, but I pushed this one and it opened. Deep in the courtyard, there was a dark corner. It was a dry night, and not very cold, and I actually managed to fall asleep for a while, my head propped up on my knapsack.

      The noise of doors slamming and men leaving for work were what woke me. Some undoubtedly saw me, sleeping in the common area beneath their homes. If it had been 1730, or 1830, or 1930, one of them would have rousted me and kicked my ass out of the traboule and onto the street because, truth be told, I did look like a bum. My clothes were not exactly my best — those were left behind in the house. I hadn’t shaved in two days. My hair was no doubt wild — and it needed to be cut besides.

      But it wasn’t 1730, or 1830, or 1930. It was 1943, and the Gestapo were running Lyon, and no one tossed me out. Several of the men just looked away after seeing me. Two offered a thumbs-up and a mouthed “vive la France.” Then a man brought me a cup of fake coffee and three or four inches of a stale-ish baguette. “Sorry, it’s all we can spare,” he said. He pointed to a nearby window sill and told me to leave the empty cup there.

      For a minute or so, I was filled with hope. But then I thought about the men who wouldn’t look me in the eye and decided that I needed to be moving, quickly, just in case. Because for all of the brave men and women of the Resistance, and all of the rest who were silently cheering us on, like the man with the coffee and the baguette, there were traitors, too. And there were those silently watching and deciding that maybe there would be a small advantage to be had by turning in the bum sleeping in their traboule.

      It was what the Germans had robbed us of when they arrived — trust. The truth was that you just didn’t know who you could trust, who you could believe. My list consisted of Manon and Leon, and that was it. For everybody else, you were always trying to calculate the angles they might be playing or the stresses they were under, or the threats. You just didn’t know. I just didn’t know.

      My goal for the morning was to find another flat. I had more than enough money to leave the advanced month’s rent that would be required. I also had the third identity card with me. Goodbye, Allain Killy. Hello, Albert Kampe. Even though that was the oldest of my fake identities, it remained pristine — mostly because I had only used it before the Gestapo came to Lyon, and also because I had never applied for a ration card with it.

      So, as I walked south, I repeated it again and again like a mantra — Albert Kampe, Albert Kampe, Albert Kampe. Three or four miles from our Croix-Rousse neighborhood was Saint-Fons. It was near Venissieux, where I had been caught in the cafe, but it was a distinct neighborhood known mostly for one thing: Jews.

      I had considered how much sense that either did or did not make. Saint-Fons was one of Lyon’s main Jewish neighborhoods, and part of me figured that it was an area where the Gestapo paid extra attention. So that was a downside. But because it was an outlying neighborhood, my concern likely was a bit overstated. And because it was a Jewish neighborhood, it probably possessed in abundance what I needed most: a vacant flat.

      After the German invasion, Jews flocked to Lyon. Well, not exactly flocked. There weren’t that many Jews in the city, maybe 1,000 or 1,500 families. Even if that number doubled, it was only a tiny sliver of the population. But since the Gestapo got here, the Jews had fled further south, and the ones that didn’t leave quickly enough were being scooped up by the Gestapo in increasing numbers. That meant empty flats and increasingly desperate landlords who might not be that picky. And so it was. As I made the walk down Avenue Diderot, the “FOR RENT” signs sprouted like sunflowers.

      I walked up and down the street and picked out the shittiest building of the bunch. It was likely a brown stone building, or maybe gray stone — except that the soot on the outside was thick enough to write your name with your finger. The temptation was to think that a good sandblasting would take care of it and restore a bit of attractiveness. But the more I thought about it, the soot might have been the only thing that was holding the place together.

      I knocked at the door of the superintendent which was a few steps below street level — and let’s just say that she fit the place perfectly. He hair was a henna’d nest. Her housecoat had a magnificent stain on her left breast — or, rather, where her left breast had resided several decades previously. She grabbed a ring of keys and walked me inside.

      “I have three one-bedrooms — you want the front or the back?” she said.

      “Back,” I said.

      “Just you?”

      “Just me. They’re furnished, right?”

      She eyed me up.

      “I have one with a bed, a set of drawers and a couch,” she said.

      “That should be fine.”

      She unlocked the door. It was even more of a shithole than I anticipated — and my expectations were pretty much subterranean. I must have made a face, to which my soon-to-be-landlady responded with indignation.

      “Keep your goddamn face to yourself,” she said. “I’m not asking you any questions. I’m not asking you why a man with a wedding ring needs a furnished apartment. So I’ll get you a mop and a bucket and a clean set of sheets, and you’ll give me a month’s rent in advance, and we’ll get along fine. Won’t we?”

      I peeled off the money and she crammed it into her bosom. She pulled a lease out of her pocket, wrote Albert Kampe on it, and barely glanced at my identity card. After I signed, she brought the mop and the bucket and the sheets. I scrubbed until I wasn’t afraid to sit on the toilet anymore. After about two hours, the shithole had been transformed into a gleaming shithole. It would do.

      And then I walked. I wasn’t sure of anything, other than that I had not been followed to Saint-Fons. Leaving the apartment, I circled and doubled back enough that I was still pretty sure I was okay. So then I just walked and tried to come up with a plan. I wasn’t paying that much attention to where I was. I wanted to stop by the other flat to see if Leon and the Jews were gone, but I would wait until dark for that. In the meantime, I was just wandering. I ended up near old Lyon, and even though I had overshot it, I decided to backtrack and climb the hill to the Roman ruins, partly to burn off some nervous energy but mostly because the funicular kind of scared me. The idea of being cooped up in any enclosed place, even for just a few minutes, scared me.

      So I walked up Montee Saint-Barthelemay, taking my time up the half-mile hill, stopping in doorways occasionally to look back. There was nobody following me, not that I could see, but my paranoia was intense. God, I needed a night’s sleep. By the time I reached the ruins, it was getting near sunset. I sat there in the amphitheater and tried to figure out what to do. I was in the top row, and it was quite a scene, even only half-excavated — the rows of stone seats, the shadows falling on the great stage, and the sun dipping behind the city when I looked back over my right shoulder.

      After a few minutes, it was nearly dark. And in the gloaming, I could not see the shooter but I heard the rifle shots. One. Two. The first hit nothing. The second hit the row in front of me. Something hit my hand — it wasn’t a bullet, just a stinging spray of stone chips. I scrambled back over the top row and lay down and hid behind it. The shooting stopped as quickly as it began.
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      I needed to walk east, but I walked west. I needed to hide, but I had nowhere to hide. I needed to calm down, to figure this out, but I had no idea how. And so I trudged in the dark of a darkened city, clueless.

      I needed to get to the flat and talk to Leon, which was east of the Roman ruins. That is, if Leon was still there. Either way, I had to find out. But instead of going east, I went west and then south and then, finally, east. I kept checking for a tail as I took the great circle route even though whatever confidence I’d had in my abilities to spot a tail had disappeared in an instant. Two shots, one, two. An instant. Why did I even pretend I had a fucking chance to survive this?

      A half-mile or so from the flat, I heard squealing tires and then slamming car doors as I approached an intersection. I pressed myself against the side of the last building and peered around the corner. It was completely dark at that point, and I was in a shadow besides, so I was reasonably confident as I watched. And it was still two hours before the curfew, so I technically wasn’t doing anything wrong.

      What unfolded was a scene that I had first witnessed years earlier in Cologne. It was in a different country and more than five years later, but it was the same chilling dynamic. The big black car pulled up — a Daimler back then, a Citroen now — and the black uniforms came out and beat on the apartment door. When it was opened, the uniforms rushed passed whoever opened it and inside. Minutes later, they returned with a half-dressed man, one holding each arm. The poor sap was unsuccessfully trying to squirm away. A woman suddenly appeared and began wailing. The third man in black — a trench coat, not a uniform — raised his hand to the woman and she at least reduced the volume of her crying. After the prisoner was secured in the back seat of the Citroen, the trench coat left the woman on the front steps and got into the front passenger seat. Then, with another squeal, the car rocketed out of the parking spot as quickly as it arrived. And as the woman began wailing louder again, I looked up at the apartment windows nearby. There were faces peering out from behind the curtains, 10 faces, 20 faces, more. It was just like Cologne.

      That’s when it hit me. It wasn’t the Gestapo that had taken the shots at me in the amphitheater. It was the Resistance.

      It was suddenly so clear — and it should have been all along. The Gestapo did not do long-distance rifle shots. They did terror. They pulled men away from their crying wives. They cut off your fingers and zapped your balls with electric current. They broke you down, and then they watched you die. A rifle shot from a couple of hundred yards away would be, for them, a dry hump. Where was the satisfaction in that?

      No, it was the Resistance. Maybe someone followed me all day, but I really didn’t think so. Maybe I was just unlucky, and somebody spotted me on the street. That was likely it. But whatever the mechanics, it was clear at that point that they didn’t trust me anymore. They thought I was a Gestapo informant, and that I had to go. Fuck Manon, fuck everything I had done for them — I just had to go. One. Two.
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      The only thing I felt good about was leaving Manon and our home. I could not imagine how she would react to what had just happened. Actually, I could. She would be furious. She would get in the face of whoever in the Resistance would listen. She also might get herself shot in the process. The truth was, the closer I was to her, the greater the danger. Maybe this way they would believe that whatever they thought about me, Manon was still loyal to the cause.

      The truth also was that Leon had to understand how much more dangerous his already-insanely dangerous enterprise had become. It was the only reason I was going back to the flat — and, for better or worse, Leon was still there with Myrna and the two kids.

      “Marcel said he would have the identity cards in the morning,” Leon said. “We have tickets on the noon train. It should be all good.”

      “Look, I have some things to tell you and not a lot of time.” I stopped and looked at Myrna. “Just me and him, okay?”

      She nodded darkly and returned to the kitchen where the children were eating.

      When she was out of earshot, I told Leon everything that happened in the prior 48 hours, from the sabotage in Bron to the rifle shots in the amphitheater. He mostly listened until I got to the part about Vogl.

      “Holy fuck — that guy?” Leon said.

      “One and the same.”

      “Holy fuck. Holy fuck. My God, what are the odds?”

      “It’s no accident,” I said. “We both know that.”

      “You think he can get himself transferred to wherever he wants?”

      “Maybe you’re right,” I said. “But he found me in Zurich, and now he’s found me here, and I’m starting to think that, yes, maybe he got himself transferred here somehow to settle up accounts.”

      When I got done everything — including describing the little Gestapo dance I had witnessed a few blocks away — we both just sat there for a minute. His years as a journalist gave Leon an ability to cut through the bullshit that few people possessed.

      “It was definitely the Resistance that shot at you,” he said.

      “Yeah, that’s what I think.”

      “Definitely. The Gestapo part of it still has me puzzled, though. Are you sure you aren’t giving yourself away somehow? That’s the only reason I can figure why they would keep letting you go.”

      I had been over it in my head countless times, and now I went over it again — but out loud for Leon’s benefit. There were a small group of Resistance council leaders who knew our last two sabotage targets. I guess it was possible that one of them was working for the Gestapo. But the problem was, the only people who knew the escape plans for the two operations were Little Max and me.

      “So let’s say Little Max broke under the pressure,” I said.

      “Little Max?” Leon said. I explained about the two Max’s at the telephone exchange building job.

      “So let’s say he was tortured and told the Gestapo,” I said. “Or let’s say he has been a traitor all along — although there’s no fucking way that’s true. But let’s say it is. What’s the point? They still let us blow up the targets. And they still keep letting me go even though I know that I’m not the traitor and they know that I’m not the traitor. And they still let me see Vogl, and they let Vogl see me. And besides, where’s Max?”

      “Little Max?” Leon said.

      “Either Max. They’re both missing.” And then I explained about the pants with the hem that had given up on one leg. I was able to tell him the story without breaking down in tears, although it was close. And then we were just quiet again.

      “I don’t know,” Leon said, finally. “I just don’t know. It’s like they’re just playing with your head.”

      “Exactly,” I said.

      “And it’s obviously working.”

      “I feel like crying. I feel like crying all the time — and I’m just so goddamn tired. But look — you have to listen.”

      I began to sketch out for Leon how my problems had now become his problems. To me, the smaller issue was the Resistance. Marcel knew about me and my involvement with moving the Jews, and if he decided to tell the council, they could potentially use Leon to get to me.

      “But I really think that’s a minor worry,” I said, and he agreed.

      The much bigger issue was the Gestapo. The problem was my Allain Killy identity. It was under that name that the flat was rented. And because of that, it was under that name and address that the Allain Killy ration cards had been obtained. The way you signed up for rationing was to go to the neighborhood municipal building, and fill out the paperwork, and show your identity card. Because everybody needed ration cards, that register in each neighborhood was the most complete and accurate listing of who lived where in Lyon. They could find the address of the flat in a half-day, after six or seven phone calls.

      “So whenever they decide that they’ve had enough fun,” I said, “the first place the Gestapo will go is our house. Manon will tell them that I have left her, and they’ll search and see that my clothes closet is empty and there is no sign of me there anymore. Hopefully, they’ll leave her alone. But then they’ll make their six or seven phone calls—”

      “And they’ll be here by lunch,” Leon said.

      “Exactly. If you’re lucky, you and your latest new family won’t be here. Speaking of that,” I said, and arched an eyebrow.

      “I told you, just the couch.”

      “Her idea or yours?”

      “Mine,” he said. “Truly. And if you would stop worrying about my sex life for—”

      “Worrying about your sex life used to be one of my greatest pleasures,” I said. “Christ, where has that life gone? Are we ever going to get it back?”

      We had some decisions to make. Really, Leon did. I told him that I would be willing to continue funding the identity cards with Marcel.

      “You really trust him that much?” Leon said.

      “It’s a gut feeling — but yeah, I do trust him. At least I think I do. Whatever — I’m willing to keep taking that risk, until I can’t. But what about you? You have to take the risk with Marcel, too — unless you want to arrange a hiding place where you would leave the photos and information for the next group and I could pick it up.”

      “It can’t be here, though,” he said.

      “No, not here. Maybe if I gave you the address of my new flat—”

      “No,” Leon said. “I don’t trust myself. I could get followed. Or if I got caught here, I could give up the address if they beat it out of me. I don’t trust myself.”

      “I’d trust you with my life, but you might be right,” I said. “But I don’t have another hiding place handy. And you and Manon are the only two people in Lyon who I trust right now, and we’re not going near her. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” he said. “So if you’re willing to risk it with Marcel, so am I.”

      “But what about the flat? The Gestapo is going to come at some point. We both know it.”

      “Not if they catch you first,” he said, smiling.

      “And on that cheery fucking note—”

      “Look,” Leon said. “This is a new risk, but it isn’t a crazy risk. Yes, they’ll come at some point. But if I keep this thing going, how many days a month will I be here? Five or six, tops. That leaves 25 days when they might come and find the place empty — in which case, they would probably go on their way and keep looking elsewhere. So, what, 5-to-1 odds? Shit, that’s nothing. I’m 5-to-1 to have a heart attack while I’m sitting on the toilet these days.”

      We talked about a couple of other things, including the fact that I wasn’t going to be able to keep restocking the cupboard. As for paying the rent, I was going to leave an envelope for Isabelle with two months’ worth on the way out. In the kitchen, the dishes had been cleared and Myrna was playing Slap Jack with the kids, and they were howling in mock pain with each blow that was delivered. It almost seemed normal.

      “Look, I have to run and beat the curfew,” I said. “I don’t know when I’m going to see you again.”

      And then we hugged, and we both cried. After I scooped up whatever clothes were in the closet, I think I cried half the way back to the new flat. I was walking as quickly as I could without seeming too conspicuous — although, honestly, people hurrying home to beat the curfew were a common sight and not conspicuous at all. Anyway, I made it by about 10 minutes. And then I slept for about 12 hours. It was just before I faded out that I remembered that I hadn’t eaten anything all day except for the bit of stale baguette when I was hiding in the traboule.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up with a hangover. It wasn’t an alcohol hangover because I hadn’t been drinking. It was either a slept-too-long hangover or a didn’t-sleep-enough hangover, not that it mattered. I needed to get up and make some decisions. First, though, I needed to eat something.

      It was technically illegal to barter your ration coupons for money or goods or anything, but everybody did it. Few were willing to trade away their staples, their meager allowances of meat or fat or bread, but most everything else was negotiable, especially two things: wine and cigarettes.

      I didn’t smoke, which gave me an enormous advantage. The ration was two packs of cigarettes every 10 days, but only for men. The ration for wine was one bottle every 10 days, for men and women. Because the cigarettes weren’t nearly enough for those with the addiction — four smokes per day barely kept their hands busy for an hour, and that was if they didn’t share with their wives — those people were an easy target. The typical arrangement was for a drunk to trade his cigarette coupon for a wine coupon. Nobody was happy with the situation, but it was how you got by.

      I typically traded my cigarettes for wine, too, although I liked to think I wasn’t a drunk. But this time, I needed food. I had the cigarette coupon and I had cash. The biggest black market was way up by the Hotel de Ville. It moved around a bit, away from the shadow of the enormous fountain featuring the enormous woman with the enormous breasts, and the Gestapo sometimes raided the area. But I didn’t want to go up there.

      There were smaller black markets in every neighborhood, near the municipal buildings where you signed up for the ration cards and picked them up every month. I had seen the Saint-Fons building the previous day on my walk, and when I got there, the furtive knots of desperate men, talking and then walking into an alley to make the coupon exchange, were plentiful. The Gestapo could have scooped up a handful at any time if they so desired. It was just one more indication that the farther away you got from the center of the city, the less likely you were to find trouble.

      I joined the first group of men I encountered and said I needed food for a cigarette coupon, but nobody was interested. You had to be a special kind of addicted to the smokes to make that kind of deal, given that they said the ration cards would give you 1,300 calories a day, but most people thought it was more like 1,000, and everybody’s clothes were hanging off them. But I found a guy and we struck a bargain which we consummated in the alley: my cigarette coupon in exchange for a cabbage, a few grams of meat — likely two pieces of bacon — a baguette, and a bit of coffee.

      Back in the flat, I fried up half of the cabbage and one of the pieces of bacon. It was tastier than I had expected. That, along with half of the baguette and a cup of the ersatz coffee — barley and chicory and sawdust, for all I knew — were a feast, and I still had the other half for dinner. After cleaning up, I picked a bit of bacon out of my teeth and almost felt human. Then, with a second cup of the fake coffee, I went about the business of deciding my next move.

      It came down to four questions. I laughed because the first three were the exact same questions from the last time, back in 1938:

      1) Could I kill him?

      2) Did I have the guts?

      3) Could I possibly get away with it?

      4) Would it be enough to convince the Resistance of my loyalty?

      Back in 1938, the first three were the questions I asked myself repeatedly as I decided whether to try to kill Werner Vogl. Back then, the fourth question concerned my Uncle Otto, and whether I would be able to understand why Vogl had him killed. This time the fourth question was different, and it was more important. Because I needed positive answers to both No. 3 and No. 4 if I were to have any chance of resuming a normal life, not that anything was normal in Lyon in 1943. There was no way I could survive an existence where both Vogl and the Resistance were after me. Really, I couldn’t survive either of them being after me for very long, not all alone. As long as I was in danger from either of them, I couldn’t be with Manon or the baby. And that wasn’t a life I wanted to live. That just wasn’t an option.

      So I kept up the mantra, trying to be as systematic as I could:

      1) Could I kill him?

      2) Did I have the guts?

      3) Could I possibly get away with it?

      4) Would it be enough to convince the Resistance of my loyalty?

      Back in 1938, the first two questions were the hardest. I had never killed anyone, except for maybe an anonymous Italian in the war — and from such a distance that I never really knew either way. I was a spy, but really only a courier who took military information from skeptical German officers across the border and into Austria, hidden amid all of my traveling salesman’s paperwork. I was frightened enough that I was ready to quit a couple of times, and I was more than concerned that Vogl was on to me, but it wasn’t until I found out that he had arrested my uncle and had him killed that I thought about revenge.

      It was so out of character that Leon laughed when I first told him. But Otto’s death changed me in ways I never anticipated. And when he stopped laughing, Leon admitted that my plan for killing Vogl wasn’t bad. And I would have killed him, too, had not the Abwehr interrupted at the last second and used me to frame Vogl in their own plot.

      Since then, I had killed once in Zurich and three times in Lyon. I had convinced myself that each death was necessary in the end. I knew that Vogl’s death was the most necessary of all. I knew I could do it. I knew I had the guts. Part of me knew that I really had no choice. And the more I considered it, the more I believed that the Resistance would see the killing for what it was, a sign of which side I was really on.

      That left No. 3.

      Could I possibly get away with it?
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      Our little Resistance cell had only seven people in it — and that was if you included Leon as one of the seven. One was Lucianne, whose father had operated a loom in the silk factory next to Manon’s father. But he was dead, and her husband had been killed in the early days of the war in Belgium, and Lucianne was both committed to fighting the German occupiers and uniquely positioned to help — because her day job was working in the post office of Gestapo headquarters on Avenue Berthelot.

      Early on, when the council was trying to decide which Resistance cells to include in their little fucking club, it was Lucianne whose work did more to convince them than anything — more than, you know, Manon’s newspaper and me blowing up bridges and rail lines for them, me financing it myself. Assholes. Anyway, from her work in the post office, Lucianne was able to collect personal information on many of the Gestapo officers who were stationed in Lyon.

      For most, she was able to learn their faces when they picked up their mail — and, later, to match those names against the photos of random Gestapo officers that were being taken from a flat across the street from the front gate on Avenue Berthelot. With the occasional extra bit of digging — and it really wasn’t very hard, given that these were men away from home who were either desperate for or dreading contact with the people they left back in Germany — Lucianne was able to add some family details to the names and faces. And when the handbills starting turning up all over Lyon — with photos of otherwise anonymous Gestapo sergeants, revealing their names and their wives’ names and their children’s names — the Germans, in Max’s best expression, “shit the fuck out.” You had to be there. Even if they increased their roundups of suspected Resistance fighters, it was worth it to get so thoroughly under their skins. All we ever saw them do was strut. For that one, brief, glorious stretch, they were on their heels.

      Anyway, the council talked about those handbills for weeks. That was about three months earlier, and Lucianne had been forced to lay low after that, so as not to attract any suspicion. But now I needed her, and I intercepted her as she walked home after work.

      She was surprised and happy to see me. She greeted me with a hug and a kiss on both cheeks. I had been worried about approaching her, but that fear quickly ebbed. My concern was that she somehow had been told by a person in the Resistance that I wasn’t to be trusted anymore. I knew it was a small concern — the cells were individual and isolated, for the most part, with only the leadership in joint contact — but it was still a possibility. Then her hug told me that I had nothing to worry about because Lucianne might have been a capable spy, but she seemed incapable of faking that kind of emotion.

      We caught up as we walked, and then I said, “Look, I need your help with something.” Her look suddenly became serious, almost fearful.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Are they still all worked up about the handbills?”

      “No,” she said. “That’s calmed down. But I haven’t done anything since then, and I’m just worried. I feel like I just barely escaped — they questioned all the girls who work in the post office. It wasn’t hard questioning — they did it altogether in a group — but they said things like, ‘We need you all to be watching everything and everyone, including each other.’ And they threatened us.”

      “Threatened how?”

      “Just this,” Lucianne said. “They said that if they found out that anyone in the post office had betrayed them, that they would arrest not just that girl, but the rest of us, too.”

      She was scared. I understood completely.

      “Here’s what I need — and it’s nothing like the last time,” I said. I was doing the best I could to undersell the danger, and it was the truth. Mostly.

      “Do you know the name Werner Vogl?”

      “I’m not sure,” she said. “I don’t think so.”

      “I just need you to find out everything you can find out about him, and to do it in the next two days.”

      She started babbling, flustered, about the timing. I stopped her, and put my hand on her arm, and said, “Please try to be calm. It’s not like the last time. We’re not going to put his picture on handbills on the street. We’re not going to tell anybody about this. This is just the two of us, just you and me. But for a future operation, I need everything you can find.”

      “Future operation?” she said.

      “Not your concern. Just get me what you can — and don’t write anything down. Just do it from memory. You don’t have to dig anywhere that you shouldn’t be digging. Just whatever you can find.”

      “In the next two days?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      Lucianne had calmed down some. She had access to his mail, to any wire he might receive, and to his pay information — that was how the Gestapo got paid, at the post office, and that was where they might be sending some of their money home.

      “Just try to memorize anything you come across,” I said. “And that’s really it. Don’t go out of your way — just whatever you happen to see. Remember the name — Werner Vogl.”

      “Do you know his rank?” she said.

      “He was a captain a few years ago, but I don’t know now.”

      Lucianne’s fear seemed to have subsided. The simplicity of the task was apparent. There really was no risk, seeing as how it was her job to deal with all the information I was seeking. I told her I would meet her in two days, on the same walk home.
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      Despite my nonchalance, I wasn’t sure if I was putting Lucianne in danger or not. Before I intercepted her on the walk home, I wanted to be sure that she wasn’t being followed. It wasn’t going to be that easy, given that Avenue Berthelot would be lousy with people headed home from work at the same time. But I was pretty sure she wasn’t being tailed and then, when she stopped to buy a baguette on the way home, I was positive. It was the best and easiest way to stop a tail, stopping and shopping, and she was clean.

      I met up with her on the next block. The sidewalk wasn’t crowded at that point, but it wasn’t empty, either. There were two men in business suits walking about 20 feet ahead of us, and two teenage girls maybe 50 feet behind us. It was perfect, really. We did the hug and the kissing of the cheeks as if we hadn’t seen each other in a long time, just for show — but I really didn’t think anybody was watching.

      “So?” I said.

      “Your Werner Vogl is interesting,” she said. Her smile suggested he was dirty-interesting.

      “Meaning?”

      “He gets letters written in a feminine hand from two different places,” she said. “Berlin and Frankfurt. The one from Frankfurt was vaguely scented.”

      Vogl was a stick-up-the-ass, no-nonsense Nazi, but he did have both a wife and a girlfriend back in 1938 — he wife in Berlin, the girlfriend in Frankfurt. It was the only sign that he was short of perfection, and the Abwehr used it as an element of the scheme to frame him as a traitor. The story was too involved to tell Lucianne, though. It would have taken 15 minutes. I stuck with the basics — the girlfriend was the scented letter from Frankfurt.

      “There’s another thing,” Lucianne said. “He sends them both money every month.”

      “Who gets more?”

      “Same amount to each,” she said. “Shithead.”

      This was fascinating, but I couldn’t imagine how it might be helpful. I didn’t know what I was looking for, but that wasn’t it.

      “I was able to take a peek into his file — we share space with the records people,” she said.

      “One big happy Gestapo family.”

      “It was a quick look,” Lucianne said. “I was able to make him a duplicate pay envelope, and three other duplicates for three other officers. We get them empty and fill them with their pay. But I told the file clerk that the totals seemed incorrect on all of them and I needed to see their pay grades in the files. She made some crack about how all we ever do is save other people’s asses, and handed me the files, one by one. I could only take a quick scan.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “From what I could see, he was transferred from Cologne in 1938 and suffered a loss in rank,” she said. “It didn’t say why. He was transferred to Berlin, and he worked in administration for a while. Then I saw he was in Poland before he was here. But that was it. It was about a five-second glance.”

      “Is he a captain?”

      “Yeah,” she said. “Somewhere along the way, his rank was restored. But don’t ask me where.”

      I had figured as much. I never really believed they were going to ship him to Dachau after the Abwehr fit the frame around him. The politics of the Gestapo vs. the Abwehr was such that I always thought he would be protected by his own people somehow. As for the Poland part, I already knew that. It was all helpful in completing the picture of Vogl that I already carried in my head, but that picture wasn’t going to help me kill him.

      “Anything else?” I said.

      “He lives in the Hotel Terminus,” she said. “But almost all the officers do. Nothing special there.”

      When she was done, I acted about a thousand times more enthusiastic about the information Lucianne had brought me than I felt. Her smile told me how proud she was to be a part of the Resistance, and of this “future operation.” I thanked her profusely and told her to lay low again for a while.

      “No risks,” I said. “Be extra careful. The most important thing is for you to keep the job. I’m sure there will be another operation soon.”

      I really hoped that I hadn’t endangered her, and that her bogus pay packet scheme wouldn’t draw any attention or suspicions. Because the truth was, she didn’t give me shit. The truth also was that I had no reason to believe she would be able to supply me with anything but shit when I asked for her help, and that I had put her at risk for no reason.
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      The clock at the top of the Perrache station’s facade said it was 8:10 a.m. I think they kept it a minute or two fast. For nearly three weeks, Monday to Friday, I had walked through the train shed at pretty much the same time every morning, in the one open side and out the other. Sometimes I bought a newspaper as it could be part of the disguise when I was dressed as a businessman in a suit. That day, though, I didn’t. I was in my priest outfit, and carrying a small satchel, and that would be sufficient.

      It was my favorite disguise, mostly because nobody ever looked a priest in the eye. I take that back — little children sometimes did, pointing and occasionally laughing. “Look Mama, that man is wearing a dress.” At which point she would drag the pointing child in another direction, and shush him, and maybe slap his hand or the side of his head. But she would never look at my face. Nobody ever did.

      Once I was through the station and out the far side, the Hotel Terminus loomed on the left — solid, stone construction, substantial. The Terminus was the Gestapo dormitory, and all the officers lived there. They had their offices there at the start, too, before expanding to larger quarters on Avenue Berthelot. I wondered whose job it had been to clean the blood spatters off of the gold brocade. And did they feed the lopped-off fingers to one of the house cats or just set them out with the nightly garbage?

      I had grown confident over the weeks, probably too confident. But the disguise really was perfect. With my hair dyed gray, and a big pair of glasses, and the black cassock, and the black hat with the wide brim — it was like a small version of a Mexican sombrero — I honestly didn’t recognize myself. There was no way that Vogl would recognize me, not that I would afford him the chance. He tended to walk to work on nice days, and this was a bright and clear morning, but I still had a few minutes before he came out. I approached the bell captain, who was standing at a small podium just outside the front door.

      “A question, Monsieur?” I said. And, like everyone else, the bell captain looked more through me than at me.

      “Yes, Father,” he said. “We have no rooms, if that is your question. We are booked full with—” Then he stopped and just pointed at the red Nazi flags that had sprouted on numerous poles surrounding the hotel’s main entrance.

      “Oh, no,” I said. “I could never afford this, even if it were available. Can you point me toward the cathedral? My accommodations will be there.”

      He pointed north and said it was about a mile, and I did begin to walk that way. But after a block, I made a right turn and headed east. Then I doubled back and waited about a half-block from the corner. As if on cue, maybe five minutes later, I saw the man in the Gestapo captain’s uniform striding purposefully across the intersection. I followed him, maybe 300 feet behind.

      From the hotel to Avenue Berthelot wasn’t much more than a half-mile. It was a 12-minute walk at an easy pace most days, but Vogl was moving a little quicker than normal. We were on Cours de Verdun Recamier, headed in the direction of Pont Gallieni, one of the bridges over the Rhone. The bridge connected directly into Avenue Berthelot. The Gestapo headquarters was on the second block from the river. The complex, in the old army medical school, was on the right side of the street.

      I obviously knew where Vogl was going, but I was trying to be as thorough as possible, even given the fact that I was scared shitless whenever I was on the street. The new flat had been a godsend — I actually felt safe there — but the streets remained a terror. I couldn’t do it without the disguises, and Vogl wasn’t even the main reason for that. The Resistance remained just as big a threat, and theirs were faces that I mostly did not know.

      The hair dyes were a big part of it. Every night, in the bathroom sink of the flat, I changed the color — from my natural light brown either to black or gray. I had two pairs of eyeglasses containing plain glass, one with a heavy black frame, the other with a thinner gold frame. And I had a hat to go with every disguise — and two hats to go with the priest disguise: one the sun hat of a country priest and the other a more traditional biretta that you saw priests wear around the city. Since I had never been much of a hat wearer, except in truly shitty weather, the hats alone were plenty disguising. Among other reasons, they were all a half-size too big, at least. One of them — the businessman’s Trilby, sat so low that it perched on my eyebrows.

      I had four disguises all together. The least-disguising was the typical laborer’s outfit, although the tan flat cap helped. I wore that one the least. The businessman’s dark gray suit with the Trilby really was pretty effective, mostly because of the hat but partly because it was the most common look on the street in the morning near the hotel. Besides, I could use the newspaper as more camouflage, if necessary, because every suit was carrying either a briefcase or a newspaper or both. Still, I had never felt the need to hide behind the paper. I really was pretty careful.

      The priest outfit with the bigger hat was my favorite although I tried not to overuse it. And then there was my street cleaner’s get-up, which I bought off of a guy who was beyond down-and-out. I gave him enough money to eat for a month on the black market — or, in his case, enough to drink for maybe two weeks. In exchange, I received some stained coveralls, a beat-up hat, a small dustbin on wheels, a broom, and a shovel. When I asked the guy how he was going to live without the tools for his job, he said, “I’ll be honest, I just stole them from someone else.”

      Rotating through the disguises, wearing a different one in the evening than I wore in the morning, I gave myself three weeks to study Vogl’s habits. I decided to skip the weekends and concentrate on Monday to Friday. I had started on a Tuesday and ended three Mondays later. The final Monday was the morning I was wearing the priest outfit with the big-brimmed hat, and it was fairly typical.

      On nice days, Vogl would leave the hotel at right about 8:15 and walk the same way. If it was raining, or just crappy, he would sometimes get a ride. But when he walked, the route was identical — down Cours de Verdun Recamier, across Pont Gallieni, pause for a few seconds to wait for the cop in the middle of the intersection to stop traffic so he could cross Avenue Leclerc, and then down Avenue Berthelot. He was at the front gate of Gestapo headquarters at 8:27 most days, and likely in his office by 8:30.

      More days than not, he would leave work at 4:30. But the problem for me was that while Vogl did have habits, they weren’t entirely consistent. The weather affected his decision to walk or be driven, but that was a relatively predictable variable. His work, though, could bring him into the office later than 8:30, and it sometimes kept him there well into the night. He stayed as late as 8 p.m. on two of the 15 nights. One night, I wasn’t sure when he left because I gave up to get home to my flat and beat the curfew. And then there was the day he never showed up at Avenue Berthelot at all.

      In the three weeks of watching, I was able to identify only one constant. It was on Fridays, and it was in the morning. It didn’t matter if it was raining, or sunny, or overcast and blustery, because the same thing happened in all three weather conditions.

      At 8:15 on every Friday morning, Werner Vogl came out of the front entrance of the Hotel Terminus and walked to Avenue Berthelot. But on those three days, and only those three days, he had a companion. And while I could never get close enough to be 100 percent sure, I was reasonably certain that Vogl’s companion was Klaus Barbie’s dog, Hildy, tethered on a thick leather leash.
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      Because it had been more than three weeks, I needed to go back to Marcel’s shop and check on Leon’s side business. I told Leon I would keep the money flowing, and it was a promise I intended to keep, even if I was so scared during the walk that I nearly pissed the cassock.

      I did my espionage due diligence, walking past the shop on the opposite side of the street, checking in another shop window for a potential tail, walking another block just to make sure, and then right, left, right, and left before finally coming back upon Marcel’s door. I didn’t feel a tail, and I was dressed as a priest besides, so fuck it — which wasn’t much of an attitude for a man of the cloth but, well, fuck it.

      “Ah, Father, what brings you to my humble shop today?” It was clear that Marcel didn’t recognize me, so I decided to play along.

      “A gift for a friend,” I said.

      “And what are your friend’s interests?”

      “It’s hard to pick just one, because Leon is a man of many and varied interests,” I said. At that point, Marcel stopped looking through me and started looking at me. It still took him a second, and then he just said, “Well, fuck me.”

      “Fine way to speak to a priest.” He stepped from behind the counter and walked around me in a circle.

      “Jesus Christ, I can’t believe it.”

      “Again with the language.”

      “Goddaaam,” he said, and then Marcel whistled as a form of punctuation.

      I wanted to hug him but held off. It was the best I had felt in a while, just knowing how effective the disguise was. I was pretty sure, but you can never completely trust yourself. This was confirmation. I felt relaxed, and suddenly really needed the bathroom. Marcel pointed, and I didn’t hesitate.

      When I returned, he got right down to business.

      “You just missed him,” Marcel said.

      “Who?”

      “Leon,” he said. “About an hour ago.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “I gave him his latest packet. It was literally an hour ago. He said they’re on the afternoon train to Marseille — 4 o’clock, I think. And he gave me the next batch — a woman and a 10-year-old boy.”

      I opened my little travel bag and took out the payment for those next two identity cards. I now had an opportunity to see Leon, but did I dare chance a meeting at the flat where they were hiding? I wasn’t sure, and I had time to consider. As I counted out the money on the glass counter, Marcel stopped me, mid-count.

      “You know, they’re after you,” he said. And while I knew exactly what he was talking about, I played dumb.

      “They?”

      “The council,” he said.

      “You know about the council?”

      “Of course I know,” Marcel said. “There aren’t many people in regular contact with people from Combat, from Liberation, from your place, whatever it’s called. But I happen to be one of those people. In fact, I might be the only person. It’s a unique benefit of my chosen profession.”

      “So—”

      “So you know they’re after you, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “The bullets they shot at me were a fair bit of confirmation.”

      Marcel scooped up the money off the counter and put it in his special drawer. He fiddled with something else in the drawer that I couldn’t see. It crossed my mind that it was a gun. But whatever it was, he left it where it was and silently closed the drawer.

      “You know, I’m supposed to turn you in,” he said.

      “Will you?”

      “I’m supposed to, Father. I was specifically asked to keep an eye out for you. They asked if you had been in the shop recently, and I told them no. So that was a lie. But I’m not sure I want to get into the business of routinely lying to those people. I mean, I have a skill that they need, but I’m not sure lying to the Resistance is a smart strategy in the long term — mostly because I’m not sure there tends to be much of a long term for such people.”

      Marcel said that the Resistance had actually told him about a designated letter box in a certain building where he was to leave a message if I had been in the shop.

      “I was to attempt to make a future appointment with you — for delivery of a new identity card, presumably,” he said. “But in any case, I was to leave them a message, if not with a future time than just with these words: ‘The two-faced coin is in stock.’”

      “That’s pretty hokey.”

      “That’s what I thought, but it’s their game, so it’s their rules.”

      “So what are you going to do?” I said. “I mean, will you?”

      Marcel stopped as if he were thinking — not deciding, not exactly, but just trying to come up with the justification for whatever decision he had already made. It was as if he had gone over it in his head enough times but hadn’t quite found the words. When he began speaking, it was as if he was groping for those words.

      “If you were coming in for papers for yourself, I might,” he said. “If it was just you, trying to get new papers so you could disappear, I might turn you in. Sorry, but I might.”

      “But that isn’t wh—”

      “I know, I know — and that has made it harder for me, more complicated. But that’s what I keep coming back to. You’re not doing this for yourself. These papers, none of them have been for you. None of them have been for your family. The risks that you have running here — the risks that you are still running, even though people are taking rifle shots at you—”

      “You knew they were rifle shots?” I said. With that, we both smiled.

      “I told you that I talked to everybody,” he said. “But that’s it. The risks you have run, that you still run, they are not the risks a traitor would run. That’s what I keep coming back to.”

      “So maybe you could tell them that.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      Look, this is a tough time,” Marcel said “Shit, I don’t have to tell you that, but it is. It’s just tough. There is mistrust on about eight levels — different factions, different ideologies. I hope I’m not insulting you, but those fucking Communists give me a headache — but I cannot get involved in that. You run risks, I run risks. I think we both do it for the right reasons. But I can’t get myself in the middle of your shit.”

      But we both knew he was getting himself in the middle by keeping my secret. And when I began to speak, it was with a true feeling of gratitude.

      “Look, I appreciate—”

      “Enough talk,” he said. And then he walked down to the end of the counter and pulled out a wax paper envelope full of loose stamps. “I don’t care what you’re dressed like, you still need to buy something, just in case. And I went out and got some cheaper merchandise, just for you.”

      He looked down at the pile.

      “The cheapest one,” I said. “I’m on a priest’s salary now.”

      “There was a time I would never have permitted shit like this in my shop,” Marcel said, plucking one out and putting it into an envelope of its own. He really did appear to be disgusted.
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      I thought about going to visit Leon at the flat, confident as I was about the priest disguise, but then I thought better of it. There was no reason to be cocky. I could just arrange to run into him at the train station. It was a little counterintuitive, but a public meeting was safer than a private meeting, given everything.

      I would need some kind of train ticket, just in case, so I bought one to the second stop on the same train as Leon and his guests, the night train to Marseilles. In all likelihood, I would just throw it away after we were done talking.

      So I bought my ticket and parked myself on a bench. I had managed to purchase a priest’s breviary from a second-hand bookstore, just to complete the disguise, and pulled it out and began reading. Well, not actually reading — the book was written in Latin — but pretending to read. I had to remind myself to turn the page every few minutes.

      From what I gathered, priests were supposed to read from it every day. And given that I now paid close attention to priests who were in public, but from a distance, it seemed that they all had their noses in the book whenever they had a spare minute. On one of my businessman-in-a-suit days, I sat down next to a priest on the very same bench and interrupted his reading, asking how long it took him every day.

      “Most days, two-and-a-half hours,” he said. “Some days, three.”

      “Wow. It’s like another job.”

      “But remember,” he said. “I don’t have a wife to listen to at night.”

      Neither did I. And while I had managed to avoid the almost daily temptation of going to see her, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out. The truth was, I was really thinking about going that night. As I was thinking, Leon arrived on the platform with a woman who was hand-in-hand with a little girl, maybe 5 years old.

      Leon walked within two feet of me and did not react. When I stood from the bench and said, “Please, sit,” he thanked me but still did not react — not immediately. It was only after they were on the bench that he saw through the disguise. So I sat again, and the four of us looked like what we were, people chatting on a bench in the train station. And within a minute or two, after introductions were made and explanations offered — no, I wasn’t really a priest and, yes, Marcel told me where to find you — the conversation was just between him and me.

      “What’s with the dress?” Leon said. And with that, I explained what I had been doing for the previous three weeks.

      “Because?” he said.

      “You know why,” I said.

      “Fuck no, not again?”

      “Yes again,” I said. “Remember the last time I told you.”

      We had been in a bar in Vienna. He was waiting for a source who might or might not have had a tip on a story, and he laughed when I told him I wanted to kill Vogl — like, literally laughed. But as I explained the reasoning, and detailed as much of the plan as I had sketched out in my head, he warmed at least a little to the idea. But the irony of the scheme — that is, that I was the careful one and Leon was the daredevil, and I wanted to take the risk and he thought it was crazy — would always stick with both of us.

      Five years later, though, a lot was different — about each of us personally, and about our lives, and about the hell we lived in — and it was as if we no longer were permitted the luxury of personal irony.

      Instead, as Leon listened to my idea that killing Vogl would not only get him out of the way but also convince the Resistance of my loyalty, he just said, “Have you figured out how you’re going to do it?”

      The truth was, I had not. I had promised myself to do three full weeks of reconnaissance and to keep an open mind, and I had just finished, and I had not yet synthesized everything we knew. I was about to give him the summary of my surveillance of Vogl when we were interrupted by two black uniforms and a single question: “Papers, please.”

      This was, I immediately realized, the flaw in my priestly disguise. I was dressed as a civilian in the picture on my identity card and was not identified as a priest. My only hope was that these two Gestapo mugs had never seen a priest’s identity card, either.

      I dropped the breviary as I stood up to reach into my pocket. The uniform said, “No, not you, Father.”

      I sat back down. The identity cards for Leon, and woman and the child were passed to the uniform. He moved a step away to get a better look beneath an overhead light. As he did it, he blocked the view of the other goon. And in that instant, I looked at Leon and he mouthed one word: “Louis.”

      He once told me he was Louis in every one of his fake identities, and that is what I would have guessed. Now I had some confirmation, and a bit of room to maneuver.

      “And how do you know these people, Father?” the uniform said, turning his attention back to us.

      “I have seen my friend Louis here in church, but not as often as perhaps I should see him, isn’t that right?”

      Leon looked at me and then dropped his eyes.

      “You’re right, Father,” he said.

      “And them?” the uniform said. He looked down and eyed up their identity cards for a second time, cards bearing I-had-no-idea-what names.

      “I have also seen them in my parish,” I said. “But I am relatively new there and don’t know all the names. But the child is strikingly beautiful, don’t you think? Dressed on Sunday, you can imagine she looks like an angel. So when I saw them walk by, I invited them to sit with Louis and I. A small parish meeting from Saint Marie’s. We are all on the same train, too. Imagine the coincidence.”

      “Tickets?”

      Fortunately, they were for three different stations along the line — mine first (I was using it as a bookmark in the breviary), then Leon’s (to a station where he would transfer on the line back to Paris), then our Jewish friends (who were going further south). Satisfied, or at least satisfied enough, the uniform handed everything back, and he and his partner walked over to scare the shit out of the people sitting on the next bench.

      At which point, we all exhaled. The three adults instinctively congratulated the little girl on her performance, although the truth was, we all likely felt a bit emboldened by surviving the cursory check of our papers — or at least I did. But as the train approached the station, I was worried that I would have to use my ticket and ride the one stop for no reason, lest the two Gestapo goons see me leave and suspect something. But then, with a single warning blow of the train’s whistle, the two of them hurriedly hopped across the track to the opposite platform. The train would block their view, and I would be able to get out after all.

      The Jews said a round of thank-yous as we stood up. Leon and I hugged, but there were no tears this time.

      “I want to help if I can,” he said.

      “I don’t know—”

      “Listen. If you come up with a plan that needs an extra hand, I can help. I want to help. It’s the least I can do.”

      “I think you have enough risk in your life.”

      “Maybe,” Leon said. “But if this works, you eliminate Vogl and you eliminate the suspicion of the Resistance at the same time. How can I pass up the chance to see you kill two birds with one stone? Isn’t that what the English say?”

      I had no idea, but I liked it.
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      I was tired when I arrived at the door of the silk factory. It had been a long day on my feet including the last two miles from the station, the last bit straight uphill to Croix-Rousse. But I was convinced I was invincible in the priest’s get-up. Leon’s initial inability to recognize who I was had been the last bit of encouragement that I needed. My life was only going to get more dangerous, at least in the short-term. Here and now, dressed like Father Alex, was my last, best chance to see Manon before I went about the business of trying to kill Werner Vogl.

      I knocked our special knock, and I could hear her running to answer. She opened the door slowly and dragged me inside and hugged me immediately. I mean, there was no way I was going to fool her. We hugged, and then we kissed, and then she began to work a couple of the buttons on the cassock.

      “Here,” I said, let me pull it over my head.”

      “No, just a couple of buttons,” she said.

      “Really? Some fantasy of yours?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Isn’t that against the rules?”

      “Who are you going to tell? When was the last time your ass was in a church?”

      I had a lot to tell her when we were finished and re-buttoned. She was almost done printing the latest edition of La Dure Vérité, and wanted to get finished before she went home, so we sat in the little store room in the back and talked over the Roneo, which hummed when it wasn’t clattering and clattered when it wasn’t humming. There was a loose bit of something in the machine’s innards, but I had no idea how to fix it.

      I realized I hadn’t told her that the Resistance had tried to kill me. I knew she would be wild when she heard, and she was. She exploded with a string of invective that was brutal, even for her, including the memorable “if it was that motherfucking ass-grabber, I swear…”

      But she calmed down almost as quickly as she erupted. She asked for more details, took it all in, nodded. “Yeah, it was definitely those assholes,” she said. “I mean, what else do we have to do—”

      “I know.” I was trying to be rational even though I shared every bit of her sentiment. “I know. But why doesn’t matter, and the fact that they’re wrong doesn’t matter. They’re trying to kill me, and I have to stop them. And because of that, I have to get out of here. Like, in five minutes.”

      Manon grabbed my hand, but she knew I was right. A priest had showed up at the silk factory after work hours. If anyone saw it, and thought about it for more than a second, a phone call could lead to another phone call, and to trouble. So I didn’t have much time to tell her about my plan to kill Vogl.

      Again, she put aside her emotions and listened intently. She was a professional spy, after all — or at least she had been at the start of the war, before she grew sick of the incompetence of her bosses in Zurich. She understood why I’d spent three weeks attempting to discern a pattern in Vogl’s activities. She immediately dismissed the idea of doing anything to him after his work day was over.

      “It’s too erratic,” she said. “You could never plan something and be confident it would take place. And you can’t leave your ass hanging out too long here. It has to be quick.”

      “So you agree?”

      “I don’t know the plan yet because you don’t know the plan yet,” she said. “But the concept, yes. I agree. It scares the hell out of me but, yes, I agree. Because the way you’re living now is no way to live.”

      “We could just try to make a run for it,” I said. “Back to Switzerland. Or to Spain.”

      “I don’t run,” she said. “You know that.”

      “I know, but with the baby—”

      “We don’t run,” she said. “Besides, you’ve already been chased from Austria to Czechoslovakia to Switzerland to France — and Vogl is still there, still after you. Enough. You’d have to get to America to get away from him — and what are the odds? No. And I don’t run.”

      We talked some more about what I had seen. She agreed with what had become my preliminary thought, that the time when he was walking the dog on Fridays likely made the most sense because it was the most predictable.

      “Night is best,” she said. “It’s better than in the morning. Nothing there? Nothing at night? No pattern at all? I know he leaves work at erratic hours, but is there no cigarette on the front steps of the hotel before bed? Nothing like that?”

      “Sometimes he goes out to eat,” I said. “At least I think it’s out to eat. A driver takes him somewhere at dinnertime and brings him back about two hours later. But I had no way to follow him in a car. And it was only twice in three weeks.”

      “No, that won’t do — not enough information and too random,” she said.

      “Look, I really should go,” I said, the plan unresolved. I looked over at the Roneo, which was finished. I leaned in for a whiff of the paper and Manon said, “Like every schoolboy.”

      We were avoiding the obvious, and neither of us spoke the words as we hugged in parting. The truth was, this might be the last time we ever saw each other. If the plan went well, and I killed Vogl, and I was able to escape detection, and I was able to convince the Resistance of my loyalty, Manon and I could be together again. But that was a lot of ifs, a string of contingencies. If even one of them failed to fall into place, we could be done. I could be dead, or on the run. And Manon had made it more than clear that she would not run.

      Into the silence that we shared, I broke the hug, gestured at the Roneo and said, “Let me take a bundle.”

      “Well…”

      “The usual?” This was a reference to the used bookstore without a name on Rue Romarin. The word “BOOKS” was stenciled on the plate-glass window in the front, and that was it. The woman behind the counter was named Marie, no last name. That was all I knew — other than that there was a big delivery slot in the back of the store, big enough to accommodate an oversized book. We would drop a tied bundle of the flyers through the slot, and she would handle distribution in the neighborhood. Marie took care of about 25 percent of our print run that way.

      I tied a bundle with some twine. Manon said, “You’re going as the priest?”

      “You might be right,” I said. “It’s bad enough to have been seen on the way in as a priest. On the way out would be worse. There are some coveralls here, right?”

      And so, dressed as a silk weaver who had just worked some overtime at the factory, I left with a small cardboard satchel filled with La Dure Vérité. I felt almost naked without the priest disguise, but at least it gave me something to worry about — better than thinking about how I had tried to memorize every line and imperfection on Manon’s face in the last few minutes I was with her.
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      It wasn’t curfew yet, but I still decided to travel to Rue Romarin through the traboules. Because while there was no reason for the Gestapo to stop a man carrying a small suitcase as he walked the streets of Lyon before curfew, there was no prohibition against them doing it, either. There really were no rules anymore, other than that they made the rules up as they went along, and there was nothing anybody could do about it.

      So when I walked in the first door at Cour de Vaces, I just looked like somebody who lived in one of the apartments. And then I began my journey of repetition: down the 10-or-so steps, into the little courtyard at the base of the surrounding buildings, across the courtyard to one of the exits, down another couple of steps and through a dark passageway, out the door that led to the next narrow street, then across that street and into another nondescript door, then down another 10 or so steps.

      Over and over, that was the journey down from the hills of Croix-Rousse into the center of the city. For some reason, I allowed myself to take in a few of the details along the way — I guess because I didn’t feel as if I was being chased. And if I sensed any danger at all, there were a dozen places to hide the little suitcase in one of the traboules — behind one of the big earthenware planters in the one, planters that held palm trees, of all things; in the wooden box containing gardening tools in another; or maybe behind on a hook behind the wool tapestry that hung on one wall. I looked behind it to see if there was a hook and there was.

      There were traboules in old Lyon that were more beautiful than the ones in Croix-Rousse, mostly because old Lyon was once a truly wealthy district while Croix-Rousse was always working class. But the traboules in Croix-Rousse were still beautiful in their own ways, mostly because of those little touches inserted by the current residents, like the palm trees and the tapestry. But what really hit you was what they represented: the whiff of danger. If Max had been right, they were not about the architecture or about keeping the silk dry as it was transported down to the river. If he was right, the traboules were about the nefarious, and had been for centuries.

      I actually took my time — there was still plenty of time before the curfew. I could drop the flyers at the bookstore and easily be home to the flat. So it was actually a nice stroll, down and down, into the Cour de Vaces with the beautiful stone staircase, out on Montee Sainte-Sebastien, through the narrow street passage and in on Rue Imbert-Colomes, then out on Rue Des Tables Claudiennes, then in and out again on Rue Burdeau, down and down, then out on a street I still didn’t know and back in to the next house across the way, then out on Rue des Capucins, then across the street and in one more traboule, where the exit was on Rue Romarin. I opened the final door and the street was dark and deserted. There were so few people out at night anymore, even early in the evening. No one had any money to spend, and none of the restaurants had any food worth spending it on — and forget the bars. It was almost impossible to get drunk in Lyon anymore unless you made the wine yourself in the bathtub.

      The bookstore was one block down on the right. The lights were off in the front but, after I walked between buildings and to the back door, the light was on in the back of the shop. Then I saw Marie on the back steps, feeding two alley cats. She heard me and looked up, and I could tell that she recognized me before I could speak.

      “You keep feeding them and they’ll never go away,” I said.

      “Kind of like you people,” she said.

      I opened the suitcase and took out the bundle of flyers, leaving the cassock and the bashed-in hat. She held it in her hand as we talked. I asked about the danger of distributing the flyers and she shrugged.

      “One of the benefits of being an old woman is that no one looks at you for very long,” she said. Old women and priests, then. Who knew?

      “I can easily take about 20 or 30 sheets a day,” she said. “They fit nicely in the inside pocket of my coat. And even if there were a few lumps, well, who thinks twice about the lumps in an old lady’s coat? I have some regulars who I know want them, and the rest, I just stick them in mail slots, or maybe leave one in the slats of a park bench. This stack will be gone in a week, no problem.”

      “Do you think it makes a difference?” I said. It was the question I always asked myself, because other than Manon and one or two others, I never knew anybody who actually read what Manon put out. It was almost impossible for either of us to gauge the reaction. Was it meaningful, or were we shouting into the wind? We just didn’t know.

      “Here’s the way I look at it,” Marie said. “I have people who ask me for it and ask when the next one is coming. So those people are reading. I know that for sure. If they pass it along to somebody else — and I tell them all to do that — then between those second readers and the people who just find it in their mail slot one day, I think yes. I think it makes a difference. We all need something to hold on to. We all need some sign of hope. That’s what these are,” she said, holding up the bundle. “They’re hope.”

      “I can’t tell you how much it means to hear that,” I said. My voice cracked at the end, as I thought about how happy Manon would be to know what Marie had said, and wondered whether I would ever be able to tell her.

      “Put it this way,” Marie said. “I wouldn’t take the risk if I didn’t believe it was helping. I mean, I might be old but I don’t have a death wish.”

      I left her with the bundle, and the cats, and with a kiss on each cheek. I still had time to get home to the flat, but I had to get to the journey. Curfew wasn’t for an hour and there were about two miles to walk. It wouldn’t be a problem, but I needed to get started, especially if I wanted to give myself time for the odd detour, just to be sure I wasn’t being followed.

      I walked back through the alley and turned right onto Rue Romarin. I hadn’t walked for two minutes when the black Citroen pulled over next to me, tires squealing, and the two uniforms invited me to sit between them in the big back seat. The black trench coat in the passenger seat welcomed me with, “Nice to see you tonight, Herr Kovacs.”
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      We drove for about five minutes, south from the center of the city into the old part of Lyon. Other than the initial greeting from the trench coat, using my real name, no one said anything. Traffic was less than half of what it used to be even during the day, given the scarcity of petrol, and it was almost non-existent at that time of night, so close to the curfew. The only other car that we passed was another black Citroen, and each honked to the other as a greeting.

      The car stopped in front of an old bouchon. I didn’t know exactly where we were, but I did see a church steeple looming behind the restaurant. I think it was Saint George’s. The light from the restaurant shone through the big front window and splashed onto the sidewalk. There appeared to be a half-dozen tables occupied, most in twos and threes, all in black uniforms. In a world of rationing, the Gestapo were the only ones who routinely ate well.

      The two uniforms and the trench coat escorted me inside. I was taken to the only table that was occupied by a single individual. It was Werner Vogl.

      “Alex, Alex, please join me,” he said, half-standing then returning to his seat. The napkin was tucked into his shirt beneath his chin, like a bib.

      “Thank you, gentlemen, that’ll be all,” he said to the three henchmen who had transported me. They were gone and I was sitting there, right near the front window, and Vogl was waving for the waitress to bring me a plate.

      “No thank you,” I said. It was half-hearted, though, and Vogl told the waitress, “No, leave it. He might change his mind.”

      It was an old place, as the bouchons tended to be. Rustic did not begin to describe the main dining room. The ceiling was held up by rough, exposed wooden beams — but they had been haphazardly reinforced in places. The table were all the same, about 30 inches square, but the chairs were mismatched, some cane back, some solid, all worn. The floor was made of wood planks, the wood in a bit better shape than the ceiling beams. For decoration, a wagon wheel hung on one wall.

      In the center of the room, there was an iron spiral staircase — down to the kitchen, up to a loft. When I asked to use the bathroom, Vogl said “certainly” and pointed me up the steps, where the loft contained the toilet, about 10 more tables, and an impressive wave of hot air that had risen from the kitchen and though the main dining room.

      There also was a private dining room on the main floor as well as a small bar. When I came back from the bathroom, every time I saw someone look in as they scurried past on the way home before the curfew, I so wished we were in that back room rather than in the front window. There was an ancient grandfather sitting on an elevated stool behind the bar, and he was sleepily taking in everything, too, especially me. The waitresses were a mother and daughter who sounded as if they were quietly bickering about the daughter’s latest boyfriend. It was a running argument playing out over time, a few words here, a few there, in between restaurant conversation about water pitchers and bread baskets. But they, too, were looking me up and down. Vogl noticed, too.

      “You do seem to be attracting some attention,” he said. “I guess they don’t get many civilians in here anymore.”

      The food was plain, delicious and massive. Just the bread basket, with real butter, would normally have fed me for two days. The salad Lyonnaise made me want to cry — lettuce, other greens, onions, two quarters of a tomato, croutons, a beautiful poached egg on top and enough bits of bacon mixed throughout — real bacon, meat not just fat, some in every bite.

      “Are you sure?” Vogl said, as they took the half-eaten salad and brought the next course. I just shook my head reflexively.

      The quenelle that came next was perfect. Big and fat, cooked in its own dish, swimming in a sea of cheesy fish sauce just made for the bread to wipe clean. Served along with a big plate of grilled vegetables and a mound of rice, crowned by a dollop of tomato sauce.

      Then came the dessert. It was crème brûlée, the sugar burned on top. Sugar! You needed cream and eggs to make the creme which meant it was impossible to make in Lyon in 1943, but the burned sugar on top — well, let’s just say that you couldn’t duplicate it with saccharine.

      He offered again. I declined again. But when the waitress brought the coffee, I couldn’t resist. I had not had real coffee in months, maybe a year. I missed it more than the wine sometimes. One cup, I figured. It was only a small sin.

      “Finally,” Vogl said. “Here, here, have some cream with it.”

      Coffee with cream. Okay, two small sins. I think I might have moaned after I took the first sip. But Vogl snapped me out of my brief ecstasy.

      “So, Alex, it has been too long,” he said. He wasn’t smiling anymore. “In case you were wondering, the Gestapo never believed the result of that little trial we had. They protected me from any real punishment. And after a few months, all was forgotten.”

      I wanted to tell him that I already knew that, but thought better of it. There was no advantage to be gained, and only the possibility of raising his antennae. I took another sip of the coffee instead. I don’t know what it said about me, but I was staring at my potential executioner across the table and still determined to finish the coffee before it turned cold.

      “So I had a choice,” Vogl said. He began talking about Fritz Ritter, the Abwehr general who was really the traitor to Germany, the old friend of my uncle who used me as bait in an elaborate frame-up of Vogl. I had not seen Ritter since 1940 and wondered if he were alive or dead. When Vogl kept referring to him in the present tense, I was slightly cheered.

      “I could either go after him and get my revenge that way, or I could go after you,” Vogl said. But Ritter was too complicated a maneuver because he was traveling constantly with the Abwehr and because the Abwehr rivalry against the Gestapo would always add a layer of protection.

      “You, on the other hand, were unprotected,” he said. With that, he inhaled an impolitely big spoonful of crème brûlée and then wiped the corners of his mouth with the bib.

      “Unprotected,” he said again.

      Other than to ask for the bathroom, I’m not sure I had said much of anything since sitting down. If he was waiting for some kind of reply, I had none. He was right — I was unprotected. I thought he didn’t know the half of it, that I was in both the Gestapo’s sights and the Resistance’s sights. But I shouldn’t have been so naïve.

      “You’re probably wondering by now,” he said. “You’re wondering why we keep arresting you and keep letting you go. You’re wondering why I just looked at you out of the window that day. It’s really simple. I’m going to get my revenge by letting your own people kill you.”

      I had considered this, in my most despairing moments, but had rejected the notion because the Gestapo were never about art. They were about brutality, and they were about delivering the brutality themselves.

      But this was Vogl, who used to attempt to offer academic comparisons to me between the Roman Empire and the Third Reich. He was, I had to admit, a different kind of Nazi. Thinking about it, and about him, it all began to make sense.

      “You know, we’re sitting so near the window for a reason,” he said, pointing out toward the street. “The Resistance keeps track of us everywhere. I know that, Barbie knows that — he eats in public restaurants, too, just to taunt them. They walk by the windows and take attendance whenever I am here. It is the same faces every time. They think they are so clever, but I don’t care. And now they have seen you. And at least a few of them have seen you drinking coffee. And one or two more will see you leaving by yourself in about five minutes.

      “Twice now, you have been released from Avenue Berthelot while your sabotage partners have been beaten or even killed.”

      I tried to resist asking, but I couldn’t.

      “Max?” I said.

      “The young kid? The one who called you Pops? You will be happy to know that he fought to the end. Vive la France. Whatever.” Vogl sipped his coffee. “Very foul mouth, that one.”

      Goddamn. I suddenly felt sick to my stomach. Only some of it was my feeling for Max, though.

      “I’m going to let your own people do it,” Vogl said. “They’ve seen you released twice now. They will see you leave this bouchon in a minute after sharing a meal with me. It won’t be long now.”

      He paused. “I know they already tried once,” he said. The look of surprise on my face must have been evident, because he immediately followed up with, “You’re surprised that I know? That actually hurts me, that you would think I didn’t.”

      Vogl stood and indicated that I should do the same. He yanked the bib out of his neck and shucked on his uniform jacket. He walked me to the door, out on the sidewalk, out in the open, and he hugged me.

      “Laying it on a little thick, aren’t you?” I said.

      “Nonsense. It’s the perfect picture. You know someone is watching, and when he tells the story, it’s all that he’ll talk about.”

      By then, I had extricated myself from the embrace. But one final time, Vogl leaned in and whispered in my ear, “This is much more fun than just having one of my men cut your throat. That is simple violence. This, this is art.”
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      Big streets, no hurrying, no hiding — that was the walk back to my flat. No evasive tactics, no circling back, no looking behind me — that was how little I cared. Because I really didn’t care, not about the curfew, not about anything. And as it happened, I never saw another black Citroen the whole way.

      If I had really been able to think about it, been able to strip away the maelstrom of emotions in which I was struggling, what Vogl had told me was actually good news on a couple of levels. First off, I wasn’t crazy because they had been toying with me. I didn’t have all the details down, but my sense had been correct all along. They were fucking with me, and now I knew the reason why. At least my instincts and my sanity were intact. It was a small comfort, but what the hell.

      But there was something else, too. I had lived for nearly a month believing that two different entities were trying to kill me, the Gestapo and the Resistance. What Vogl had just told me cut the number of potential assassins in half. Because the truth was, at least in the short term, the Gestapo wasn’t after me. They didn’t want to arrest me, or torture me, or kill me. Instead, they wanted to leave me naked on the streets, prey for the Resistance. And while the Resistance was more dangerous than the Gestapo in some ways, because of their greater numbers and their relative anonymity, it wasn’t as if the Gestapo was a bunch of weekend amateurs when it came to violence. So eliminating them from the let’s-kill-Alex playing field was significant.

      But it also was temporary. It really was a short-term reprieve. I mean, it had to be. Because Werner Vogl had a boss, a fellow named Klaus Barbie. And while Vogl had apparently been able to convince Barbie to play it his way, it was hard to believe that the man with the fourth-floor torture chamber above his office would sit still for too long while Vogl’s twisted scenario played itself out. I didn’t know how long I had before the Gestapo came after me, but it wasn’t forever. My guess was two weeks, but it was only a guess.

      But it was a guess that I didn’t make for a while. It took hours before all of this dawned on me — it was the next morning, in fact. On the walk back to my flat from the bouchon, I didn’t have that capability yet. I was in a complete fog. I nearly got run over by an empty bus that must have been heading back to the garage. It was noisy, and belching smoke from that wood-burning contraption on the front, and it was the only vehicle on the streets, and I still walked right in front of it. The driver slammed on the breaks and swerved, just barely missing me. He actually got out of the bus and began cursing me. I just mumbled a few sorry’s and continued on south toward the flat.

      I didn’t have the ability to string together a series of coherent thoughts, to game out different scenarios. I really felt like I was drowning, and there was this noise in my ears that distracted me whenever I tried to concentrate on any single aspect of my predicament, a noise that wouldn’t go away.

      Because while I wasn’t naïve — I had seen evil before, experienced it, lived within the midst of it — I had never seen someone get as much pure joy out of evil as Vogl had at our dinner. It was stunning, and I was stunned, and I couldn’t shake it. Killing your enemy in a war made sense to me. Even if your motives were evil, as the Nazis’ were, there was a certain basic understanding there. Even the terror of torture, well, I got it. You were after information, you had no morals, you cut off a finger — and if they didn’t tell you what you needed to know, you cut off another finger. It was inhuman, but there was at least a line of thinking, that you would do whatever it took to get the information you needed. It was all an exercise of power.

      But what was Vogl doing? He wasn’t seeking information. He wasn’t simply seeking revenge, either. No, what he was doing was torturing me for fun. He was taking pleasure out of my terrible predicament — a predicament that he’d created. It was as if I were a wounded rabbit stuck in a cage with a badger — and not only had Vogl wounded me and put me in the cage, now he wanted to watch. The whole purpose, it seemed, was to give him that chance to watch. It was as if he got off on it.

      And that, I had never experienced. The inhumanity of it made it hard for me to catch my breath. It was only the next morning when it dawned on me that Vogl might be a sick and evil bastard, but it was because he was a sick and evil bastard that I was still alive and still had a chance.
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      Sleep was what I needed. I was days behind, not merely hours. If I could just pass out, I believed things would be better when I woke up. It was the only concrete thought I could hold in my head as I entered the building and walked up the stairs to my flat. But when I reached for my key, I quickly realized I wouldn’t be needing it. The door of the flat was wide open.

      I walked in and dropped the suitcase at my feet. I couldn’t believe I still had it and the things inside — the cassock and hat, the eyeglasses and the breviary. Neither the Gestapo goons who picked me up on Rue Romain nor Vogl said a word about it or looked inside. Vogl might have taken a peek when I used the bathroom, but that would have been the only time. And he never said anything about it. If he had looked, I’m sure a wisecrack about the cassock would have been in order.

      The place was ransacked, entirely torn apart. Drawers pulled open and emptied on the floor, the mattress on the bed and the cushions on the couch turned over — and, in the case of the cushions, the zippers unzipped and the stuffing pawed over and half removed. The saving grace was that the place was barely furnished, and that I really didn’t own shit. There was only so much mess the Gestapo could make.

      One thing they did see, though, was the disguises. Not the priest outfit but the rest of them — not that they would think much of either the business suit or the standard work clothes. Even so, the pockets had all been pulled inside-out. The street sweeper’s coveralls and implements appeared to have gotten a closer inspection, but they were all still there. The dustbin on wheels was turned on its side, but nothing was broken.

      Still, they had seen the hair dye in the bathroom, and the second pair of eyeglasses, and the collection of hats. My first thought was that I was going to need a new disguise if I was to kill Vogl. But that thought was rapidly overtaken by the need for sleep. The lock was broken, but I was able to close the door. I think I was asleep 30 seconds later.

      The knocking that woke me came about 12 hours later, at 10 a.m. — knocking, followed by yelling, followed by the hem of a dirty housecoat in my face, just at the side of the bed. Needless to say, it was my landlady. Just then, I realized that I didn’t know her name, not that it was going to be necessary. She hadn’t taken a breath since she had begun yelling, and even though she lowered the volume once I opened my eyes, the words continued to tumble forth and the message was clear.

      Or, as she said, summing up, “You’ve got two hours to get your fucking ass out of here.”

      I sat up and thought about pulling up the sheet to cover me, but then I realized that while I had managed to wriggle out of the coveralls, I still had on underpants. I wasn’t completely naked. So, fuck modesty.

      “And you’re not getting your deposit back, either,” she said. “Did you see how they broke that goddamn lock? No, no deposit back. No fucking way.”

      I wasn’t arguing. I wasn’t saying anything. But with all of her yelling, the cobwebs had cleared in what might have been a personal record for me. As soon as I saw the break-in the previous night, I knew I was going to have to find a new place, so all of her yelling didn’t matter to me. But I needed as much information from her as I could get before leaving.

      “So the Gestapo, what time—” I said, but she stopped me.

      “Gestapo? What the hell are you talking about?”

      I waved my arm at the drawers dumped on the floor and the couch cushions in disarray.

      “It wasn’t the Gestapo,” she said.

      “Local cops? Lyon police?”

      “Those jackasses? No.”

      “Then who?”

      “Figure it out yourself, Dr. Freud,” she said. There was a slight pause and a look on her face that mocked me, and then she continued.

      “It was the Resistance,” she said.

      “How can you be sure?”

      “What are you, retarded? They weren’t German — they were French. They weren’t wearing uniforms — they looked just like you or me. Do the math, Euclid.” And then she paused again and spat one more word: “Imbecile.”

      I got it. I really wasn’t stupid. It’s just that my first thought was that it had been the Gestapo, and that was the thought my subconscious had carried through my 12 hours of sleep. The new information was jarring. And if the net-net analysis of my night with Vogl was that his little game was not all bad for me, the fact that the Resistance found me was the opposite. It was entirely, 100 percent bad.

      “They banged on my door when they were leaving,” she said.

      “Did they know my name?”

      “They called you something different — Allain something,” she said. “So I could tell them the truth, that I didn’t know you by that name.”

      “Did you tell them the name on the lease?”

      “Of course,” she said. “What do I owe you? But I did lie a little. I said I hadn’t seen you in days, almost a week. I also said I thought you were using the place for a love nest, which is what I thought at the beginning, the day you signed the papers. But you haven’t had any pussy up here, I know that. So I lied about that.”

      “Anything else.”

      “They had a picture of you,” she said. “I stared at it a long time and said it could be you, but I wasn’t sure. I went back and forth, and I think I ended up saying I didn’t think it was you. So, another lie.” She paused, then spat out again: “You’re fucking welcome.”

      I really had nothing to say to her. I certainly wasn’t going to thank her. She filled the silence with a final, “Two hours,” and then she turned and left, slamming the door behind her. Because the lock was broken, it bounced halfway open and I watched her stomp down the stairs.

      I had nowhere to go other than the second flat, the one where Leon hid the Jews — because there was no way I could go back to Manon. I knew Leon had just gotten on the train the night before, so it would be empty for at least a couple of weeks. Seeing as how I didn’t have a couple of weeks, but realistically only a couple of days, that would be plenty.

      And so, dressed as the street sweeper, I put all of my shit into the dustbin — the knapsack, the suitcase, the disguises, and the rest — and wheeled my way west and then north. I beat the landlady’s deadline by 20 minutes.
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      I walked into the building and walked up the stairs to the flat. Just as I got near the top, Isabelle met me on the way down. I could see behind her that she had left a pie on my doormat. I felt like kissing her, and so I did.

      She blushed.

      “Oh, Herr Killy, it is only a pie,” she said. Because she was deaf, she yelled the words at me. I yelled back in return. It was like trying to communicate while standing in the terraces in Pfarrwiese in the seconds after SK Rapid scored the go-ahead goal. My God, when was the last time I was there, 1938 — back in Vienna, before the Anschluss, before everything?

      “It feels like salvation,” I said. The words seemed to have less meaning, less of the tenderness that I felt, when bellowed. “What flavor?”

      “Apple,” she said.

      I kissed her again.

      “I guess they liked the sandwiches,” she said. I had not noticed that she was carrying an empty, clean plate until she lifted it up to show me. “Not a crumb left behind.”

      “They?” I said. My surprise might have raised my reply even a few decibels beyond bellowing. She just looked at me and smiled and shook her head, like a schoolteacher who couldn’t believe my inability to comprehend the day’s lesson.

      “Yes, they,” she said, just as loudly. “I might be deaf, but I’m not an idiot.”

      And then I just hugged her and didn’t let go. The plate was wedged between us, jabbing my ribs, but I didn’t care. When we moved apart, I needed to find out more. Part of me worried that someone would hear — we were shouting at each other, after all — but these old places were stone fortresses. There was no way anyone on the street could hear what we were saying. At the very worst, someone right outside the heavy wooden front door might be able to discern that voices were being raised, but that was it.

      “How long have you known?” I said.

      “Almost since the first time I saw that other handsome friend of yours,” she said. “Like I said, I’m not an idiot. Children can’t sit still — and even if I can’t hear them, I can feel the vibrations. Toilets flush, baths run. This old house speaks, even to those with bad ears.”

      “How long have you been feeding them?” I said. I pointed to the plate.

      “This is the first time,” she said. “I have a friend who helps me trade the coupons I don’t need, the wine coupons, but Andre can’t always come over.”

      “Andre?” I said, smiling a naughty smile.

      “Again, Herr Killy, I might be deaf, but I am still a woman.”

      My wish was to adopt Isabelle as my grandmother. If only I had an identity that wasn’t compromised.

      “I also have a friend on a farm who can bring me a jar of the fruits she has put up for the winter.”

      “Another friend?” Again, with the naughty inflection.

      “Enough with your dirty thoughts,” Isabelle said. This truly sounded hilarious when yelled as loud as a roaring airplane engine. “My friend on the farm is like a sister to me. She might get here once a month or so. That is when you get your pie.”

      “Did you see them, the people in the apartment?”

      “Just for a second,” she said. “The adults didn’t see, but one of the children opened the door a crack while I was sweeping the stairs. I saw her for a second, and then she saw me and closed the door as quickly as she had opened it. Pretty little thing. Jewish, yes?”

      I nodded.

      “It is what I assumed when I saw your handsome friend. Jewish, yes?”

      I nodded again. I was wondering why Leon had not mentioned that Isabelle knew they were there, and that she was feeding them. It seemed that he didn’t know that she knew, and as for the plate of sandwiches that Isabelle had left on the doormat, he must have just figured that it was sandwiches this month instead of a pie.

      “Are you okay with this continuing?” I said.

      “I don’t know what ‘this’ is. And I don’t want to know. I can guess, and that is enough, and yes, it may continue for as long as you want.”

      I just looked at her. Bravery and patriotism come in the oddest packages sometimes. Isabelle Vaillancourt, 80 if she was a day, deaf as a post, defying the law and the Gestapo to save a bunch of Jews she had never met and never would meet.

      “I can guess what you’re thinking,” she said. “Your face betrays everything — I would like to gamble with you sometime. But it isn’t what you’re thinking. I’m really not in any danger.”

      “Of course you are,” I said.

      “I am 82 years old. I am deaf. Everybody who knows me knows that I am deaf. If the Gestapo comes to my door, they will find me, 82 years old and deaf. You could be running an illegal munitions factory out of that apartment and I would still be 82 years old and deaf. They wouldn’t arrest me. They would just assume that I knew nothing.”

      She stopped, frowned, then smiled. It was as wistful a moment as you could imagine, except for, you know, the screaming of the words.

      “Being old, being deaf, people assume I’m dead,” Isabelle said. “In most instances, that is a sad thing. But in the case of the Gestapo, it is an enormous benefit.”

      She invited me into her apartment for a cup of ersatz coffee. We each used it to wash down a slice of the apple pie, which was anything but ersatz. We didn’t say much, sitting side by side, me on the end of the sofa, she on a comfortable side chair, her feet propped on an ottoman. Soon she closed her eyes and fell asleep. I covered her with the blanket that was folded on the arm of the sofa and let myself out as quietly as I could. I was in the bed and almost asleep myself when I thought, why had I been so quiet? She’s deaf.

      Still, I felt protected somehow. One more good sleep, I figured. One more good sleep, and then I needed to make a plan. The cautious part of my personality was battling with the scared-shitless part of my reality, and scared-shitless was winning because, well… because it needed to win. Caution was not a luxury that I was permitted any longer. This was Tuesday. I needed to kill Werner Vogl on Friday.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            42

          

        

      

    

    
      For the 16 hours after I left Isabelle’s flat, I was either asleep, taking a bath, or eating apple pie. At dawn on Wednesday, I smoothed the creases out of my business suit the best I could, hanging it on the curtain rod in the bathroom as the tub steamed below it. Then I put it on, along with the Trilby that sat low enough to touch my eyebrows, and walked to the police precinct where Raymond worked. On the black lamp post directly across from the front door of the station house, I made a mark with a piece of yellow chalk. It had been weeks since Raymond and I had agreed on the signaling system, and this was the first time I had used it. I could only hope that he was still checking every day.

      The reason I needed to talk to Raymond was simple. Every incarnation of a plan to kill Vogl that I had been able to concoct had one fact at its foundation: the need for a weapon. Specifically, a gun. I didn’t know of any way to obtain one, other than from Raymond — and if I couldn’t get one from him, I needed to find out immediately so that I could make another arrangement. Seeing as how any such arrangement likely would involve somehow stealing a gun from someone, the potential complications were obvious.

      I wouldn’t know if Raymond had seen the signal until 9 p.m. up at the Roman ruins. In the meantime, I figured more sleep was as valuable as anything else I could be doing. But before that, I decided to take one more peek at Vogl’s morning routine.

      I walked through the train station as I had the previous times I had been wearing the suit. I bought a newspaper and parked myself on a bench just outside the station, a couple of hundred yards away from the Hotel Terminus’ flag-festooned entrance, so many red Nazi flags now framing the front door that it looked like the stage at a Nuremberg rally. We used to watch them on the newsreels in Vienna and marvel at the pageantry. Leon would see the lights and the flags and the rest of it and then watch Hitler climb the podium and say, “I bet he wears fucking stage makeup.” I didn’t doubt it.

      From where I was, peering over the top of my open newspaper, I could see the front door with no problem. And if I wasn’t close enough to pick out the face of a stranger, I would have known Vogl from twice the distance. I looked at my watch, and it was 8:05. I was 10 minutes early.

      I watched for the next half-hour and Vogl never appeared.

      With each minute, my blood pressure rose. I could hear my pulse in my ears. My plan was to kill the man in two days and I did not need a sudden change in his routine. It hadn’t been perfect, though. That’s what I kept telling myself. Other than Fridays with Hildy, there had been variations. There was no need to panic. This didn’t mean anything unless, of course, it did.

      At 8:40, I abandoned the watch and returned to the flat. Despite my nerves, I slept easily again, and finished the pie, and then began going over the details of the plan, as rudimentary as they were.

      Finally, after dark, I began walking to the amphitheater. I hated the idea of taking the funicular up the hill to the Roman ruins because of the confined space. But the last time, I had walked up the hill and been seen by the Resistance and shot at — at least, I assumed that’s when they saw me. Seeing as how there was no way to know, I didn’t want to chance it again, so I would chance the confined space of the funicular. If the driver was in the Resistance, of course, I was screwed. But there was no way for me to avoid risk at this point, only to minimize it.

      I got off the funicular and walked across the street and then up the smooth stone path to the amphitheater. Then it was up the steps, right up the middle aisle, until I got past the last row and to the top, where the paths and alleys that often led nowhere began. It seemed an especially dark night, and I had no idea where Raymond might be, until I heard a whispered “over here.” Raymond was hidden in one of the alleys that went nowhere, over to my right.

      “I almost pissed myself when I saw your mark,” he said. “How are you?”

      I told him. I told him everything. He pushed his hat up onto the back of his head and leaned against the stone wall and let out a long, low whistle. “Holy shit,” he said, as if mumbling to himself, as if I wasn’t intended to hear. “Holy fucking shit.”

      Then it hit him. “Wait, how’s Manon?”

      I told him that I had left her, for her safety, and he nodded in agreement. Then I laid out my plan, and I asked him what he thought.

      “I don’t fucking know,” he said. “You act like I’m the chief of the department, for Christ’s sake. I’m just a cop, just a fucking flatfoot. I swear to God, I directed traffic for four hours today. I’m not some tactician.”

      “I know, but you’re not just some fucking flatfoot, and you know it. Tell me what you think.”

      “I guess it makes sense,” was the best he could come up with. And that was after a full minute of silent consideration.

      Then I asked him for the gun.

      “Wait, a handgun?” he said, as if the possibility just dawned on him. “I thought you were going to shoot him with a rifle, from some distance. I thought you were good at rifles from the war.”

      “I was good at rifles from the war,” I said. “But the war was a long fucking time ago. So I have no idea. And besides, I don’t have time to set up a place to hide and shoot from. I need to do it now. I need a handgun.”

      “Well, I can’t give you my service revolver,” Raymond said.

      “But how about your throwaway?” I said.

      “You know about that?”

      “Everybody knows,” I said. A throwaway was the small pistol most police carried in case they needed to make the evidence align with the circumstances. If there were somebody who needed killing, for all the right reasons but without the legal niceties, a cop would kill him with his throwaway and then throw it away. Or, if there was confusion during a confrontation, and someone got shot who turned out to be unarmed, voila — with the throwaway, he was suddenly an armed man and the shooting was justified.

      Raymond reached down to an ankle holster and removed a tiny revolver. He wiped it down with his shirt tail and then handed it to me. It really was small.

      “You take this from a girl?” I said. “A baby girl?”

      “What do they say about beggars and choosers? You have to remember, the Nazis got almost all the guns when they came in — only the people who had unregistered guns to start with could hide theirs.”

      “I’m surprised they let the cops have guns at all,” I said.

      “Most don’t. But here’s the Germans’ secret: if we had them already, we could keep the guns, but not the bullets. I have three bullets for my official gun. I think yours has four. I guess I should have told you that.”

      A pea-shooter with four bullets. I was so fucked.

      “Seriously, how close would I have to be to kill somebody with this?”

      “Three feet,” Raymond said. “Five tops.”

      “Man—”

      “Give me a day, and maybe I can get you a rifle,” he said. “Let me see what we have in the evidence locker. I might be able to turn up something.”

      “I don’t have that kind of time,” I said. “And besides, I really might not be able to shoot for shit anymore. The last time I did it, I was 18.”

      “Are you sure?” he said, and then he pointed to the pistol. “Three feet. Three fucking feet.”

      “Five tops,” I said.
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      My original thought was to kill Vogl while disguised as the priest, out of some perverted sense of good karma. Plus, I really believed that the black sombrero was the best disguise I had. But when I thought about it, I realized the disguise wasn’t as important before the shooting as it was after. The odds were, I would go unrecognized by anyone on the street either way, seeing as how I didn’t plan to be on the street for more than five minutes or so before I pulled the trigger.

      Afterward, though, was going to be the issue. And while I could wear the business suit under the cassock, which I would ditch at the first opportunity, I couldn’t really carry the Trilby while wearing the cassock — and, to me, the Trilby was the only real camouflage that the business suit provided. But if I went as the street cleaner, I could wear regular clothes underneath the orange coveralls and carry the flat cap in the dustbin. But then I thought some more and figured, why couldn’t I carry the priest’s get-up in the dustbin and change to that? The only issue would be having to grab the knapsack holding the priest outfit from the dustbin when I ran. It would have to be in the knapsack because fleeing with the dustbin just wasn’t feasible. So that’s what I did.

      On Friday morning at 7:30 a.m., I had positioned myself on Quai Claude Bernard. It was the street right along the river but on the other side of the Rhone from the Hotel Terminus. When the time came, I could lean against a tree while pretending to take a break and watch the length of the Pont Gallieni, the bridge that Vogl would be walking across. But that would not be for more than a half hour, so I spent that time cleaning the street — sweeping and shoveling dirt, picking up stray newspapers that had been caught in the wind, and cigarette butts — although there weren’t many of them, as people now routinely walked the streets with eyes down, searching for a few millimeters of unsmoked tobacco that someone had discarded. But whatever I found, I slowly went about the business of picking it up and disposing of it in my dustbin, right on top of my knapsack.

      I made achingly slow progress up the street. If anyone gave me a second look, I didn’t see it. Hell, if anybody gave me a first look, I didn’t see it. Orange coveralls, dustbin, push broom, shovel — I was just a part of the urban landscape, no more interesting than a parked car. At about 8:10, I wheeled my contraption up onto the sidewalk and then onto the grassy stretch that separated the street from the river bank. There were some trees planted in the grass, not big plane trees but not spindly little shrubs, either. I leaned against one and attempted to light one of the cigarette butts I had recovered from the gutter. It was 98 percent filter and two percent tobacco, but it didn’t matter. It was just part of the act.

      On the three Fridays I had watched him, Vogl and Hildy left the hotel five minutes earlier than on his other normal days. That was to give Hildy time to sniff around and take a dump and still get Vogl to the office by 8:30. The other times, they had managed to take care of that before reaching the bridge. As it turned out, Vogl was not surprisingly more German than French in this regard — he curbed the dog rather than allowing it to take a crap in the middle of the sidewalk, as every self-respecting Frenchman seemed to do. Before the war, walking the streets of Lyon, or any French city, was like walking through a dogshit minefield.

      The men just stop and piss along any wall they want to, and the dogs shit in the middle of the sidewalk — what a country. Of course, all of that was before the war. The men still pissed anywhere they wanted, but there really weren’t any dogs in the city anymore, mostly because there was no way to feed them. By 1942, most family pets had been sold to heartless entrepreneurs who undoubtedly sold the meat back to the authorities as beef.

      That was how my mind wandered until it got to about 8:20, which was when I saw Vogl and Hildy turn the corner and begin walking across the bridge. My heart raced, but I knew what I needed to do, and I began to do it. It was a pretty half-assed plan, but it was all I had.

      And so, I walked along the quai and crossed the intersection, looking to my right and seeing the progress Vogl and Hildy were making on the bridge. I still had about 90 seconds to get into position. When the traffic cop waved me across, I hustled along with my dustbin. The cop yelled, “Slow down, old man. I’ll hold it for you,” and so I did slow down, a little.

      I got to my spot on the sidewalk, just a few feet from where Vogl would cross to get to Avenue Berthelot. The street was wider than usual there, and a small traffic island that allowed right turns off the bridge made it just a speck more complicated than a typical intersection. I had never seen anyone not have to wait at least a few seconds before they crossed Avenue Leclerc, and a few seconds were all I needed.

      I took a deep breath and fondled the baby revolver in the pocket of the coveralls. I looked back to the left and saw Vogl moving toward me. Ten seconds… five seconds…

      They arrived at the curb, and Vogl and the dog did have to stop. I was close to them, maybe not three feet away but less than five. Vogl did not even look in my direction, fixated on the traffic cop, waiting for the signal to cross. But Hildy did see me. I don’t know if she recognized me or if she just hated everyone, but she jumped at me and strained at the leash.

      I panicked and shot her. And then it was all like it was in slow motion, except it must have taken about two seconds. The shot fired, and the dog fell. Because Vogl had been leaning away from us to brace himself against the straining leash, the sudden slack in the leather made him stumble a half-step backward. He looked down at the dog, lying on the sidewalk. The blood was already visible. And then, as it all registered, Vogl looked up at me. He looked beyond the orange coveralls and the beat-up hat I was wearing. He looked at my face. I don’t know if I saw a sign of recognition or not. I don’t know if it was a look of disgust, or half of a smile, or something in between. Later that night, when I closed my eyes and relived the moment, the face he made looked a little bit different every time.

      Then I shot him. I got him up high, I was sure of that. But whether it was in the mouth or the neck, I just didn’t know. I saw Vogl drop the leash and reach both hands up to the area of the wound. I had two more bullets, and I intended to use at least one more, but when I fired again, the gun jammed. At that point, I panicked and ran. My original intent was to drop the gun in place and walk away calmly. Instead, I chucked the revolver into the Rhone and sprinted away, barely remembering to grab the knapsack.

      After the first shot, there had been no reaction that I could detect. Maybe everyone figured it was just an engine backfiring — I mean, it wasn’t as if I had fired a canon. But after the second shot, and after I began running, I did hear some yelling and the insistent whistling of what I assumed was the traffic cop. But I didn’t look back.

      I ran to the next block and made a left into Rue de la Méditerranée. A half-block down on the right, there was an alley that, at its end, connected to another alley off of the Rue Leclerc. I had scouted it out the day before, and deep into the alley, there was a small staircase leading to a basement door into one of the buildings. The staircase was hidden from the street. I had practiced slipping out of the orange coveralls, buttoning the priest’s collar, and pulling on the cassock over my head, and I had gotten it done in about a minute, including changing to the black shoes and putting on the black mini-sombrero. It took me a little longer in the alley though, partly because I was shaking so badly and partly because I was performing my gymnastics on a nasty subterranean staircase.

      But I got it done, and smoothed things as best as I could. I dropped the knapsack into one of the dozen garbage cans in the alley and the coveralls and shoes and hat into another and hoped they would go undiscovered. Then I walked out of the other end of the alley and onto Avenue Leclerc. I was wearing the big black hat, and I had put on the fake black eyeglasses, and I was carrying the breviary, and I walked right past Vogl’s body, just on the other side of the street. That was always the plan, to walk right back into the scene, even to stop and gawk along with everyone else.

      No one was near the bodies of the dog and Vogl other than the traffic cop, who looked helpless. It was as if people saw the black uniform and were actively keeping their distance. Most did not stare for more than a few seconds, and neither did I. I managed to cross the street and then cross again, and I was walking back across the same bridge that Vogl had just crossed when I looked back and saw a line of black uniforms running from Avenue Berthelot toward the body, which lay not two blocks from his office in Gestapo headquarters.
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      No one followed me, not past the Hotel Terminus, or through the train station, or all the way back to the flat. I had stopped shaking, but I was wired the whole way, my mind racing as I concentrated on keeping a leisurely pace, even stopping in a park for a few minutes to pretend to read from the breviary. When I finally walked into the flat, Leon was there.

      “Why aren’t you in Paris?” I said.

      “It’s good to fucking see you, too.”

      “But I told you—”

      “I just want to help.”

      “Too late,” I said. “It’s done.”

      I told him everything as I changed back into normal clothes. I told him about killing the dog, and firing the shot at Vogl, and then the gun misfiring.

      “You sure you killed him?”

      “Pretty sure,” I said. “I mean, I got him either here—” I pointed to my neck “—or here,” and then I pointed to my mouth.

      “Here would have been better,” Leon said, and he pointed between his eyes.

      “I know, I know. I would have with the second shot. But I was just so fucking scared.”

      “It wasn’t meant as a criticism, I promise you that,” Leon said. “I’m scared just thinking about it, and I wasn’t even there.”

      We talked for a while, and then just kind of lay around. Leon had not been back to Paris in the four days since he had left Lyon. Instead, he decided to see the mother and daughter all the way to Toulouse, and then just retraced his steps.

      “I wanted to see the other end,” he said. “And I have to tell you, it is really inspiring. In Paris, there are so many people who don’t give a shit, who just go along with the Nazis. They don’t support them actively but they don’t fight them either. They just go along. But to go to Toulouse and to see their end of the network — people risking everything for a couple of Jews they’ll never see again — it really gave me some hope.”

      “You should look in a mirror sometime, buddy,” I said.

      “I could say the same thing about you,” Leon said.

      “Yeah, we’re a couple of terrific fucking guys,” I said, and then we just fell into silence. I think we both dozed off — I knew, with the adrenaline having ebbed, I felt exhausted again. I must have slept pretty hard because I didn’t hear Leon when he left to go to the station to buy an afternoon newspaper.

      It was only when he came back that I heard the door, and saw his face, and then heard him say, “They’re saying Vogl’s alive.”

      “But…” It was all I could come up with. Leon handed me the paper. There was a small article on the bottom right-hand corner of the front page, only three paragraphs, with the headline, “Cowardly Attack Fails.”

      Witnesses are being sought to the shooting Friday morning of a Gestapo captain and a dog as they were walking to work from the Hotel Terminus.

      Captain Werner Vogl was seriously wounded but is expected to survive the attack, which took place at approximately 8:20 a.m. at the foot of Pont Gallieni, near Avenue Leclerc. A Lyon policeman said that a street sweeper was standing near the officer just before the incident, but that he did not see the shooting take place as he was directing traffic in the intersection. A wheeled dustbin, broom and shovel were found at the scene.

      Anyone who witnessed the attack, or who has any information that may assist with the apprehension of the assailant, is instructed to report immediately to Gestapo headquarters on Avenue Berthelot.

      I read it three times. The only reply I had was to keep repeating the words “expected to survive.”

      “That might be bullshit,” Leon said.

      “Might be.”

      “They might not want to admit you succeeded. It would be bad publicity.”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “But even if he’s alive, that doesn’t mean he can communicate,” Leon said. “You got him in a bad spot. He might be alive but in a coma.”

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said. And then Leon asked the only question that mattered, the question that now crowded every other thought out of my head.

      “Do you think he can identify you?”

      “Maybe,” I said. “Possibly. Probably. I just don’t know. But as I’m fucking saying these words, you know what? It doesn’t matter. If he thinks it’s me — like, even if he thinks there’s a 10 percent chance that it’s me — he’ll tell them and they’ll come after me. Fuck, what was I thinking?”

      “Look, it’s done,” Leon said. “For what it’s worth, I believe that it was worth doing. And Manon told you she thought it was worth doing. And you thought it was worth doing. You can’t second-guess it now. And if he dies without being able to say a word, you’re in a much better position than you were 12 hours ago — much better.”

      “I guess,” I said.

      “I’m sure,” Leon said. And it was an argument he repeated over and over, all through the night, all through a bottle of cognac that he had somehow scrounged from the Resistance group in Toulouse. I was just starting to believe it too, until Leon came back from a walk to the station for the morning newspapers. Because along with the newspapers, Leon brought along a flyer that he had ripped from a telephone pole just outside the station. It said, “WANTED FOR THE SHOOTING OF A GESTAPO OFFICER” in big black letters. And beneath those letters was an excellent likeness of me, likely drawn from the photo of one of my identity cards, or from Klaus Barbie’s fucking memory, followed by this paragraph:

      Alex Kovacs, a.k.a. Allain Killy, is wanted in the shooting of Gestapo Captain Werner Vogl. A reward is offered for information leading to his capture and arrest. All those with relevant information are ordered to report promptly to Gestapo headquarters on Avenue Berthelot.

      “Well, I guess he’s talking,” I said, more to myself than to Leon. I had never received a bad diagnosis from a doctor, but I imagined that this was what it felt like. A little stunned, a little helpless — that was what I was feeling. At the same time, I knew I had to fight through it if I was going to survive. I had to think. I had to focus. And then it hit me. It apparently hit Leon at exactly the same time because we both said it simultaneously. We said one word:

      “Manon.”
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      Raymond’s house was a 10-minute walk from the flat. As I left Leon behind to pack up whatever he thought we might be able to carry, I knew I couldn’t go right to his house — it wouldn’t be fair to him or Marie or the kids, besides the fact that it wouldn’t be possible to explain to the little ones why Uncle Alex was dressed up like a priest. I could just hear Lucy screaming as she ran to her bedroom, “Nooooooo. He’s supposed to be a horse, not a priest.”

      It was beyond dangerous for me to even approach him, but I didn’t see an alternative. I tried to guess what his walking route to the police station would be and I sat myself down on a bench in a little pocket park on Rue Garibaldi, me and my breviary and my toxic troubles. If I missed him, I would try him at the police station, which was exponentially more dangerous — assuming, of course, that the Lyon police would lift a finger to help the Gestapo. The truth was, they likely would do nothing. Then again, if I dropped myself into their laps, they might turn me over to Avenue Berthelot. It was a risk, but I just couldn’t go near the house.

      From the bench, I could see one of the wanted posters with my picture on it, slapped on a telephone pole about 100 yards away. I looked at it, and then I pulled down the black mini-sombrero just a little tighter on my forehead. As it turned out, Raymond walked right past the telephone pole with my poster on it. It took him a full 10 seconds to recognize me when I began calling his name from the bench, calling it first in a stage whisper and then in a half-shout. No one was nearby, so it didn’t really matter how loud I was.

      “My God,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “This is—”

      “It’s completely fucked up,” I said. “But we don’t have time to talk about that. I need a favor. I’m desperate.” Raymond looked at me expectantly, and then he just lowered his eyes and nodded his head.

      “Manon,” he said.

      “You need to go to our house and see if she’s there,” I said. “If she is, you need to make sure she knows, and you need to tell her to go into hiding. You don’t have to hide her yourself — the Resistance will help her — but she needs to go right now. You can do that, right? You can tell her.”

      He thought for a second. I never had a doubt that he would do it — his relationship with Manon went back to their childhoods — but he gave himself a little time to think.

      “Okay,” he said. He was about to play out the worst-case scenario for him. “If the Gestapo is there when I get there, I just tell them the truth — that she’s my cousin and that I was worried about her when I heard the news. They’ll buy that. I’ll motherfuck you and say I never trusted you, and they’ll believe it. All right. Let me go.”

      “Tonight at the amphitheater, 8 o’clock.”

      “Okay, okay,” he said. “Let me go.”

      Our house was 15 minutes in the wrong direction, and he began walking quickly that way, half-trotting. Even at that pace, Raymond would be late for work.

      Meanwhile, I headed in the other direction, back to the flat. I didn’t know where Leon and I were going to go, but we had to go somewhere. The more I thought about it, I couldn’t believe the Gestapo hadn’t come for me there overnight. It wouldn’t take that long to find out which of the municipal districts was supplying Allain Killy with his ration coupons. Even though I had not picked up the last two sets of coupons, my name was still likely on some list, along with the address of the flat. Six phone calls, maybe seven.

      When I turned the last corner, I saw the black Citroen parked in front of the apartment. It was the first one I had seen all morning. Nobody was inside the car. The front door of the apartment building was open with a Gestapo uniform standing half inside and half outside. I dared not get too close, even though the uniform’s attention was focused inside, not outside. I was able to maneuver myself into the alley next to the building, though. And because the door was open, and because Isabelle was as deaf as she was, I could hear everything. The Gestapo voice’s French was excellent.

      “What is the name again?” she said.

      “Killy. Allain Killy.”

      “No, that’s not it.”

      “What’s not it?”

      “That’s not the name,” she said. Isabelle was playing the part of the addled old woman, and deaf besides. God bless her.

      “What is the name?”

      “I don’t know. I mean, I forget things. But it was Marcel-something. I’m sure of that. Marcel.”

      If I had been able to see him, I was sure that the Gestapo agent questioning Isabelle was turning colors at that point. But he kept at it.

      “But he’s not here now?”

      “No,” she said. “Not for weeks. He disappeared, I don’t know, maybe three weeks ago. It was rent day, and he was gone. I had already threatened to throw him out—”

      “Why?”

      “Women,” she said. “I told him at the beginning: no women. This is not that kind of building. But there were women. I know there were.”

      “How do you know?” he said. “You can’t hear anything, old lady.”

      “I might be deaf, but I’m not a fucking idiot, sonny,” she said.

      “Sonny?”

      “Yes, sonny. What don’t you understand?”

      The Gestapo man was now officially irritated. He yelled at Isabelle to move, and she didn’t. So he said, “You two — search her flat first, then we go upstairs.” Isabelle cried out, and then I heard some broken glass. It all had been so loud, I only hoped that Leon had heard it, too. And when I made my way deeper into the alley and then around to the back of the building, I saw that he had. The window to my flat was open, and Leon’s knapsack had already been tossed out onto the ground, and now Leon was worming his way out of the window. It was going to be a tight squeeze.

      “Careful, slim,” I said. He looked down. Leon was scared of pretty much nothing except for heights. I had seen him start fights and finish fights — big fights and one-on-one, bare-knuckled or armed with a broken bottle, drunk bar nonsense or street Nazis attacking a helpless Jew in Vienna — and never once saw him hesitate to get involved. He was as physically courageous as anyone I had ever met. But he wouldn’t climb a ladder, not for all the money in your pocket.

      “Thank God,” he said, looking down. “You’d better break my fucking fall.”

      “Just hang on to the window sill and then let go.” Which he did. I half-caught him, and we both ended up in a heap on the ground, unhurt. We hustled down the alley and hid between buildings farther down the block.

      “First things first,” I said. “What would be less conspicuous — you and a priest walking together or you and a normally dressed worker?”

      “The priest is a better disguise, but I think a worker. But you need a hat.”

      He reached into the knapsack and pulled out a flat cap. “Yours? I grabbed everything I could find.”

      “Yeah, let’s do it,” I said. I slipped off the cassock and the collar, and just wore the work clothes that were underneath, and the glasses, and the cap.

      Meanwhile, Leon hoisted the knapsack and groaned. I shrugged, and he replied, “It’s heavy as shit. I grabbed every can of food that was left in the cupboard.”

      As we exited the farthest end of the alley, now a block over from the flat, he said, “So where are we going?” It was a pretty good question.
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      I couldn’t be out on the streets for very long in the middle of the day. That much, I knew. Being with another person would provide me with some natural cover, seeing as how the Gestapo was looking for a lone fugitive who, if they were listening at all to Vogl, they knew was on the outs with the Resistance. But even with Leon, and the cap, and the eyeglasses, it was an enormous risk to be walking around the city. I needed a place to hide out and, the more I thought about it, Saint-Fons still made the most sense. All we needed to do was pick a different building with a different FOR RENT sign. It wasn’t difficult to find one.

      “I’m going to hide in the alley,” I said. “Furnished, second floor, in the back. Here’s some rent money. Don’t haggle — well, maybe just a little for show. Tell her it’s for two men, and that I’m at work and will be in later. I should be able to avoid her for a day or so.”

      A half-hour later, I heard a tapping on the window above me. It was Leon, motioning me to the front door. It turned out to be far cleaner than the last place. The couch actually looked comfortable, and I stretched out on it.

      “How did she seem?”

      “She’s a he,” Leon said. “And I think he was kind of sweet on me. You should have seen his face fall when I told him about you.”

      “Well, you have been in a drought.”

      “I’ll pass, thanks. Besides the whole penis thing, he’s about 70.”

      “You think he’ll be a problem for us?”

      “No,” Leon said. “I didn’t haggle at all. In the end, he was happy with the stack of currency.”

      We split a can of peaches and took a nap and just hung around. I left the flat after dark, at about 7 o’clock, to make the walk to the amphitheater. I stuck to the smallest streets, and varied the route, and came up on Raymond from a different direction than the previous times, no walk up the middle aisle of the theater. He was startled. But in the few steps I took before he saw me, it was clear that he was downcast.

      “What? Tell me,” I said.

      “She wasn’t there.”

      “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      “She wasn’t at the house. She wasn’t at the silk factory. Then I went to Montluc,” he said. “I took some clothes and some food. I brought it to that window. You know what I’m talking about, the place where you knock and—”

      “Yeah, I’ve been there.”

      “And my other dipshit cousin, Charles, you know—”

      “Yeah, yeah. What?”

      “She’s there,” Raymond said. “She got there early this morning.”

      “Did Charles know anything else?”

      “No. Didn’t know if she’d been transported to Avenue Berthelot. Didn’t know anything, other than that they put her in a cell by herself. I guess that’s good.”

      I had no idea if it was good or bad. There weren’t many women in Montluc although there were some. She was way tougher than I was, but I was still sick to my stomach at the thought of her sleeping on one of those nasty straw mattresses, the insects dive-bombing her in the dark. I was mad at myself for getting her into this, but I was mad at her, too, for encouraging me. One of us, me or her or Leon, should have seen the potential danger and had her go into hiding before I pulled the trigger on Vogl. Fuck. It was just stupid.

      “Look, it’s not your fault,” Raymond said.

      “Of course it’s my fucking fault.”

      “You might not believe it, but it’s just bad luck. If you kill him, there’s no problem. If you miss him and get caught, you’re screwed but Manon is fine. This was the only way she could be in jeopardy — you don’t kill him, you get away, and he identifies you.”

      “We still should have seen it—”

      “You need to stop this,” Raymond said. “There’s a chance they might just let her go.”

      “You don’t really believe that.”

      “They might.”

      “No, they won’t,” I said. “She’s the only leverage they have against me, and they know it. No, they’re going to keep her.”

      But what would they do with her? I couldn’t even begin to let my mind go there. I had a brief flash of memory, of the fourth floor, but I had to avoid it. I did it by literally yelling at myself. I muttered, “Focus, goddammit,” and didn’t realize I had said the words out loud until Raymond said, “What?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Whatever you’re planning, I’m in,” he said.

      “You can’t do that—”

      “The hell I can’t.”

      “No. I mean, think—”

      “I’m in,” he said. “I wouldn’t do it for you, asshole, but I’d do anything for her.”

      “But what about Marie and the kids?”

      “I’m not telling Marie because if I did, she’d insist on helping, too. It’s family. It’s France. Don’t you get it by now?”

      I didn’t know what to say. I was more involved in the Resistance than 98 percent of Frenchmen, but I still didn’t feel it the same way they did. I was anti-Nazi to the core, but they were different. They were pro-France more than anti-Nazi, and it was not a distinction without a difference. It would always be what separated me from them. And suddenly, all I could hear was what Manon was telling me the other day at the silk factory, those three words, as definitive as they were matter of fact. Three words: “I don’t run.”

      I shook, just hearing her in my head. But I snapped back into the present pretty quickly. Focus, goddammit. After a minute, I told Raymond I would need at least a day to plan.

      “Watch the lamppost,” I said. “But even if there’s nothing there, the day after tomorrow, you need to meet me at 8. Is that okay.” I gave him the address of the flat Leon and I had just rented.

      He said he would be there. As I was turning to leave, Raymond grabbed me and hugged me. I suddenly felt as if maybe, with him and Leon and me, that there might be a chance.

      And then he whispered in my ear, “Vive la France, asshole.”
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      It was a few minutes past the curfew when I got home, mostly because I needed to duck behind a row of hedges when I saw some headlights approaching soon after I had left the amphitheater. I didn’t know if it was the Gestapo or not, but there was no sense taking any chances. And besides, after talking to Raymond and getting his support, I really was feeling better. I just sat in the shrubs and relaxed until I was sure it was safe.

      When I got back to the flat, the conversation with Leon was more excited than morose. The more I thought about a potential plan, the more I liked it. It was never going to be a sure thing, but it didn’t feel as if it was going to be the longest shot on the board, either.

      “So what are you thinking?” Leon said.

      “We take her during the transport from Montluc to Avenue Berthelot,” I said. “To me, it’s the only way.”

      I told him about how it worked, about how the prisoners were chained into the back of an open lorry. I told him about how the driver and guard were both Frenchmen, not Germans, and how they always took the same long, slow, stupid route to Gestapo headquarters.

      “They’re not true believers,” I said, referring to the driver and the guard. “They don’t act like they give a shit about anything, and they show no interest at all in getting the prisoners to headquarters in a hurry. They’re just working for a paycheck.”

      “You sure?”

      “I’ve seen the look before,” I said. “Trust me, they don’t give a fuck. Being on the truck is like being on vacation for them, just a few minutes away from their foreign bosses. And if they can go extra slow, it’s even a few more minutes than that. I’d just bribe them if I thought we could get away with it, because they are most definitely the bribable type.”

      “So if you don’t bribe them?” Leon said.

      “We’re going to have to shoot them,” I said. It was blunt, matter of fact, spoken without emotion. Leon didn’t respond — not with a word, or a nod, or anything.

      “I’m still working out all of the details in my head,” I said. “But I have gotten that far. We’re going to have to shoot the guards.”

      “You got a part for me in this?” Leon said.

      “Are you sure?”

      “I told you before, I’m sure.”

      “Then I think I do,” I said. “I’m still thinking about a couple of different variations, but I do have a part for you, yes. And it won’t involve you shooting anybody, or even carrying a gun.”

      “Can you tell me yet?”

      “No, no details, not yet. I want to think it through for a while longer. I’m also going to need some help, hopefully from the Resistance. I can’t know about that until tomorrow, and until I know if they can help, I can’t really make the plan. So just be patient, okay?”

      I didn’t know who I was to talk, though, because patience was my biggest problem in all of this. I wanted to go right now, the next morning, but that just wasn’t conceivable. I thought about what they might be doing to Manon, but it just couldn’t happen that fast. To go in too quickly with a half-formed plan would be suicide for everyone. Besides, the next morning would be Sunday morning, and there was no telling what kind of schedule the Gestapo kept on the Sabbath. For all I knew, the fucking monsters all went to church, then had a nice Sunday dinner and took a day of rest. The reality was that they were all probably working overtime, searching for me — but maybe not. There just wasn’t any way to know.

      But how long could Manon hold out? Forget the potential for torture — with just the stress, how would it affect the pregnancy? Of course, “forget the potential for torture” was just a bunch of words. The torture was all I thought about — the bathtubs, the loppers hanging on the wall, Barbie extra nasty because his dog was dead. My mind drifted there constantly, and I had to keep dragging it back to the reality of the present. Focus, goddammit. Anyway, the worry must have been plain on my face.

      “She’ll be okay for another day,” Leon said.

      “I keep telling myself that, but—”

      “She’s fucking tougher than you — we both know that, right?”

      “Three times tougher,” I said.

      “She’ll be all right. As for you, make your plan, do it fast but do it right. You’re only going to get one shot.”

      Leon was more than correct there. But I still had to find a way to get the plan in motion on Monday morning.
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      Marcel didn’t open his shop on Sundays, but I knew he lived upstairs and I didn’t have a choice. So, dressed one more time as a priest, I began knocking as loudly as I could on the front door at a little after 10 a.m. A man called out from across the street.

      “Shop’s closed on Sunday, Father.”

      “I know. But I left a gift here that I need to pick up,” I said.

      “Shouldn’t you be in church?" The man chuckled as he said it.

      “The pastor gave me the early Mass,” I said. “I need to pick up the gift for my nephew’s birthday.”

      “Well, he’s closed.”

      “No, I’m open.” I turned and saw Marcel, standing in the open doorway, wearing a nightshirt. He waved at the guy across the street as the man walked away. Then he looked at me and said, “It’s not as if a person could hope to sleep late on Sunday.”

      “Shouldn’t you be in church?” I said.

      “Fuck you, Father. You coming in or not?”

      He locked the door behind us. The sign in the window still said “CLOSED”. He took me to the back of the store, where he had a single gas burner, a pot and a sink. “Coffee?” he said.

      “Real coffee?”

      “I can’t drink the fake shit.”

      “But where do you get it?”

      “I have other talents besides forgery,” he said, measuring out the water and then spooning the coffee into the filter part. Just the smell when he opened the bag of coffee brought me close to orgasm. He set the pot on the ring and lit the gas.

      And then Marcel looked at me and said, “A lot of people have more than one talent. Like you, apparently.”

      “Don’t believe everything you read.”

      “Why, isn’t it true?”

      “Well, I didn’t say that.”

      As the coffee brewed, I told him about what happened on Friday morning. I gave him a taste of my history with Vogl, and then explained exactly why I needed to kill him, about how it would benefit me in more than one way, eliminating Vogl and perhaps putting me back in the Resistance’s good graces.

      “My friend said the English have a saying for it—”

      “Killing two birds with one stone.”

      “You’ve heard it?” I said. “I was really liking that saying—”

      “Until you didn’t kill the first bird,” Marcel said.

      “Yeah, that,” I said.

      “You might have missed the Gestapo officer — what’s his name? Vogl? — but you were right about the Resistance.”

      “Wait. What?”

      “You were right about the Resistance,” he said. “They’re not after you anymore.”

      Marcel said that he knew about the shooting before it was even in the newspaper on Friday afternoon, that someone from Liberation told him at the cafe down the street when he was getting a coffee about 10:30 in the morning. And they had a meeting on Saturday morning — yesterday morning — to talk about it.

      “You know, the whole Resistance council,” he said.

      “Were you there?”

      “I didn’t need to be,” he said. “I have my sources. Look at this face — people just want to tell me stuff. They can’t help themselves.”

      The coffee was ready, and Marcel poured us each a cup. It smelled so good that the aroma left me in something approaching a trance. But it was transitory. The news that Marcel was delivering was just too good to be distracted for long.

      “They talked about you, the council did,” he said. “It wasn’t an argument, because to be honest, you didn’t have any great backers in the room. But there was a general agreement that they had been wrong to doubt you, and they said you were no longer a target.”

      “My God,” I said.

      “I know,” Marcel said. “If only Vogl had fucking died, your plan would have worked perfectly.”

      “A big if.”

      “The biggest.”

      As we drank the coffee, I explained to Marcel about Manon being taken to the prison. I started to beat myself up, and he stopped me even quicker than Raymond did.

      “Look, that kind of thinking gets you nowhere,” he said. “That’s the kind of thinking that leads to defeat — it leads there automatically. If you think like that, you’ll never get her back.”

      “You’re right, I know. But—”

      “No buts,” he said. “So what’s your plan?”

      I sketched out the basics. He nodded but didn’t offer anything in reply.

      “I could use some Resistance help,” I said.

      “Manpower?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure I’ll have that part covered. But a gun for sure, and maybe some other stuff. You think they’ll help?”

      “I’ll make them help,” he said. I just looked at him, my face asking the question that required no words.

      “Look,” he said. “They all come and talk to me because they need my services. But they all come separately, and they tell me what’s happening, and they bitch a little about the other groups. I hear them out. I give them advice. They listen to me — what can I say? They’ve already listened to me about you.”

      “What do you mean already?”

      “When I said you didn’t have any great allies in the room, I wasn’t lying. But I’ve been advocating for you for weeks. Even before this all happened, they were starting to come around.”

      “You told them about smuggling the Jews?”

      “Yeah,” he said. “I mean, I lied some. I said I hadn’t seen you in weeks. But spending your own money, running those risks for Jews on the run, it is a pretty powerful example of where your heart is.”

      I didn’t know what to say. It might have been the nicest thing anyone had ever said about me. Part of me wanted to admit to him how reluctant I had been, how Leon and Manon were so much more sure than I was about helping the Jews, but why? Focus, goddammit.

      “Can you set up a meeting?” I said.

      “When?”

      “Um, now.”

      “Let me get dressed,” Marcel said. I poured myself another cup of coffee and thought some more about how things finally seemed to be breaking my way. Maybe, just maybe…

      Ten minutes later, Marcel was cleaned up and pointing me out the back door. “To the car,” he said.

      “You have petrol? You have petrol and coffee?”

      “Like I said, I’m multi-talented,” he said. “Now lie down on the floor in the back, Father, and let me cover you with a blanket.”

      We drove for about 15 minutes. When we parked and Marcel told me to get up, I was looking at a part of Lyon that I was pretty sure I had never seen. There was nothing foreign or odd about it — it was just a neighborhood I didn’t recognize.

      “Come on,” he said. We walked a half-block to a cafe on the corner.

      “You’re sure they’re here? Did you call or anything?”

      “No need. Sunday after church, they all wander over here. It’s an unofficial weekly meeting.”

      “I don’t think Manon ever came to these.”

      “She wasn’t invited,” he said. “This is just the heads of the big groups. They say they need to coordinate things for the upcoming week, and that it isn’t just an excuse to get out of the house and do some day drinking, but—”

      “Two birds with one stone?” I said.

      “Exactly.” Marcel opened the door and we walked into something called the Cafe Lafayette. We breezed through the main dining room and toward a back room whose door was closed. Marcel knocked and waited for a reply before opening the door.
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      Marcel walked in first, me behind him. There was no reaction to his entrance from the three men sitting around the big round table. Then, after a short delay, no more than a second, there was a scraping of chairs on the scarred wood floor, and a hurried rising to their feet, and a soft cacophony of mumbled good-morning-Fathers.

      “And good morning to you, too,” I said. Then I slowly removed the big black hat, and then the black-rimmed eyeglasses, and watched them hesitate for a second. Then the guy from Combat said, “My God, it’s perfect.”

      The guy from Liberation said, “But didn’t you wear a street sweeper’s outfit when you did it?”

      “I did. But I changed into this in an alley. It’s pretty good, isn’t it? I almost feel like I’m bulletproof when I’m wearing it.”

      They poured a drink for Marcel and me. We toasted to the liberation of France, which was fairly standard. They all seemed comfortable enough with my presence, but I wanted more than an unstated welcome. I wanted an apology. I knew that I needed their help, and I knew that I had already won, in the sense that I had demonstrated my loyalty and that they recognized it. But I still wanted somebody to say it.

      So I drank and didn’t say a word. I took a sip and put the glass back on the table, and I just sat there. The three of them looked at Marcel, and then at each other, but nobody said anything. So I took another sip, and set the glass down again, and put on as placid and as blank a face as I could manage. I wanted to fold my arms in defiance, but I resisted. I wanted to sneer at them, to scream at them, to yell just two words at them: “Well, motherfuckers…” But I just sat there.

      Marcel knew what I was waiting for. We made just the quickest bit of eye contact, and I could tell. And eventually, after about 90 very uncomfortable seconds, after a long stare in his direction from Marcel, the guy from Le Franc-Tireur cleared his throat.

      “Allain, Alex, whatever, you must understand,” he said.

      “Understand what?”

      “You know what we were looking at.” It was the guy from Liberation. “You know how men were being captured—”

      “And you know I had proved my loyalty a dozen times over.”

      “You must be reasonable.” It was the guy from Combat now. They were all taking a turn. “The pressure—”

      “Fuck that. You never even asked. You just shot.”

      “And we were wrong,” Le Franc-Tireur said. “You deserved better.” He refilled everyone’s glass and offered a toast.

      “To the future,” he said. As Marcel eyed me carefully and sternly, I replied, “To the future,” right along with the rest of them. I dodged a couple of bullets, they offered a short apology — it didn’t exactly seem equitable. But it wasn’t nothing, and it was the best I was going to do. Besides, I still needed their assistance. So, to the future.

      The three of them, publishers of the three biggest Resistance newspapers, leaders of the three biggest sub-groups within the organization, wanted to hear all about how little old me managed to shoot Vogl all by myself. I gave them the full version, from my meal with Vogl in the bouchon to me walking over Pont Gallieni and looking back over my shoulder to see the Gestapo running out of Avenue Berthelot toward Vogl’s body.

      “Vogl was right, we saw you in the bouchon,” said the Liberation guy. “We saw you inside, and we saw the hug on the sidewalk when you were leaving.”

      “I can only imagine what you thought,” I said. No one offered a reply. To the future. Focus, goddammit.

      “We have a guy in the hospital, an orderly on Vogl’s floor,” said the guy from Combat. “Unfortunately for you, he says that they’re pretty sure Vogl is going to live. And he’s not paralyzed — although it isn’t as if he’s walking around, either. But he can’t talk, and they don’t know if he’s going to be able to again. He communicates everything by writing it down.”

      There was a knock at the door. When it opened, a man in an apron poked in his head and said, “Black Citroen just drove by.”

      “Things have really heated up since you shot him,” said the guy from Combat.

      “For me,” I said.

      “For all of us, especially since they took Manon,” said the guy from Le Franc-Tireur.

      “So you know?”

      “We know everything,” said the Liberation guy. His delivery was deadpan. There was not the hint of a smile or of irony. If he knew what an ass he sounded like, he didn’t let on. Yeah, you know fucking everything, except for who the truly loyal people are. But I had to let that go.

      “Will you help me?” I said.

      “We have some ideas.,” the Liberation guy said.

      “So do I.”

      I started by talking in generalities. I said, “I think our best chance to get her, really our only chance, is during the transfer from Montluc to Avenue Berthelot.”

      The three of them all looked at each other and nodded. It was me and them, with Marcel as an impassive observer.

      “We have talked and we agree about the transfer being the best opportunity,” the guy from Combat said. But as he and the others spoke more, there was a disagreement about what each of us thought was best.

      They favored an attempt to grab her right outside the gates of Montluc when the prisoners were being loaded into the lorry. It happened out in the open, right on the sidewalk, in plain sight. They didn’t even do anything special to prevent a pedestrian from walking by when the transfer was happening.

      “It’s wide open,” the Le Franc-Tireur guy said. “It’s at 9 o’clock every morning. We’ve watched it from a distance, probably a dozen times in the last six months. It’s always the same, always wide open, always at 9 o’clock.”

      I understood what they were saying, and I had considered it, but I didn’t like it — mostly because of the Gestapo. When the prison was run entirely by French guards, maybe — but even then, the first shot would have brought guards swarming out of the front gate, and while they might have been sleepy mercenaries, they still had guns. Now, though, the guards rushing out at the sound of the gunshot would be wearing black uniforms.

      “It’s just too dangerous,” I said, and then I started to explain my plan to them.  At one point, in order to show what I was talking about, I asked if they had a map of the city. The Liberation guy replied with a look that I interpreted as his do-we-have-a-fucking-map look, and then he stood up, and reached out his arms about as wide as they would go, and lifted an enormous charcoal drawing of the entrance to a Paris metro station from the wall and placed it between us on the table. A detailed street map of Lyon was on the back side.

      We all stood up and I began to trace the route that the transport took between Montluc and Avenue Berthelot. They all looked at me like I was crazy.

      “I’m telling you — I rode it three times and it was the exact same way all three times,” I said.

      “But—”

      “It’s—”

      “I know, it makes no sense,” I said, and then went on to spout my theory about how they were just trying to prolong their time away from their Gestapo bosses.

      “But what if they go a different way?”

      “I have that covered,” I said. “And if I’m wrong, we’ll do it your way on Tuesday.”

      They all looked at each other, heads shaking back and forth.

      “You want to do this tomorrow?” the Combat guy said. He checked his wristwatch. “Like, 18 hours from now?”

      They all looked at each other again, seemingly uncertain. But then the guy from Liberation shrugged theatrically and said, “What the hell. Okay, what do you need? How many men?”

      “I don’t need men,” I said. “I have some help, and I honestly believe that fewer men will be better.”

      I explained what I needed. They said it would not be a problem. We talked about the mechanics a little more. Then we drank another toast — again, to the future.
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      Marcel said he would drive me back to the flat. I wanted to sit next to him in the front seat and enjoy the ride. He insisted I go back onto the floor of the back seat, again beneath the blanket.

      I objected and said, “It’s a good disguise. I’m willing to risk it. It’s my ass on the line.”

      He just looked at me, and shook his head, and said, “Self-absorbed much, are you?”

      So I went beneath the blanket. We were at the flat in about 20 minutes. Marcel parked, and we both were standing on the sidewalk, when he flipped me the keys. Surprised, I fumbled them and then dropped them.

      “What’s this?” I said.

      “I listened to everything you told the council,” he said. “And I think you’re probably going to need another vehicle. You might need it in the morning. You might need it later. But I think you’re probably going to need it.”

      “But—”

      “Shut up,” Marcel said. “There’s about a half-tank of petrol left. There are two full jerry cans in the trunk. If I had to guess, you could go about 150 miles with all of that, maybe closer to 200.”

      “But—”

      “Again, shut up. You’re going to need options pretty soon, whether the rescue works or not. If you get her, you and Manon and probably Leon are going to have to hide somewhere for a while. If you don’t get her, you’re going to need to fucking run.”

      “I’m not running without her.”

      “You say that now,” he said. “But suicide doesn’t become you. You’ll need to survive if you’re ever going to have a chance to save her. And this will give you another option.”

      “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Just fucking say thank you,” Marcel said. We hugged and whispered simultaneously, “Vive la France.” I’m not sure I had ever said it before on my own, without prompting. Before that, it had always been as a polite reply to someone else.

      He walked away, then stopped and turned. “Oh yeah,” he said. “If you get a chance, drop me a note at the shop to tell me where you leave it. Oh, and don’t think I forgot that you didn’t buy a stamp after your last visit.”

      “But the last one I bought was shit.”

      “Don’t I know it,” he said. “Don’t I know it.”

      When I got inside the flat, Raymond was already there with Leon. They were drinking from a fairly full bottle of Calvados. I held it up and whistled in appreciation.

      “We keep it for special occasions, but Marie made me take it,” Raymond said. “It being a special occasion and all.”

      “I thought you weren’t going to tell her.”

      “I had to,” he said. “And I was right — she wanted to help. And I actually thought of a way.”

      “But you don’t even know the plan yet,” I said.

      “I know. But you tell me, and then I’ll tell you if it makes sense.”

      My original thought was that Raymond would have to be in uniform and “requisition” a vehicle from the police station in order to play his part. But now, with Marcel’s generosity, there was another option: Raymond could be in civilian clothes and drive Marcel’s car instead. We debated back and forth because there were pluses and minuses to each version. In the end, we decided on Marcel’s car and civilian clothes.

      I didn’t have a city map, so I had to draw the key streets freehand on a tablet. I was pretty close to having it exactly correct, and certainly close enough — because Leon would have plenty of time to get in position, even if he got a little bit lost initially, and because Raymond had been posted all over the city during his career as a cop and knew the neighborhood pretty well already.

      We went over the plan several times, and the truth was that it sounded more and more plausible as the bottle of Calvados grew emptier and emptier. After a while, the three of us settled into long silences that were broken only by the sound of refilling glasses and random questions.

      “What about the lorry?” Leon said.

      “They’re bringing it,” I said. “Right to the curb out front. Sometime during the night. And the gun will be in the glove box, a pistol with at least four bullets. It seems like the bullets are the hardest part.”

      “And what about the other prisoners?” Raymond said.

      “We let them go, and hope they run like hell,” I said. “It’s a risk if they get caught, and I know that. But if they do, we can only hope that they have shitty memories for faces.”

      We turned out the lights at 10, so as not to draw attention to ourselves on a dark, quiet block, where everyone was likely trying to sleep before work on Monday morning. We kept our voices low. The random questions became less frequent. At around midnight, we all heard a vehicle park in front and the slam of a door. I peeked out from behind the curtain, and it was the lorry, as promised.

      “Wait,” I said. “What was your plan for Marie?”

      “Oh, right,” Raymond said, and he told us.

      “But I thought—”

      “Alex, think about it,” he said. “This is better.”

      “I don’t know.”

      We fell asleep undecided.
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      We all slept until sunrise, despite our nerves; God bless Calvados. Until about 7:30, we went over the plan a few more times until each of us could repeat the details flawlessly. We even synchronized our watches, mostly because it made sense but partly because it was something Raymond once saw in a movie.

      We would leave the flat separately, not so much for any security reasons but because of the realities of our travel schedules. I would leave first, at about 8, because I was walking. Then Raymond would leave at about 8:15 because he needed to drive out of the way to pick up Marie before going to the prison. Leon would leave last, at about 8:30, because his was the straightest and shortest route.

      One more time, I dusted off my old friends for duty — the cassock, the wide-brimmed black hat, and the breviary. I wondered if this would be the last day I wore them. It wasn’t a meditation on my own mortality, although I was about to put that mortality to a pretty severe test. It was mostly a law of averages calculation. The disguise had been so good to me, for so long and in so many situations, but how much longer could that possibly continue? How much longer before they compared enough eyewitness reports of a priest following Vogl on his route to Avenue Berthelot, and another priest gawking at his fallen body, and now another priest leaving the scene of the lorry hijacking, before some star pupil in a black uniform figured it was just one too many priests in wide-brimmed hats for it to be a coincidence?

      Still, the disguise would have to serve me this one last day. I pulled on the cassock over my regular clothes, which included an added accessory: the pistol jammed into the waist of my pants. It had five bullets, one more than promised. It was my lucky day, although I was hoping to get away with firing only two.

      I was oddly calm on the walk over. I knew I would be shitting myself in the moment, but for some reason, I felt great during the buildup. I just kept reciting the details, again and again and again.

      Raymond would arrive at Montluc at 8:55. He was to park on the same street as the main gate, but a block away. When he stopped the car, he would pull up the hood as if there was a problem with the engine. He would take off his coat, and roll up his sleeves, and remove the tool kit from the trunk and begin tinkering. If anyone happened by and had a question, or offered help, he would say that it looked like one of the wires had come loose from the battery somehow, and that he would tighten it and be on his way. Marie would be waiting inside the car, reading a newspaper. Raymond had won that argument.

      Raymond’s job was simple: to be in a position to see whether Manon was loaded onto the lorry with the rest of the prisoners. If she was, the original plan was for him just to drive away, his part completed. Now, though, if Manon was on the lorry, Raymond and Marie were supposed to follow the lorry on its journey, but not closely. They should stay at least a block behind, and maybe more.

      But if Manon was not among the load of prisoners, Raymond needed to speed up and do everything he could to get in front of the lorry, blowing his horn loudly and angrily and often enough so that Leon and I would hear, several blocks ahead. A persistent horn was the signal to abort the mission. This was the part where a police car would have been a better option because of the siren. The downside was that Lyon police cars had identifying numbers, and Raymond would have been at more of a risk if someone remembered the number. All in all, this would work better — provided he really leaned on the horn.

      As I made my way, the sidewalk began to fill with the people of Lyon, people heading to their jobs. No one gave me a second look. They all had their own problems, most of which involved finding enough to eat. It was the constant in Lyon and all over France. Pretty much every day, you went to work hungry. And pretty much every night, you left work and attempted to scrounge up some dinner. There were always two questions — how many coupons do I have left, and will the store have anything to buy except those goddamn Jerusalem artichokes?

      That day, I felt privileged because I didn’t feel particularly hungry, mostly because I did feel slightly hungover. It was as if the hangover was a welcome distraction, not that it kept me from running the plan through my head in a continuous loop.

      While Raymond was setting up at the prison, Leon was to drive the small lorry provided by the Resistance to Rue Saint-Hippolyte and wait at the corner where it intersected with Petite Rue de Montplaisir. The street was, as the named suggested, petite. For the lorry containing the prisoners, it was quite snug. If the driver could manage 20 miles an hour, it would be an accomplishment. It was much more likely he’d be doing 15, and maybe 10. It was the most insane stretch of the entirely insane route. If Leon was parked right at the corner, he would have no trouble seeing the lorry slowly maneuvering down the tiny street and pulling in front of it to block its path.

      As I walked, there were enough people on the streets that I began to get worried. Leon would be parked about 150 feet from a relatively busy street. What were the odds, just after 9, that no bystander would happen upon the operation? It was tough to know. If we were quick enough, it wouldn’t be a problem. If we were unlucky, it would be the same risk as with the other prisoners. All we could do was hope they didn’t get a good look at any of our faces. There really wasn’t a choice because this was the best spot and we had no control over the timing.

      So, at maybe five minutes past 9, Leon would pull out in front of the lorry, blocking its path. Then he would act as if he stalled out when trying to shift into reverse and was stuck, which wouldn’t be hard because Leon couldn’t drive for shit. But even if it was an act, it wouldn’t have to be for long.

      Because while all of that was happening, I would step out from the alley that separated two of the buildings on Petite Rue de Montplaisir and do what I needed to do. One shot, two shots, fin. And then we would grab the keys from the guard, unlock Manon and the rest of the prisoners, and make our escape. Leon would take the truck alone. Manon would get in the car with Raymond and Marie, which was just pulling up from behind and parked, about 100 feet back, and ready to avoid the bottleneck by making a left turn onto Rue de la Promenade.

      And I would walk back into the alley, pull the cassock over my head, push the black hat down low, pick up my breviary, and walk out of the other side of the alley a little farther down onto Rue Saint-Hippolyte.
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      I turned left onto Petite Rue de Montplaisir. My period of calm had passed, and the needle on the dial, which featured a scale from Zero to Shitting Myself, was moving persistently to the right. As I turned, I gave a quick peek over my shoulder, which was bad spy craft — but I didn’t care. I needed the reassurance that nobody was following me as I turned onto the quiet, narrow street, and nobody was.

      I got a second look about 15 seconds later when I crossed the street and made the right-hand turn onto Rue Saint-Hippolyte. I was gloriously clean, and there was no one on the street ahead of me, either. After another 15 seconds, I ducked into the alley that formed two sides of the perimeter of the building that sat on the corner. I would walk in one side, on Rue Saint-Hippolyte, make the left at the alley’s deepest point, and then come out on Petite Rue de Montplaisir.

      There were some big trash bins, and it was behind them that I removed the cassock and the hat, leaving me in ordinary work clothes. I checked my watch, and it was five minutes before nine. If the mission was to be aborted because Manon was not on the lorry, Raymond would theoretically begin blasting his car horn in five minutes. If there was no horn, the lorry from Montluc would be in front of me about five minutes after that.

      I wanted to venture out to the end of the alley to take a quick peek and see if Leon was in position with the lorry that the Resistance had provided. I actually took a step in that direction and then stopped myself. What was the point? None, actually. If Leon wasn’t there, I would know soon enough — because the lorry from the prison would drive right by me if he wasn’t there. If he was there, the lorry would be stopped and I would do what I had to do. But to go out and look would just be to risk giving my position away to some bystander who happened upon the scene. There was no need for that. In fact, it was stupid even to have considered it.

      I looked again at my watch. Two minutes before nine. My hands were shaking but only a little bit. I was actually surprised that my fear was not showing worse — because it was intense. The only way I could distract myself was to think about Manon. Of course, every time I did that, my mind would wander to the worst. At one point, I actually imagined what her left hand would look like with her pinky lopped off. Would I even notice if she wasn’t wearing her wedding ring anymore? A second after that gruesome sight filled my mind’s eye, I managed a focus, goddammit that I verbalized loud enough that I felt as if it might have echoed in the closed space.

      My watch, again. It was 9 o’clock.

      I crept out toward the entrance of the alley on Petite Rue de Montplaisir. I needed to stick my head out, at least a little, to listen for a blaring car horn, first in the distance and then growing louder. But there was nothing. I cocked my ear to the right, in the direction of the prison — and, nothing. But then I thought I heard something coming from the left. I looked, and the first thing I saw was Leon in his truck, sitting on the corner of Rue Saint-Hippolyte. So that was good. But what was the noise? I was pretty sure that it was a train blowing its horn, but the tracks were easily a mile away. Was it crazy that I could hear it? And was it really to the left, or was it a noise coming from the right and the sound waves were ricocheting off of a building?

      Steady, steady. Focus, goddammit. I closed my eyes and tried to concentrate some more on any sounds coming from my right, from the direction of Montluc. But there was nothing.

      My watch. It was 9:03, and all was quiet. This was really happening. I looked quickly at Leon, and from 100 or so feet away, our eyes still managed to meet. We traded a nod. Yes, this was really happening.

      I stepped back into the alley to wait. Maybe two minutes later, maybe three, it all began to unfold. I could feel my heart in my chest but, at the same time, it felt as if everything was happening in slow motion. I felt like I was underwater.

      The lorry from Montluc rumbled slowly down the street, its exhaust farting once in exasperation at the slow speed. Leon pulled out exactly as planned, and the prison lorry stopped. The driver threw his hands in the air as if outraged by the delay. Leon waved back in what appeared to be a sincere apology. Then he struggled to get the lorry into reverse and put on a very convincing show of looking very much like a new driver who was choking under the pressure.

      That’s when I came out of the alley.

      My thought all along had been to shoot the guard first and the driver second. The risk was that the driver would floor it in response to the shot and turn a relatively controlled situation for me into a total fucking mess. But the risk the other way was just as plain. I wasn’t sure that the driver was armed, but I knew the guard was — so shooting the driver first would give the guard more time to get to his weapon. I debated it, and even adding in that the driver would be closest to me as I approached the lorry, I still thought it made sense to shoot the guard first. And so I did.

      One shot to the head. The driver did not floor it — he simply froze. He got the second bullet, also to the head. One, two. I felt nothing, other than relief. They were two Frenchmen, just working for a living, maybe true Nazi believers but more likely just a couple of saps who couldn’t think of another way to feed their families. It could have been Raymond if he had been a prison guard before the war instead of a city cop. But I really didn’t care. One, two.

      Leon jumped out of his lorry and ran to get the keys from the dead guard’s pocket. I reflexively wiped the gun off on my shirttail and dropped it down a sewer on the corner. I didn’t really care if the Gestapo found the gun or not. Honestly, my first thought was to take the remaining three bullets out of the revolver so I could give them back to the Resistance.

      I wanted to see Manon, to hug her, hold her, console her — but if everyone was unanimous about one aspect of the plan, it was that I was to go nowhere near the back of the lorry when Leon was unlocking the chains. The Combat guy was the first one to say, “You can’t do it. If the other prisoners connect the two of you, and one of them gets caught, they’ll focus on you as the culprit. This way, they’ll have to guess for a little while, at least. They’ll see it as a Resistance operation, not an Alex operation. They still think we’re after you. You want that confusion. It probably won’t last, but even a little while will help.”

      So I stood and watched from 150 feet away as the unlocked prisoners began running, five of them in five different directions. The sixth was Manon, who did not run. She walked quickly in the direction of Marcel’s car, where Raymond was leaning out of the driver’s side window and waving.

      When she got there, she reached for the handle and looked in my direction for some reason. It was total happenstance. But she saw me, and our eyes locked. She stopped for just a second, stopped and placed her right hand over her heart. I did the same thing in reply.
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      Cassock on, wide-brimmed hat in place, breviary in hand, I walked out of the alley on Rue Saint-Hippolyte and turned left, away from Petite Rue de Montplaisir. I took the quickest of looks to my right and saw that Leon’s lorry was gone. Just the nose of the Montluc lorry was visible to me during my peek. I couldn’t see either of the bodies, and I didn’t hear any police sirens. I also didn’t see any bystanders. If you didn’t witness what had happened, there really wasn’t anything particularly compelling about the scene. The guard and the driver were both dead, but they were still in their seats in the front cab of the lorry. The prisoners were gone, but there was nothing noteworthy about an empty lorry. And the fact that it was stopped in the middle of a tiny street would draw no natural attention, either, not until a driver came up from behind and couldn’t get through and began leaning on his horn. But that hadn’t happened yet.

      It had all gone so well that it almost beat the natural pessimism out of me. Almost.

      My next task was simple, just to walk back to the flat. That was where Leon, Raymond and I all would meet up to plan for the next steps. I didn’t know who would get there first. My walk would be side streets and small streets, maybe just a little bit windier than a typical walk. Leon, meanwhile, had to drop off the lorry in the back of a warehouse, leaving the keys in the ignition, and then he was to walk the rest of the way, maybe a half-mile.

      Then there was Raymond. This was the part I argued against, but eventually relented. Since none of us knew what kind of physical shape Manon would be in — Manon and the baby, rather — the thought was that she needed to see someone with some medical knowledge as soon as possible after the rescue. That was where Marie’s idea came into play. I was being selfish — I just wanted to see my wife — but the logic of her argument eventually wore me down.

      Because, as it turned out, Marie made a little money on the side by doing laundry for the nuns at the convent of the Church of Saint Bruno des Chartreaux. With that job came two interesting side benefits. First, she would have access to nuns’ habits — dress, veil, the whole deal. Second, she had a relationship with Sister Jerome, who was a trained nurse and a Resistance sympathizer at the same time. All of which meant that, waiting in the back seat of the car lent to us by Marcel were two nuns’ habits, which Manon and Marie slipped into while Raymond drove back toward the convent. Once there, Raymond would let them out about a block away and they would walk into the front door of the convent as any two nuns might — and, once inside, Sister Jerome would give Manon as much of a physical examination as her abilities allowed. Raymond had said, “She’s good — she was a full-time nurse before she received the calling.” So if Manon and/or the baby were in significant distress, we would know and could plan on a next move.

      Me walking in a cassock. Manon dressed up like a nun and hiding out in a convent. The two of us really were going to have to get our asses into a church pretty soon.

      I got back to the flat first, then Leon. Raymond was last, which surprised me. He said there was no particular reason. He just drove slowly, in a little bit of a circuitous route. “It’s like I’m in a fucking daze,” he said. “It’s like I can’t believe it. I mean, are we really going to get away with this?”

      “How is she?” I said.

      “She’s good,” Raymond said.

      “Good how?”

      “She’s tired, but that’s it. She said they never beat her, never really touched her.”

      “Ten fingers and toes?” I said.

      “Ten and ten,” he said. “I didn’t see any bloody stumps. She said they kept her up all night at Montluc — lights bright, guards coming by to wake her every 15 minutes. At Avenue Berthelot, she said Barbie—”

      “Barbie himself?” I said.

      “The man himself, in the flesh. She said he asked where you were, if you shot at Vogl. She said she hadn’t seen you in weeks. He asked again, she said the same thing. Eight hours of questioning on Saturday, then no sleep, then eight more hours of questioning on Sunday, then no sleep. But she’s okay.”

      “Did she say anything about the baby?”

      “She did,” Raymond said. “Marie asked her straight off and Manon said, ‘He’s a kicking bastard.’ She thinks it’s a boy, because he’s such an asshole.”

      She had never guessed at the sex before. I sank back into the couch cushion and just about passed out. And then I said, “I know what you mean about the daze. It’s almost like it went too well.”

      “Don’t celebrate too soon,” Leon said. “We still haven’t figured out how to get you two out of here.”

      “I was think—” Raymond said.

      “You stop thinking right now,” I said. “I can’t begin to thank you, and I’ll never be able to pay you back for your help and your friendship. But it ends here.”

      “Now wait—”

      “Now you fucking wait,” I said. “This is it. You have Marie. You have the kids. You have a life, and you’ve already risked too much. So when you get home tonight, you give Marie and the kids a hug for me, and you tell her that it’s over. We’ve been given a blessing here — nobody saw you two, and nobody suspects you of anything — and we have to accept that blessing. It’s about time we got one.”

      Raymond folded his arms and just stared at me. He was pissed off, but he knew I was right. Leon walked over and put his arm around him and said, “Think about the stories we’ll be able to tell when these motherfucking black uniforms are gone.” Raymond just continued to stare. That was his reply.

      We hadn’t talked about what was next, but I was pretty sure that Manon and I were going to have to leave Lyon specifically, and the area in general. There just wasn’t any way we could survive the manhunt that was ongoing, and that would likely be turned up even hotter now that Manon had escaped. We had to go, and we had to go soon. Manon could say all she wanted that she didn’t run, but this would not be running. This would be surviving to fight another day.

      Leon knew what I was thinking, and the argument that would be coming, and said, “Tell her it’s just a tactical retreat.”

      But when would I be able to tell her? The plan was that Leon and I would hide for as long as we could and somehow get in touch with the Resistance through Marcel to find out the next move. Manon, meanwhile, would stay in the convent until the Resistance scooped her up and got us back together. The truth was, I might not be the one who made the argument to her about leaving after all. It might be someone from the Resistance. She would be livid, and I was silently hoping the messenger would be the motherfucking ass-grabber.

      Whatever, we were going to have to leave the flat and get in the car and find a new place to hide out. We would have to keep moving, never spending more than one night anywhere. And we were going to have to find a way to get in touch with Marcel on a fairly regular basis. And, ideally, we would have an idea about what we were doing in a couple of days, tops.

      We were getting ready to go. Raymond would go first and walk home. He had left a uniform here so that, during the walk, no one would bother him. As he buttoned up and got ready to leave, he just shook his head.

      “I wish we had another bottle of Calvados,” he said.
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      The postcard to Marcel said:

      The trip was fantastic! Thanks so much for your hospitality! The 5th course of that late-night dinner will never be forgotten! All our love, and next time, you must visit us.

      Anthon

      Marcel wasn’t a spy, but we were hoping he could figure it out. The key words were “5th,” “late-night” and “Anthon.” What we were hoping was that Marcel would take the local train out to Anthon, a little town about 20 miles east of Lyon, on the 5th of the month, late at night, and find Leon and I sitting in his car, which would be parked just outside the station.

      Which was exactly what happened.

      “Thank fucking God,” he said, when he saw us.

      “I told you he had the makings of a spy,” I said.

      “You’re a spy? Not just a half-assed Resistance fighter?”

      “It’s a long story,” Leon said.

      “I have time, I’m driving,” Marcel said. “But talk loud.”

      “Why?”

      “Because the two of you are laying down on the floor of the back seat and hiding under a blanket. And don’t worry — I’ll give you all the privacy you need.”

      “But there’s nobod—” I said.

      “My ride, my rules,” he said.

      The ride was uneventful. We hadn’t even had to go to the jerry cans in the trunk during the days we were hiding out. One night, we slept in the barn at Marcel Lefebvre’s farm at Chassagny. He gave us homemade wine, and milk, and even poached a couple of eggs for us. I nearly cried. The next night, Leon rented a room at an inn with his most recent identity, and I sneaked in to join him. Another night, we hid behind the barn of what seemed to be an abandoned farm — maybe owned by Jews, but who knew? — and slept in the car. It hadn’t been too bad at all.

      “How’s Manon?” I said. It was when we first stared driving.

      “Good,” Marcel said. “The sister said she and the baby are fine. They said she slept for the better part of two days, only getting up to eat a little. The Resistance has her in a safe house now. We’re just waiting.”

      “Waiting for what?”

      “For the radio,” Marcel said. “For tonight.”

      When the car eventually stopped, Marcel told us to stay where we were. He got out of the car, then unlocked the back door of his shop. He waited for an unusually long time before saying, ‘Okay, come on out,” which we did.

      “Why the wait?” I said.

      “I don’t know,” Marcel said. “I’m losing my nerve, not that I ever had any. But this is killing me. Every time I see a black uniform, I feel like pissing myself. I know it must show on my face. I’m just waiting for the knock.”

      “You’ll be all right,” Leon said. “You’ve been very careful.”

      “But I’ve been more involved than I ever thought I would be,” he said. “It all just… happened.”

      “You sorry you did it?” I said.

      “No, no — it’s not that. I know what I’m doing is important. I know it’s the most important thing I’ve ever done. But I’m just so goddamned scared all the time. I’m seeing shadows that aren’t there.”

      We went up to the second floor, above the shop, where Marcel lived in a fairly cramped flat — living room, bedroom, kitchenette, bathroom, fin. He settled us down and heated up some tomato soup from a tin that he stretched with some water. While we drank it out of mugs, he went back into a bottom cupboard and brought out a small box that looked as if it could hold a pair of shoes. But when he flipped off the lid, he did not bring out a pair of brogues. Instead it was a radio that he plugged in.

      “Wow, it’s tiny,” Leon said.

      “If they did a real search, they’d find it. A half-assed search, probably not. But if I had to move, I could easily take it with me.”

      “How do you get all of this stuff?” I said.

      “You’d be amazed what you can get in exchange for two perfect identity cards.”

      Marcel flipped on the set and we waited for it to warm up. When it was ready, he would turn it to the BBC. Listening to it was a crime in itself, punishable by a visit to Avenue Berthelot at the minimum. They didn’t really hurt you for that — they just did what they could to scare the piss out of you. Oh, and they took the radio. But on the list of Gestapo sins that I had committed in the previous few months, a little BBC radio broadcast was decidedly venial. Like, two Hail Marys’ worth.

      The way Marcel told it, the Resistance, after talking to their bosses in London, made the case that Manon and I needed to be flown to England. “Think about it,” he said. “Married, with a child on the way, both been arrested, both well-known to the Gestapo, and you being wanted for trying to kill a Gestapo officer and for killing two French prison guards.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, they’ve pinned that on you, too,” he said. “It would be highly unfair of them to have made the assumption based on no evidence — highly unfair, that is, if it wasn’t true.”

      “Well, there is that,” I said.

      “Anyway, the Resistance in London agreed immediately that you need to be airlifted out.”

      “And what did my beautiful bride have to say about that?”

      “The way it was described to me was that, when she first heard the plan, she blistered everyone within range, really peeled the paint off the walls. But it was only for about five minutes. Then she calmed down. She knows. She knows how dangerous it is for you two. She knows how tired she is.”

      For the previous couple of days, I had actually allowed myself to think about what life might be like away from France and away from the Nazis. On and off for about five years, I had been either fighting them, or running from them, or both. And while we weren’t there yet, not nearly, and there were still a dozen things that could land me back in Barbie’s fourth floor recreation room at Avenue Berthelot, I was starting to hope that maybe, just maybe, it would all work out for us in the end. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d held a legitimate hope for happiness in my heart. Honestly, it felt a little strange.

      “So, what are we waiting to hear?” Leon said.

      “You’ve listened before, right?” Marcel said.

      “In Paris, all the time — but really just for the news.”

      “After the news, they read off personal messages. It can be kind of hypnotic because they read a bunch of them in random order. Some of them are legitimate — and a happy fortieth birthday to you, too, Andre — but a lot of them are coded messages to the Resistance, just sentences or phrases or quotes from literature. It’s pretty simple. The details have been worked out ahead of time. We’re just waiting for a go or a no-go. And a date.”

      The news came on, and the headlines were all about the war. The summary was that the good guys were doing swell and the Germans were losing in Russia, toe by frostbitten toe. I didn’t know how much of it was true, but I was inclined to believe more than I typically did. It must have been all of that hope in my heart, I guess, or something.

      I started to make a crack about the eastern front when Marcel shushed me. It was apparent that he needed to concentrate. Pencil in hand, pad of paper on the table in front of him, he was leaned over with his ear right next to the radio’s speaker. He was concentrating so hard that he was squinting.

      Then he began writing. When it was over, he snapped off the radio and unplugged it and began to put it back in the box.

      “Well, are you going to tell us?” I said.

      “The message was, ‘They will leave with joy.’ It’s been repeated three times. What that means is, you’re going out tomorrow night.”
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      According to Marcel, weather and the moon had a lot to do with how they picked the dates for these flying snatches. They needed enough moonlight to be able to see the landing area, although we would help with some torches. And it had to be decent flying weather.

      “The way they explained it to me, somewhat shitty is better than dead clear,” Marcel said. “But, at the same time, too shitty would completely block out the moonlight.”

      “I’m no expert, but this night seems to be in a good place on the shittiness scale,” Leon said. It had drizzled earlier, and now you could see the clouds as they moved gently across the face of a three-quarter moon.

      “Prime shittiness,” Marcel said.

      “Enough with this shit,” I said. “Where’s Manon?”

      We were on our bellies, behind a hedgerow. On the other side was a fallow field that didn’t seem big enough to land a plane. But somebody at the Resistance had told Marcel, “Don’t have a heart attack when you see it. It’s small, but we’ve used it before.”

      “Manon’s on the other side, behind the next hedgerow,” Marcel said. “Don’t worry. She has two people watching her, just like you have Leon and I. It’s going to be fine. They do this all the time.”

      “All the time,” I said.

      “Well, they’ve done it before,” Marcel said.

      “How many times?” At this, Marcel paused.

      “Twice,” he said. “At least that’s what they told me.”

      “And it worked?”

      “Same answer: at least that’s what they told me.”

      Marcel checked his watch and said, “Okay, five minutes.” Then he went over the mechanics of the plan. He handed Leon a torch and told him to crab-walk down to the far end of the hedgerow. When he heard an airplane engine, he was to turn on the torch and point it straight up to the sky.

      “Make sure it’s straight up — don’t go spraying the countryside with the light,” he said. “I’ll be at the other end of the hedgerow with my torch, doing the same thing. On Manon’s side, there will be two more men with two more torches. The pilot will see the four lights and do his best to land in the middle of the box. The moon will help him see just enough to make it work out okay.”

      “And where will I be?” I said.

      “You wait at the opening in the middle of the hedgerow. Manon will be in the same place on the other side. And when you see the plane land, you run for it and she’ll do the same thing and, if it all works out, you’ll be eating a plate of that godawful British food in no time.”

      “It’s got to be better than what we have here,” I said.

      “Maybe,” Marcel said. “But think about it. It takes the fucking Nazis to turn their culinary crap into something desirable.”

      The idea of leaving Leon behind still bothered me. I tried, for the third time, to talk him into tagging along. He declined, for the third time, each attempt increasingly more pissed off.

      “First off, I wasn’t invited,” he said. “But even if I was, I couldn’t go. I belong here. I belong in Paris, really. Nobody’s looking for me. My picture isn’t on any wanted posters. I don’t have a pregnant wife who just spent a couple of days in a Gestapo cell. It’s just different for you.”

      “I know, but—”

      “No buts,” Leon said. “Just fucking get on the plane and send me a postcard. Maybe one with those guards in the red outfits.”

      Marcel checked his wristwatch again. It was time for Leon and him to get in their places. They each grabbed a torch and scuttled their way to either end of the hedgerow. I scuttled, too, the short distance to the opening. I looked through it in an attempt to see Manon, but it was too dark. I would be able to see her on the field, but the hedgerows threw enough of a shadow to leave me, and I assumed her, in a deep green darkness.

      And then I just listened. I heard the faintest bit of wind in the trees behind us where the car was hidden. I did not hear an airplane engine. I counted to 60, and then I counted to 60 again, and nothing. The plane was late. I began to fidget. I needed to take a nervous piss. I wanted to crab-walk my way back over to Marcel to see what he thought, but that would be stupid. I decided on the piss instead, figuring that one of the rules of human existence would kick in. It was the same rule that said you could stand at a bus stop and lean out expectantly seemingly forever, but that the bus would not show up until you gave up and sat down on the bench.

      And so, I was halfway through the piss when Leon was the first of the four to switch on his torch. I had not heard anything. But then the rest came on, and the box’s four corners were lit, and the noise of the airplane grew uncomfortably loud. At a certain point, I could see it, moonlit at times, and then in the clouds, and then moonlit again. It passed over the field, and I wondered if the pilot had seen the lights, but then it banked and turned. He saw us and was just getting his nose turned back toward England as he landed.

      He was coming in crazily steep, it seemed to me. Then again, I didn’t know shit about flying an airplane. Still, he landed hard and bounced noticeably, once, then twice. But he had the thing under control, and was braking to a stop, much closer to Manon’s hedgerow than to mine. I probably had 350 feet to run. She would have about 150 feet. That was good. She would get to the plane first and get set, and then I would dive in we would be gone.

      As soon as it became clear that the brakes would hold, I began to sprint. I was maybe 10 strides into my run when the three floodlights were switched on at once. The first thing I did was stare at the lights, which were perched on the back of vehicles hidden on a hill, in another row of trees behind the other hedgerow. The second thing I did was look for Manon, and I did see her. She must have started running before me because she was nearly to the plane.

      I could see her face, just for a flash, and it did not show fear, not a bit. It just showed determination, the will that defined her. It was the face I had fallen in love with.

      It was the only thought I had when I heard the first gunshot, and when I felt that I had been hit in the right leg.

      I fell to the ground and instinctively covered my head. I heard several more shots — rifle shots, not a machine gun. That’s when I heard Manon scream.

      Suddenly, amid the firing, the airplane was accelerating and gaining altitude, flying right over the lights. They must have been searchlights, employed specifically with this purpose in mind, and they followed the plane into the sky, and the shooting continued. Because of that, the field was dark again. I did my best to get to my feet, but immediately fell back down. From my back, I turned to where the plane had been, but I couldn’t see anything. It was too dark. I thought I yelled Manon’s name, but I wasn’t sure. The only thing I was sure about was that I did not hear a reply.

      I was in the process of passing out. The last thing I remembered was Marcel and Leon getting me upright and carrying me, one beneath each armpit.
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      I was in and out of consciousness for the better part of a day, I figured. I remembered bits of the ride in Marcel’s car, with me stretched out on the back seat and Leon kneeling on the floor and applying pressure to my wound. The bullet caught me on the back of the thigh. At least, that’s where he was pressing.

      The next memory was of being stretched out, face-down, on a long table. A doctor, or whatever reasonable facsimile that the Resistance could provide, was peering into the wound while holding a flashlight. He said, to someone, “He’s fainting because of the blood loss but I think he’s lucky as hell. Doesn’t look like anything major was hit, and there are two holes. Bullet went in one hole and out the other. He’s going to be fine. Just let him sleep. If he wakes up, give him a little whiff.”

      I assumed it was chloroform, or some such thing. I didn’t remember anything after that until I woke for good. Leon was sitting in a chair next to the bed.

      “Manon,” I said.

      He couldn’t look at me. I had known Leon since I was 17, and he couldn’t look at me.

      “Tell me,” I said.

      “We don’t know.”

      “What do you mean, you don’t know?”

      “I’m telling you, we don’t know.”

      “But how is that possible?” I said. I was sitting up by then, sort of. Actually, I was propped up on my left elbow. All the weight would be borne by the left side of my body for a while, I guessed.

      “How much do you remember?” Leon said.

      “I remember being shot, and I remember hearing Manon scream.”

      “Okay,” he said. “Here’s what we know. After you went down, Marcel and I dragged your ass out of there as fast as we could and back to the car. The field was dark again by then — the lights all followed the plane. So we couldn’t see anything.”

      “You mean you couldn’t see Manon,” I said. “So she probably made it on to the plane, right?”

      “We’re hoping, but we don’t know,” Leon said. “The next morning, this morning — it’s all running together — we went back to the field. There were two bodies there, the men from Le Franc-Tireur who had taken Manon to the site and were holding the two torches on that side. They were in a terrible spot — the search lights were hidden in the trees behind them. They were completely lit up. They never had a chance.”

      “But you didn’t find Manon, right?”

      “Right,” Leon said.

      “So that means she made it on to the plane,” I said.

      “Maybe,” he said. “But what if she was wounded and the Gestapo scooped her up for more questioning? Or what if she escaped on her own and is hiding someplace? Or what if—”

      “What if she was wounded and died on the plane,” I said. It shocked me how matter-of-factly I spoke the sentence.

      “Yeah,” Leon said. And then the silence crushed us.

      We listened to the BBC that night, and there was no message. We didn’t know what we were waiting for — there wasn’t a pre-arranged code — but we figured we would know it when we heard it. The group surrounding the radio was intense on the one hand and wasted on the other. My pregnant wife was missing, but I still had hope. The other three huddled along with Leon and I had lost close friends on that field, comrades in the greatest brotherhood in France. When they signed up, they knew that danger and death would always be just through the next door, but that never made it any easier. One of the dead men was the brother of the kid sitting to my right. The kid was borderline catatonic.

      We listened to the list of favorite new songs, and the recipe for apple pie, and the various birthday greetings, and the snippet from some Shakespeare play, and all the rest, but none of it seemed to apply to us, or Manon, or an airplane under fire. On that much we agreed.

      The next night, the same.

      The next night, the same.

      I was growing frantic. I wanted to find someone willing to go to Montluc with a bundle of women’s clothes, on the hope that they would tell us that Manon was there. But it was impossible to ask the men who were hiding in the same cellar as Leon and I. It was just too dangerous. In truth, it likely was suicide.

      When the time came on the fourth night, we gathered again around the radio. I still had hope, but I couldn’t tell if anyone else did. Even Leon seemed resigned to… something. He was almost as catatonic as the kid.

      He stayed that way through the entire broadcast, through the soft snap the knob made when the radio was switched off.

    

  


  
    
      If you enjoyed this book, the fourth book in the Alex Kovacs series — “The Limoges Dilemma” — is currently available.

      Please check it out, along with my other work. Here’s the web address of my Amazon author page:

      

      https://www.amazon.com/author/richardwake
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        ENJOY THIS BOOK? YOU CAN REALLY HELP ME OUT.

        

        The truth is that, as a new author, it is hard to get readers’ attention. But if you have read this far, I have yours – and I could use a favor.

        

        Reviews from people who liked this book go a long way toward convincing future readers of its worth. It won’t take five minutes of your time, but it would mean a lot to me.  Long or short, it doesn’t matter.

        

        Thanks!
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