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Description :

*Unlorgettable.”—L harles

Prsentation de I'diteurBy 1939, Anglo-American journalist John Russell has spent over adecade in Berlin,
where his son lives with his mother. He writes human-interest pieces for British and American papers,
avoiding the investigative journalism that could get him deported. But as World War Il approaches, he faces
having to leave his son as well as his girlfriend of several years, a beautiful German starlet.When an
acquaintance from his old communist days approaches him to do some work for the Soviets, Russell is
reluctant, but he is unable to resist the offer. He becomes involved in other dangerous activities, helping a
Jewish family and a determined young American reporter. When the British and the Nazis notice his
involvement with the Soviets, Russell is dragged into the murky world of warring intelligence services.From
the Hardcover edition.ExtraitTHERE WERE TWO HOURS left of 1938. In Danzig it had beensnowing on


/file.html?id=B004HYHB48

and off all day, and a gang of children was enjoying a snowballfight in front of the grain warehouses which
lined the old waterfront.John Russell paused to watch them for afew moments, thenwalked on up the
cobbled street toward the blue and yellow lights. The Sweden Bar was far from crowded, and those few faces
thatturned his way werent exactly brimming over with festive spirit. In fact,most of them looked like theyd
rather be somewhere else.lt was an easy thing to want. The Christmas decorations hadntbeen removed, just
allowed to drop, and they now formed part of theflooring, aong with patches of melting slush, floating
cigarette butts,and the odd broken bottle. The bar was famous for the savagery of itsinternational brawls, but
on this particular night the various groups of Swedes, Finns, and L etts seemed devoid of the energy needed to
getone started. Usually atable or two of German naval ratings could berelied upon to provide the necessary
spark, but the only Germanspresent were a couple of aging prostitutes, and they were gettingready to
leave.Russell took a stool at the bar, bought himself a Goldwasser, andglanced through the month-old copy
of the New Y ork Herald Tribunewhich, for some inexplicable reason, was lying there. One of his
ownarticleswasin it, a piece on German attitudes to their pets. It wasaccompanied by a cute-looking
photograph of a Schnauzer.Seeing him reading, a solitary Swede two stools down asked him, inperfect
English, if he spoke that language. Russell admitted that he did.Y ou are English! the Swede exclaimed, and
shifted his considerablebulk to the stool adjoining Russells.Their conversation went from friendly to
sentimental, and sentimentalto maudlin, at what seemed like a breakneck pace. ThreeGoldwassers later, the
Swede was telling him that he, Lars, was not thetrue father of his children. Vibeke had never admitted it, but
he knewit to be true.Russell gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder, and Larssunk forward, his head
making adull clunk asit hit the polished surfaceof the bar. Happy New Y ear, Russell murmured. He shifted
theSwedes head dlightly to ease the mans breathing, and got up to leave.Outside, the sky was beginning to
clear, the air ailmost cold enoughto sober him up. An organ was playing in the Protestant SeamensChurch,
nothing hymnal, just a slow lament, asif the organist were sayinga personal farewell to the year gone by. It
was a quarter to midnight.Russell walked back across the city, conscious of the moisture seepingin through
the holes in his shoes. There were lots of couples onLanger Markt, laughing and squealing as they clutched
each other forbalance on the dlippery sidewalks.He cut over to Breite Gasse and reached the Holz-Markt just
as thebells began pealing in the New Y ear. The square was full of celebratingpeople, and an insistent hand
pulled him into a circle of revelersdancing and singing in the snow. When the song ended and the
circlebroke up, the Polish girl on hisleft reached up and brushed her lipsagainst his, eyes shining with
happiness. It was, he thought, a betterthan-expected opening to 1939.HISHOTEL'S RECEPTION AREA
was deserted, and the sounds of cel ebration emanating from the kitchen at the back suggested thenight staff
were enjoying their own private party. Russell gave up theidea of making himself a hot chocolate while his
shoes dried in one ofthe ovens, and took his key. He clambered up the stairs to the third floor,and trundled
down the corridor to his room. Closing the door behindhim, he became painfully aware that the occupants of
the neighboringrooms were still welcoming in the new year, loud singing on one side,floor-shaking sex on
the other. He took off his shoes and socks, dried hiswet feet with atowel, and sank back onto the vibrating
bed.There was a discreet, barely audible tap on his door.Cursing, he levered himself off the bed and pulled
the door open.A man in acrumpled suit and open shirt stared back at him.Mr. John Russell, the man said in
English, asif he were introducingRussell to himself. The Russian accent was dlight, but unmistakable.Could
| talk with you for afew minutes?its abit late . . . Russell began. The mans face was vaguely familiar.But
why not? he continued, as the singers next door reached foranew and louder chorus. A journalist should
never turn down a conversation,he murmured, mostly to himself, as he let the man in.Take the chair, he
suggested.His visitor sat back and crossed one leg over the other, hitching up histrouser as he did so. We
have met before, he said. A long time ago.My name is Shchepkin. Y evgeny Grigorovich Shchepkin, We. . .
.Yes, Russell interrupted, as the memory clicked into place. Thediscussion group on journalism at the Fifth
Congress. The summer oftwenty-four.Shchepkin nodded his acknowledgment. | remember your
contributions,he said. Full of passion, he added, his eyes circling the roomand resting, for afew seconds, on
his hosts dilapidated shoes.Russell perched himself on the edge of the bed. As you saidalong time ago. He
and l1se had met at that conference and set inmotion their ten year cycle of marriage, parenthood, separation,
anddivorce. Shchepkins hair had been black and wavy in 1924; now it wasa close-cropped gray. They were
both alittle older than the century,Russell guessed, and Shchepkin was wearing pretty well, consideringwhat
hed probably been through the last fifteen years. He had ahandsome face of indeterminate nationality, with
deep brown eyesabove prominent slanting cheekbones, an aquiline nose, and lipsjustthe full side of perfect.
He could have passed for a citizen of mostEuropean countries, and probably had. The Russian completed his



survey of the room. Thisis adreadfulhotel, he said.Russell laughed. Is that what you wanted to talk
about?No. Of course not.So what are you here for?Ah. Shchepkin hitched his trouser again. | am here to
offer youwork.Russell raised an eyebrow. Y ou? Who exactly do you represent?The Russian shrugged. My
country. The Writers Union. It doesntmatter. Y ou will be working for us. Y ou know who we are.No, Russell
said. | mean, no Im not interested. IDont be so hasty, Shchepkin said. Hear me out. We arent askingyou to
do anything which your German hosts could object to. TheRussian allowed himself asmile. Let metell you
exactly what we havein mind. We want a series of articles about positive aspects of the Naziregime. He
paused for afew seconds, waiting in vain for Russell todemand an explanation. Y ou are not German but you
live in Berlin,Shchepkin went on. Y ou once had a reputation as ajournalist of theleft, and though that
reputation hasshall we sayfaded, no onecould accuse you of being an apologist for the Nazis. . .But you
want me to be just that.No, no. We want positive aspects, not a positive picture overall.That would not be
believable.Russell was curious in spite of himself. Or because of the Goldwassers.Do you just need my
name on these articles? he asked. Ordo you want me to write them as well ?20h, we want you to write them.
We like your styleall that irony.Russell shook his head: Stalin and irony didnt seem like much of
amatch.Shchepkin misread the gesture. Look, he said, let me put al mycards on the table.Russell
grinned.Shchepkin offered awry smilein return. Well, most of them anyway.L ook, we are aware of your
situation. Y ou have a German son anda German lady-friend, and you want to stay in Germany if you
possiblycan. Of course if awar breaks out you will have to leave, or else theywill intern you. But until that
moment comesand maybe it wontmiracles do happenuntil it does you want to earn your living as gournalist
without upsetting your hosts. What better way than this? Y ouwrite nice things about the Nazisnot too nice,
of course; it has to becrediblebut you stress their good side.Does shit have a good side? Russell wondered
out loud.Come, come, Shchepkin insisted, you know better than that.Unemployment eliminated, a renewed
sense of community, healthychildren, cruises for workers, cars for the people. . . .Y ou should work for Joe
Goebbel s.Shchepkin gave him a mock-reproachful 1ook.Okay, Russell said, | take your point. Let me ask
you a question.Theres only one reason youd want that sort of article: Y oure softeningup your own people for
some sort of deal with the devil. Right?Shchepkin flexed his shouldersin an eloquent shrug.Why?The
Russian grunted. Why deal with the devil? | dont know whatthe leadership is thinking. But | could make an
educated guess and socould you.



