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ONE

Alone in the corridor he scraped a wood match against the wall, lighting up another cigarette. There was a bare overhead bulb every meter or so along the low unfinished ceiling, no other light. From within the screening room, he heard sounds, low voices, but they were unintelligible, and he could not tell just which scene was being shown.

Lang’s feet, like his hands, were quite large; and he walked with an erect military carriage. He had been out here for most of the film, extinguishing coarse imported cigarettes on the floor, and watching the play of his distinctly multiple shadows. The shadows elongated and foreshortened as he paced the hallway. He had long since tired of watching them. Lang adjusted his monocle, and idly lit one more match.

Then he heard the explosion, found himself smiling in recognition: asylum director Baum, under the hypnotic possession of his most famous patient, the archfiend Mabuse, had just blown up the chemical plant. It was one of his favorite shots, and one, he knew, which occurred quite near the end. Lang walked down the corridor, knocked sternly on the door to the projection booth.

“Pfeiffer?” he said, when there was no reply. He became aware that his right upper wisdom tooth was throbbing again, had been throbbing, really, for some time.

“I’m sorry, Herr Lang,” came the voice from the other side of the door. He had walked to the end of the hall, halfway back, before it occurred to him that there was someone else in the projectionist’s booth, someone he was meant not to see. Finding it at once too bright in the corridor, Lang worked the middle door, eased himself into the screening room, two rows behind the insipid Kosterlitz and his secretary, who constituted today’s audience. He remembered that Thea had asked him to buy this month’s Die Dame, which he could get Erich to pick up at the all-night newsstand just off Ku’damm. Lang would remember the magazine, Thea would be pleased, and with any luck he could forestall one of the tedious arguments which had of late become their staple. Onscreen, Doctor Mabuse—who in his heyday had manipulated the run of cards at the casino, the flow of paper currency, perhaps the course of Fate itself—was instructing Baum, from beyond the grave.

“The belief of the normal citizen in the powers he has elected,” the superimposed shade of Mabuse told the psychiatrist, “must be destroyed. And when everything has been shattered, on this we will build the realm of crime.”

Just ahead, Kosterlitz put his head on his secretary’s shoulder, a childlike gesture which Lang found oddly moving. Turning his head, he saw only the glare of the projector, flickering beams of light, given weight by cigarette smoke. He would have to ask Pfeiffer, later, who the mystery visitor had been. Hearing the high whine of automobiles at top speed, Lang leaned back to watch the final night chase of his latest film, The Testament of Doctor Mabuse.

He had seen it perhaps fifty times, and would be expected, as a courtesy, to sit through it some ten more, in the round of prerelease screenings before the March 23 premiere at UFA-Palast. “I wouldn’t want,” Kosterlitz had told him, in the library of Lang’s club, the Explorers’, “to see it without you.” Kosterlitz had added: “Unless, of course, you’re bored with it by now.” Lang decided he would kill Kosterlitz one day, kill him brutally, for just that remark. The roar of car engines grew louder and seemed, somehow, to be in synchronization with his toothache. He would have to do something about it if the pain did not abate.

“After him!” Inspector Lohmann could be heard to insist. The Lohmann character, who had been quite a hit in Lang’s previous film, M., had been imported here as Mabuse’s nemesis. Lang would have preferred to use the hapless prosecutor von Wenk, of the original Mabuse film; but Bernhard Goetzke was not available to re-create the role, and Lang could not imagine the hapless prosecutor played by anyone else. Lang touched his monocle, a ribbonless, ingrowing affair which, rumor had it, could not be removed without recourse to surgery. Its convex outer surface glinted sullenly now in the white cinema light.

Blurred objects at the roadside, looming ghostlike in the headlights of Baum’s car. Inspector Lohmann’s car, moments behind, in pursuit.

Lang became aware of a rotten, tropical odor, perhaps one of the newer coal-tar derivatives. He placed a finger along a seam in the new carpet, brought the finger to his nose. Aniline cement. He was wondering how he could have been so stupid as to be thinking about having his driver Erich pick up the fashion magazine for Thea: Erich had called in sick, and Lang had taken the roadster. It was getting bad, he knew, if he could not recall which car he’d taken to drive to the studio. Now that he was aware of the coal-tar cement, he could not help but smell it, and think about the way his shoes would smell from having walked upon it. There was a meeting at 6:30 with Correll, UFA’s head of production, which he could get out of. It might be best just not to show up. He had been quite cooperative with the courtesy screenings. Perhaps it was time, once more, to unleash the impulsive artiste.

Onscreen Rudolf Klein-Rogge, who played Mabuse, was hovering over poor Baum. Lang remembered the many takes they had done of the shot, because the camera dolly kept hitting some kind of a bump, and they’d had to lay down rails. Then Rudolf seemed unhappy, and missed his mark several times running. It took the better part of a fifteen-minute break to extract from Klein-Rogge just what had been bothering him.

“It’s where I have to bend down,” the actor said finally, in the voice a small child uses, imparting confidences to a trusted stuffed bear. “Here,” he continued, pointing to his hairline, which had receded quite a bit in the ten years since Doctor Mabuse had made his debut.

“You,” Lang told him, “have a heroic forehead, and should be proud.”

“You can reshoot, with the head erect?”

“Of course,” Lang had said, throwing his arm around the actor, squeezing the side of his neck.

“You will not fool me now by using one of the earlier takes?”

“Thea calls it your widow’s peak,” Lang said, guiding Klein-Rogge back to the lit portion of the set, avoiding cable underfoot. “It is part of what she finds attractive.” Klein-Rogge had been the previous husband of Lang’s wife, Thea. They’d been able to talk about it in the past year or so. Now, in the screening room, Lang could only wonder how the actor had put up with her, although, he told himself, Thea was younger then, and the kind of marriage she’d had with Klein-Rogge need not have been anything like the one she had with him. The tooth was making itself felt; and then Lang must have dozed off, because the next thing he knew the screen was alive, white leader with odd markings flashing bright and stroboscopic, loud cracklings, as the sound sputtered to a stop. Kosterlitz was already on his feet.

“You have surpassed yourself,” Kosterlitz was saying.

“Coming from you—” Lang heard himself replying, as he rose and adjusted his trousers, which had bagged at the knees while he had been sitting.

“Quite fine,” said Kosterlitz’s secretary, a young woman with a flat, pleasant face Lang could not bring himself to regard with much seriousness.

“Thank you for coming.” The pain had started up again. Trying the door, Lang found it locked from the outside. He pulled at the knob several times, somewhat frantically at first, then quite calmly, turning left and right, pulling and pushing, in all permutations. Beyond the door, he heard footsteps. Then the door opened outward, and Lang, still holding the knob, had to perform a small dance to retain balance.

“Terrible mistake,” said Pfeiffer, the projectionist.

“Eat shit,” said Kosterlitz.

Lang shepherded Kosterlitz along the corridor, recalling The Adventures of Fräulein Roland, which Kosterlitz had written and directed, and through which Lang had been forced to sit two separate times. “Perhaps they merely wanted,” Lang told him, “to assure a captive audience.”

“No need. I was literally glued to my chair,” said Kosterlitz, who was always using literally to mean figuratively. Lang waited for him to single out for special praise just those scenes Lang himself hated most. (It had taken Lang ten viewings to be able to stand any of it.)

“The superimpositions were a poem,” Kosterlitz went on. Lang had used them, hoping by visual clutter to camouflage the unlikeliness of a couple of turns of plot. Kosterlitz had been fooled, but Lang was not sure if that was saying much. It struck him that Pfeiffer’s song and dance with the screening room door had been a delaying tactic, to allow the mystery man in the booth his unseen escape. Now the lower jaw seemed to be throbbing as well. It would have been far better to use the soundtrack to denote Baum’s possession by the patient he’d intended to cure.

“Thank you, Herr Lang,” the secretary was saying, as he held the door for her. Dusk was falling quickly. It was just after 6 p.m., on the last day of February.

“I can’t tell you how glad it makes me,” Lang heard himself saying, “that you were able to join us.” They crunched gravel underfoot. “My best to Herr Freund,” he added, recalling, somehow, the name of her fiancé.

“A poem,” Kosterlitz repeated.

Fritz Lang was a tall man, with large features, who had celebrated his forty-second birthday almost three months previous. He’d been born and raised in Vienna, had blue eyes, and would have been, like his father Anton before him, an architect, had he not run away from home and school, to take up painting, in Paris and Zürich. Then the money ran out. Supporting himself as an illustrator of postcards—and occasionally as a cartoonist—Lang toured the Low Countries, Asia Minor, North Africa, China, Japan, and the South Seas. At twenty-four, he landed back in Paris, resumed correspondence with his father, and with his mother, the former Paula Schlesinger. An exhibition of his Schiele-like paintings attracted some notice. On July 31, 1914, the socialist leader Jaurès was assassinated as he sat in the Café du Croissant; Lang, at a cafe two blocks away, decided it was time to get out, and took the last train to leave Paris before the outbreak of hostilities. He was taken prisoner in Belgium, but escaped across the border into Germany. Back in Vienna, he worked briefly as a joke-teller in a cabaret. Then he was conscripted. He fought on the Russian, Balkan, and Italian fronts, sustained several gunshot wounds, nearly lost his right eye. The last wound won him a year’s convalescence in a Vienna hospital set aside for such things. The young lieutenant began writing stories, and took up the wearing of a monocle. He acted a bit, attracted the attention of Erich Pommer of the German Eclair film company, to whom he sold some stories.

The 1919 telegram said, “Come to Berlin, to direct.” His first film for Eclair-Bioscope, The Weakling, concerned a man destroyed by his love for a woman. In 1920, he met Thea von Harbou, a writer of popular stories and novels, who wore her hair short, and parted severely on one side. She was slightly his senior. They married two years later, each for the second time. She wrote the scenarios for all his films; and collaborating with her was nowhere near as difficult as he would have thought. She had blue eyes, paler than his own. When Lang’s mother died, Thea stood with him at the funeral, and Anton confided to Lang the next day, over cups of chocolate, he thought his son had chosen well. It struck Lang as an odd thing for his father to be saying, at a time like that.

When they were still sleeping together, it was more likely Thea’s bedroom than his own. Their first popular success, Destiny, in 1921, gave Lang a degree of power within the UFA studio. American rights were sold to Douglas Fairbanks, who remade it as The Thief of Baghdad, utilizing the same special effects, less well executed. The next year Thea wrote, and Lang directed, Dr. Mabuse the Gambler, after the novel by Norbert Jacques. Lang chose Klein-Rogge for the title role. Thea had been afraid that he’d cast her ex-husband as a favor to her, as part of some more complex exchange; but he assured her this was not the case, Klein-Rogge was simply right for the part. Mabuse was termed “the reflexes of an epoch immortalized in celluloid”; “an excellent portrait of high society with its gambling passion and dancing madness, its hysteria and decadence, its expressionism, and occultisms”; “a mirror of the age.”

However, 1923 was, looking back on it, the last year he’d been able to set aside any regular time for painting. Filming the Nibelungen saga, in two parts, was quite draining. He sailed to New York, awestruck by the way that city’s skyline looked as the liner pulled into the harbor. He used the skyline as an inspiration for Metropolis, a tale from the city of the future, from one of Thea’s novels. It cost more than any film ever made. Thousands of extras, sets of unparalleled size. Anton sent a letter, in labored copperplate, saying he’d seen it, and his son Fritz had turned out to be an architect, after all.

Lang’s least favorite film, he’d have to say. Then Anton died. (It was said, among Vienna friends, he’d never been the same, after Paula.) The irony with which Lang wore the monocle, the military carriage, seemed to drop away after his father’s death. No one said, as they did of the insipid Kosterlitz, that Lang was easy to work with. Early forties, that’s not so old, Lang told himself now, between tooth spasms. He’d made four films since Metropolis, two for his own company, two for Seymour Nebenzal’s Nero Films. There seemed no way around using UFA for distribution.

“Can I drop you?” Kosterlitz was asking. They had reached the point where the gravel path forked toward the parking lot, toward the office building.

“I have the Lancia,” Lang replied, hearing it come out more arrogantly than he would have wished. He considered asking Kosterlitz’s secretary to cancel the 6:30 meeting, decided instead to stand Correll up without notice. Lang looked back at the boxy, near-windowless concrete bunker, UFA’s new administration building, which struck him less as architecture than as a set for a film about a movie studio. Even Anton would have designed something more felicitous. Lang found himself at his roadster. He wondered whether he’d said goodbye to Kosterlitz and the secretary, then decided he had. He sat down, adjusted the mirror to look at himself. It seemed to him that as he got older his ears got larger. Lang reset the mirror, started the machine, listened to the gravel kick up against the fender pan as he took off faster than really necessary. He made for UFA’s diamond-lattice gates.

Lang drove the long way, through Nikolskoe, oaks and lindens all bare now, black branches holding up white frost, as if one had superimposed, just slightly off register, a photograph and its negative. Turning left at Glenicker, Lang thought to drive along the smaller roads for a while, before they widened at Wannseebrücke. It was just dark enough to try the headlights, not dark enough for them to be of much help. The overhead lamps at Potsdamer would be on, just the right light to shoot the nighttime car chase. But there were no other cars on the small roads now. To his left, Lang sensed the water, dark and heavy, a few meters from the road. More a stillness than anything else. At once the blacktop rejoined Königstrasse, and Lang slid the Lancia adeptly into the stream of traffic. The newsstand at Zoo Station was fairly comprehensive, and would be more nearly on his way. He watched his shadow whip around as he passed the first large streetlamp. There was that little pastry shop in Schöneberg, which he always had trouble finding. He would set himself the task of driving past the pastry shop without stopping. If he could do that, perhaps the tooth would get better. It wouldn’t work, he knew, unless he drove past quite slowly, near the curb, close enough to smell butter, and smell chocolate. Then the Zoo Station was upon him. He nosed the roadster into a vacant parking space. Lang sat in the car awhile, engine off, lighting a cigarette, obliterating shadow.

Lang was just past the entrance to the main waiting room when he heard his name; but there was no one he could think of, offhand, he really wanted to speak with just now. The waiting room’s arched interior was lit by a huge overhead electrolier. Lang threaded his way along aisles of dark wood benches, toward the newsstand. He heard his name again, a woman’s voice. He lengthened his stride, so as to outpace his pursuer without appearing to hurry.

“Fritz.”

The voice was louder now, with less of a quizzical lilt, and he knew it would be hard to pretend, at this range, not to have heard. Lang turned around to see a woman, face painfully familiar, two leather-strapped suitcases and a third under her arm. Working his face in a show of recognition Lang spun right, to see Bert Brecht.

“Yes, darling, you’re right,” Brecht was saying.

“Bert, Helene,” Lang said, pleased with the fact her name had come to him at the instant of need. She was an actress to whom he’d given a small part in Metropolis. Brecht smiled at him, and he supposed he was smiling back. Lang touched his monocle. Brecht, grinning, held a hand to his own wire-rims. It was more or less a standing joke between them. Track announcements echoed harsh and reverberant through the large arched space. It was not clear whether the people sitting on the benches were waiting for a train to be announced.

“They told us to be early,” Helene was saying, “to check the trunks on through, but now we have forty-five minutes before they will even let us board.”

“Why don’t we take them,” suggested Brecht, “to the baggage room?”

“I’ll take them, please,” said Lang.

“Check them for less than an hour?” Helene asked.

Brecht said, “Are we not, all of us, unclaimed luggage in the train station of history?”

“At least the large one,” Lang insisted. He reached out, seized the handle, as she lifted her elbow to ease the bag’s removal. Putting it at his feet, he noticed he and Brecht were wearing the same coat: brown leather, double-breasted, with a robe-style belt. It was the coat worn by Gus Gründgens, as the head of the criminals, in M. Brecht’s seemed to be of sturdier leather. At once the track announcements ceased. The three looked at each other.

“Will you join me for a quick cup?” Lang asked finally.

“Train station coffee?” Brecht smiled again. Lang could smell his breath, which was foul.

“Are we not, all of us, consumers of train station coffee?” Lang asked, stepping back, lest Brecht decide to punch his bicep for the remark.

“Will we be able to hear the boarding announcements from the cafe?” asked Helene.

“Yes,” Brecht said. “Yes.”

He went off, busying himself with a cigar, leaving Lang and Helene to carry the luggage. She was wearing a cloche hat, of the type Thea would dismiss with a pointed remark. Lang could not imagine his wife and Frau Brecht getting along.

“Where are you going?” Lang inquired of Helene, as they walked.

“Prague.”

“Vacation?” he said absently.

“For good,” Helene told him. Lang became aware that something serious was going on here, but did not know quite how to ask. He made a vow to disregard the tooth, which was, he had to admit, relatively quiescent now, to disregard thoughts of Thea, that he might give fuller regard to what Helene was saying.

“When,” Lang said finally, pitching his voice over the blare of track announcements, and finding it too loud when they suddenly ceased, “did you decide?”

“Perhaps three months,” she said, looking at him directly for the first time. “But really just this morning, in terms of tickets and things.”

“Three months,” he found himself repeating. The tooth was throbbing, and he felt his attention lapse. It was a physical thing, really. Not at all a question of will, or concentration. More like a wave, slipping out to sea. Not a wave, but something like that.

“We know what they’re going to make of the fire at the Reichstag,” she was saying. Lang had read, in the morning paper, of the fire, and of the Dutch Communist whom the Nazis claimed had set it. He had imaged it as looking much like the conflagration he’d staged at the chemical factory, for the climax of Testament. When he’d read the newspaper, he’d told himself the fire was something he would have to think about, and he’d made a note to buy the evening papers, to see what kind of attention he would have to pay.

“Bert’s found us a table,” Helene said. They were in the arcade now, huge sheets of angled glass suspended on a grid of ironwork trellises, many meters above, scarcely visible now, with no light from outside. The odor of wet wool and diesel fuel. Seated now, at a table in the semi-enclosed cafe, it came to Lang that he was in Zoo Station, to buy a fashion magazine for his wife, with a couple about to leave Germany, most likely for good, a decision they had made only within the day.

Brecht was reading an evening tabloid, half-aloud. Lang recalled meeting him at Piscator’s, four years ago now, and soon after at a meeting of progressives someone had dragged him to. It seemed, briefly, that Lang would film Brecht’s Threepenny Opera, but the financing had fallen through, and other projects intervened, and the film was finally made by Pabst. The two had met about Threepenny a few times, before the bottom had fallen out, and Lang recalled those times now with some fondness. Brecht hated film, and wrote only on onionskin paper, folded in half. Lang had told him that there was nothing in Threepenny that François Villon hadn’t done five hundred years before. Now, in the train station cafe, they were exchanging goodbyes. Lang tried to think about all this without resorting to notions of crossing paths, or the twinings of fate, which he’d relied on heavily in his thirties, but which he felt no longer as useful as they’d once been, and not becoming to a man of his maturity.

“Café au lait,” Helene told the waiter.

Brecht held up two fingers. “A Kirschtorte, as well.”

“And a chocolate,” Lang said. He had arrived late at the meeting of progressives, an overdecorated drawing room in Wilmersdorf, and got the impression Brecht had just been criticized for some sort of attitude problem. He’d caught, as he found a chair, the tail end of an autocritique on Brecht’s part, in which Brecht promised to “work” on his hostility toward discipline. “I will recognize,” Brecht had said, removing his wire-rims for emphasis, “necessity.” It was a good line, with the right proportions of assertiveness and self-deprecation. Lang had made a note to remember it, for use with Correll, Kallmann, the others at UFA.

“Did you call Willi?” Helene was asking her husband.

“I’ll drop him a letter.” Brecht had removed his overcoat, and was wearing a gray tweed jacket of bulky cut, and a tieless blue shirt, buttoned to the neck. The height of the glass roofing created a confusion within Lang as to whether he felt “indoors.” The waiter arrived, placing the chocolate in front of Lang, without having to ask.

“We’ve plenty of time,” Brecht said, placing his cigar in the ashtray without extinguishing it. Helene blew once more at the surface of her coffee.

“Is there anything I can do,” Lang asked, lighting a cigarette, summoning attentiveness, “in terms of errands, loose ends—”

“My comrades,” Brecht replied suddenly, “will provide.”

“It’s not been easy,” said Helene, in a tone of habitual apology.

“Thanks anyway,” said Brecht finally.

“I have friends in Prague—” Lang began.

“As do we,” Brecht said.

Helene, stirring her coffee, and bringing it to her lips one spoonful at a time, said nothing. Lang watched Brecht dump an unconscionable amount of sugar into the cup in front of him. Replacing the chrome-lidded bowl, Brecht lifted his arm, and Lang was reminded just how bad the man could smell. Lang’s own chocolate was bitter, of the kind which required sweetening; but he found himself making no move toward the sugar.

Now Brecht was reading audibly from the paper in front of him: “ ‘Decree of February 28. Restrictions on personal liberty, freedom of speech and of the press, of association and assembly, as well as interference with the secrecy of the postal, telegraph and telephone service, and also confiscation of property—’ You should pay attention, my friend. ‘—and the right to search private houses are permissible beyond the limitations placed upon them in law.’ ”

A luggage cart, piled with several trunks and cases, rolled toward them at medium speed, seemingly without human propulsion. The cart stopped at the grillwork which separated the cafe from the rest of the arcade. With great deliberation a boy of about ten years rose from behind a streamer trunk. He said, “Papa,” working with some force to repress a smile, lest he be caught laughing.

Brecht said, “Stefan.”

The boy at once disappeared, and the cart recommenced its mysterious rolling. “He’ll be back,” Brecht told Helene.

“They said we could board,” Helene was saying, “as soon as they made up the sleepers. We’re not in a sleeper. Our car is ready now. But not the sleepers.”

“Mankind,” Brecht said, placing a hand on his wife’s forearm, “has been waiting centuries for a truly human history to commence. Compared with that epic patience—”

“My husband,” Helene said without emphasis.

Lang saw, out of the corner of his eye, a figure which registered, but he could not decide, until some moments later, why his attention had been caught. The figure had the gait of Erich, his butler and driver, who’d stayed home, he’d said, with a terrible influenza. Either it had not been Erich, or Lang had been lied to about the illness. “I regret that you’re leaving,” Lang said, and was immediately sorry, because it did not speak to anything, and was something only a distracted man would say.

“Needless to say, we’re full of regret, too.” It was difficult to read, in Brecht’s voice, the degree of irony. Lang had always found Brecht’s deadpan difficult to deal with, but had put up with it; preferred it, in fact, to the painful earnestness of those legions with whom it was easy to work.

“I am particularly sorry,” Brecht went on, again without much sign of how he wished to be taken, “that I shall miss Mabuse’s last will.” He spooned thick, syrupy dregs from the bottom of the cup. Lang wondered how he could stand it, without water, or something akin, to wash it down. “Yes. The Testament of Doctor Mabuse. Your film”—and here the italics were unmistakable—“with politics.”

“My film with politics.”

“You think of politics,” he said to Lang, making overscale gestures with his hands, as if playing to the back of the hall, “like something to be added, as sugar to coffee.”

“You would know.”

There were no track announcements. Lang listened to the continuous echo of footsteps, the distant hiss of escaping steam, poignantly unintelligible trackside farewells. Then his chocolate was cold.

“Can you see the clock from here?” Helene asked. The monocle was irritating his eye, and Lang removed it. He stubbed out his cigarette as well. It was a Boyard, black tobacco loosely packed in yellow corn paper. When they were unavailable, Lang smoked Gitanes, which had a similar tang, but were not as thick.

“Shut up,” Brecht told his wife.

Stefan appeared, burrowing his head into Brecht’s armpit from behind, until his father’s arm was around his shoulders. He was smiling.

“You’ll get a chance to see Testament, I’m sure, in Prague,” said Lang. Standing, he caught the waiter by his forearm, gave him a large note. It occurred to Lang that he could have added, “or in Hollywood,” but it was somewhat too late now, and thinking it over, he was glad he’d left it where it was. Then Brecht was looking at him, and he sat back down, tugging first at the knees of his trousers.

“The world is not sad,” Brecht was saying. “The world is large.”

Lang wondered why cigarettes tasted better after coffee than after chocolate. His whole jaw throbbed now. He told himself to be careful with heated liquids, or with iced ones for that matter. And told himself to remember, at the newsstand, to pick up all the papers, along with Die Dame, so he might get some sense of what was going on. Then came the announcement that the train to Prague, all points intermediate, was now accepting passengers.

Brecht looked at the Kirschtorte, pristine save for a small triangle Helene had shaved from the tip, and offered it to Stefan. “Pity one can’t eat,” Brecht said, “as much as one wants to puke.”

Lang kissed Helene on both cheeks, then, a bit foolishly, embraced her husband.

“To our work,” Brecht said. The leather coats squeaked against one another.

“Oh yes,” Lang said into his ear.

“We’ve lost,” Brecht said, as if quoting.

He watched them work their way toward trackside, Stefan parting the crowd, Helene half a stride behind, bearing luggage.

At the newsstand, he bought a Tageblatt, the liberal Jewish paper, and the Vossische Zeitung, the good gray “Auntie Voss.” He asked for Die Rote Fahne, the Communist paper, and was told it had not appeared since the raid on Karl Liebknecht House, the party headquarters, on Friday. From time to time, Lang used to look at the National Socialist paper, the Beobachter, but had decided, quite some time ago, not to purchase the damn thing. Hugenberg, who owned UFA, owned several newspapers, as well, which were distributed free at the studio, and which Lang never read. He knew what they would say before he read them. It was his problem with most things. There was a painting, on the cover of Die Dame, of Marlene Dietrich, in broad watercolor strokes. He would like to meet Dietrich someday. Strangely, he never had.

The car was where he’d left it. He got in, lit a Boyard. The match flare gave accent to his cheekbones, his chin, the deepening vertical lines by the side of his mouth. Then he flicked the match out and smoked most of the cigarette in the dark before starting the motor. A car swept by, briefly illuminating the side of his face, to which he paid some attention in the rearview mirror. At home, he would have to shave. Hugenberg was minister of agriculture and economics, as well as leader of the Nationalist party. Perhaps Hugenberg could introduce him to Dietrich. Surely, it would not be beyond his power.

Lang pulled the roadster out of the parking space, onto Hardenbergstrasse. He lit another wooden match. Its glare reflected off the Lancia’s windshield, obliterating, for a moment, the night outside. There was a physical sensation as his eyes stopped down so as not to be overcome with light. Shaking the match out, he felt his pupils dilate, accommodating the night, and saw once more the red tail reflectors of the car in front of him.

He and Thea had lived for years just outside Berlin, in what newspapers invariably referred to as “the wealthy suburb of Dahlem.” Two years ago, finding the commute onerous and feeling, obscurely, that his life would be better were he closer to the center of things, he’d leased a pied-à-terre in a marble-fronted apartment building on Breitenbachplatz. Seven rooms, three fireplaces, a balcony from which Lang found himself continually tempted to deliver himself of a speech, inciting passersby. Over the past year or so the house in Dahlem—with her dachshunds, his pre-Columbian art—had become Thea’s, the pied-à-terre his. He’d actually come to prefer it. You could leave your shoes outside the door, and they’d be polished in the morning, although he’d never caught sight of the mechanism by which this occurred. (At present the house was being redone, the dogs boarded; and Thea was staying at Breitenbachplatz. She’d move back to the house in a couple of weeks, and it would be, in many senses, a relief.)

It was too late for the pastry shop. There was a tobacconist, just across from the Sportpalast, who carried Boyards. Lang made two right turns. The Mercedes sedan just behind made two right turns as well. Back on Hauptstrasse, he thought he saw the same Mercedes, several cars back now, but could not be sure. He had three packs, which would be enough for a white night, if it came to that. He stopped abruptly at the corner of Hochbannen to avoid hitting a cyclist in cap and knickers. “I should have eaten something,” he heard himself saying aloud.

The man at the desk handed him some shirts on hangers which Lang had left to
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