
Thionville

It had been five days since he parted company with Oberleutnant Tifft, and 
Oskar was oblivious as to his fate. As far as he knew, the Nazis were still going 
around in circles in Austria and Germany. He had no idea they were in France, 
or that they had captured, tortured and murdered Hans Tifft. Tifft had left for 
the Abwehr’s field office in Mainz, in the demilitarised zone to report on the 
information they had gathered, not wanting to trust to the French 
international telephone exchange, which often had agents of the Deuxième 
Bureau.1 They had found out that Sebastian van der Volk was really a German 
from Munich, and his name was an alias. Oskar had since learned that Simon 
Hrach had family in Lorraine, which might explain why it was chosen as the 
rendezvous with van der Volk. Oskar had tracked down a cousin; Jean-Erich 
Pascal, a mechanic with a garage in Bar-sur-Aube. From him, he learned that 
Hrach’s aunt, Madame Esther Pascal lived in a remote country house three 
kilometres west of Amnéville.

Simon Hrach was hiding out at Madame Pascal’s country house, waiting for 
the dust to settle before making for England, where he had a brother. He was 
in a hell of a state. He knew his employer and Fräu Burgamann had been 
murdered, and he knew the Nazis were now looking for him, and it took a lot 
of talking on Oskar’s part to convince him that he wasn’t one of them. When 
he did get Hrach talking, he learned that Sebastian van der Volk was really a 
man called Stefan Böhmer, an old associate of Major Burgamann’s from the 
war. Hrach told him everything he knew, and Oskar promised, that once his 
“friends” in the Abwehr arrive, they would see him safely to Le Touquet, to 
get a flight to Croydon in London. 

Oskar was his only hope, and Hrach had no choice but to trust him.
Simon Hrach, along with his aunt, were dead by the time Oskar arrived 

back at Thionville.
He spotted the car from the window of his hotel room. It was parked on 

the opposite side of the street, and there were two men sitting in the front, 
apparently watching to hotel. He first saw them an hour ago, when he got 
back to the hotel after his meeting with Simon Hrach. They were at the 
Bahnhof when he came out. He took no notice of the car then, it was just one 
of several cars with people in them at the station, meeting people off the 
Paris train, which came in shortly after his train from Amnéville. But seeing 
the same car again, now he was suspicious. 

Oskar left the light on in his room, then he left the hotel via the rear fire 
escape, and hopped over the wall into a neighbouring yard, through which a 
side alley leading to a street behind the hotel could be accessed. It was a 
contingency escape route he had worked out when he first checked into the 
hotel two weeks ago.

1 Deuxième Bureau de l'État-major général. French security services 1871-1940.



He worked his way through several back streets, back onto the main road, 
coming out a hundred metres from it. He went into a café bar, where he could 
see the hotel and the car to see what they were up to without being observed 
himself.

It started to rain and the car drove away slowly, passing Bruno Metz, on 
the corner, carrying a Gladstone bag, looking over at the hotel.

An old neon sign buzzed and flickered in the window: “Hôtel de Boismortier,” 
it read in neon green. “Overt 24 heure,” it glowed below in red. 

The Hôtel de Boismortier was a family business with forty-something 
rooms spread over five floors of an imposing late Victorian building, occupying 
a corner plot with frontage on two streets. It was located not far from the 
railway station and enjoyed a steady trade all year round. Many of the guest 
were travelling salesmen from France, Germany and Luxemburg, who stayed 
one or two nights before moving on. There were a good portion of tourists 
from all over during the summer months, but after September, that trade 
waned somewhat. 

Bruno Metz stared at the hotel, red and green neon flickering in his 
demonic face – glimmering in his cold dead eyes as he peered through the 
rain drizzled glass into the incandescence of the lobby beyond. Hard rain 
drumming the brim of his fedora and drizzling off the edge in front of Bruno’s 
cadaveric face.  

Monsieur Bellefeuille had long ago come to an arrangement with Madame 
Bellefeuille, that he would take care of things at night, and she, along with 
their eldest son Gilles and their daughter Antoinette, would look after the 
daytimes. Their youngest son, Jean-Claude worked in the school holidays and 
weekends as a bellhop and general dog’s body.

Monsieur Bellefeuille had learned to be a light sleeper – in the hotel 
business one learns such skills. For example, he could wake up at the drop of  
a pin and look instantly bright eyed and refreshed, wearing a big smile on his 
podgy face, ready to meet and greet the unexpected late night arrival. It 
wasn’t often guests arrived in the middle of the night, but it wasn’t unheard of 
either, so it was his habit to sleep in a small room behind the check-in 
counter, where there was a comfortable old armchair set by a stove heater, 
his desk where he whiled away the quiet evenings doing the accounts and 
tallying the bills for the next day’s departing guests. There was a small cot 
tucked away in an alcove behind a red velvet curtain, with a little pull cord 
light above it. But usually, he settled into his armchair, as he did tonight, the 
wireless was playing Fauré’s Nocturne Number One, and he had a cherry 
brandy in a cut crystal glass set on the table beside his chair, keeping company 
with a well-thumbed paperback novel a guest left behind- “La mystérieuse 
affaire de styles,” by Agatha Christy, its yellowing pages dog-eared and tatty. 

He slipped his shoes off and put his feet up on the pouf and wiggled his 
toes. ‘Bliss,’ he murmured as he reached for the sweet cherry liqueur and 



sipped it with great satisfaction, immersing himself in the beautiful music 
flowing from the wireless speaker, filling the room with its soothing mood. 

It was Wednesday – no one ever arrived on Wednesdays, not after 9 
o’clock – not usually, so it was with reasonable confidence that he assumed 
tonight would be peaceful and without interruption. There were twenty-three 
guests in the hotel, Belgians, French, Austrians, some German women – an 
English woman with her daughter sharing a twin on the third floor, her son on 
the second floor. They were all in their rooms (or so he assumed) and the 
street outside was quiet and deserted in the constant drizzle of autumn rain. 

Then, surprisingly, the bell rang on the reception counter. He looked at the 
mantle-clock. Ten fifty-five. Well, there are always exceptions to the rule, he 
thought as he pulled his shoes back on.

Monsieur Bellefeuille smiled at the brawny suited man, instantly sensing 
something disquieting about him as he came out from his little room behind 
the reception counter. The stranger had a cruel face, he thought in that 
instant, high cheekbones and sunken eyes. His thin lipped mouth tightly 
closed. But it was the man’s eyes that unsettled Monsieur Bellefeuille most, 
sunken in their fleshy craters, dark and soulless. The unhuman eyes of the 
Devil, he thought. ‘Good evening Monsieur,’ he greeted with a broad jolly 
smile, looking down at the Gladstone bag the stranger was carrying, and it 
appeared that was all the baggage he had. ‘Terrible weather, isn’t it.’

Bruno made no response. He put twenty francs down onto the counter. ‘I’d 
like a room for the night.’

Monsieur Bellefeuille recognized the Rhineland in his accent and broke 
immediately into German. ‘For one night?’

Bruno nodded. ‘Ja, one night.’ He looked at the key pegs on the wall behind 
the short plump hotelier. Five keys were absent…

Monsieur Bellefeuille slid the guest book to him. ‘Please sign in, Herr…?’
‘Grünewald,’ Bruno said. ‘Herman Grünewald.’ He signed the register, 

giving his address as 17 Hammelstrasse, Nuremburg. He perused the names of 
the registered guests. There he was, Chambre 15, Monsieur O. H. Schmidt, 
Vienna…

‘Salesman, eh?’
Bruno looked up. ‘What?’
‘You’re a salesman, Monsieur? We get a lot of salesman passing through. 

On their way to Paris or wherever…’
Bruno nodded. ‘Yes. That’s right.’
‘What wares do you sell?’ Monsieur Bellefeuille asked as he quickly swept 

up the money and opened the cash register drawer and put the money 
inside… 

‘Shoes,’ Bruno said quickly.
‘Ladies or gentlemen’s?’
‘Kinder. Children. I sell children’s shoes.’



‘Very good. Will you be having breakfast, Herr Grünewald?’ Monsieur 
Bellefeuille asked as he started counting out the German’s change. 

Bruno glared at him. ‘No. I never eat breakfast.’
Monsieur Bellefeuille looked disappointed for a brief moment, then he 

took a key from the rack behind him and came around from behind the 
counter and led Bruno Metz up a narrow flight of stairs to a landing, off of 
which ran a short corridor with doors either side, numbered with shiny brass 
numbers, 7 to 11. ‘Here we are,’ he said as he slipped the key into the lock… 
‘Room 9.’ He opened the door and reached for the light switch and turned it 
on as he led Bruno into the room.

It was basic, a bed, a wardrobe, a chest of drawers, a table, a chair and a 
small bathroom. The wallpaper was hideous – little red and white flowers 
printed on a mustard yellow background. Bruno set his bag down on the bed 
and went to the window and peered out, down onto the deserted street.

‘The bathroom is here, Monsieur,’ said Monsieur Bellefeuille with a 
gesture, as though it were a prerequisite to inform him.

Bruno came over and glanced into the bathroom. 
‘Everything is to your liking I hope?’
It was then that, without warning, Bruno Metz punched the little 

Frenchman hard in the throat. Monsieur Bellefeuille did not die immediately – 
it had not been Bruno’s intention to kill him instantly – that would never do 
for a sadist like him. 

Monsieur Bellefeuille felt and heard the internal pop of his windpipe 
crushing in his neck. He stumbled backwards into the bathroom clutching his 
throat with both hands in disbelief and shock, he immediately started gasping 
for air. His wide eyes registered his absolute terror-

Bruno turned to the door and quickly looked out into the corridor to check 
everything was clear. Satisfied, he closed the door and turned back into the 
bathroom.

Monsieur Bellefeuille was kneeling down on the bathroom floor, panic 
stricken, his throat crackled and rasped with strange, almost animal snorts 
and growls as he sucked and gulped for air, slumped over the bath, his face 
turning dark purple.

Bruno ignored him and stood in front of the toilet and unbuttoned his fly… 
‘It’ll probably take a few minutes for you to die. Not too long,’ he said quietly; 
his urine splashed into the toilet bowl. ‘Don’t fight it. It’s pointless. Your 
windpipe is crushed. It’s swelling and cutting off the air supply. Soon you 
won’t be able to breath at all. Just relax. It’s better when you relax.’ He shook 
his penis and put it away and turned to Monsieur Bellefeuille, gulping like a 
fish out of water. ‘I know, I know. “What did I you to deserve this?” you’re 
wondering.’ Bruno rinsed his hands under the tap. ‘… Nothing. That’s the truth 
of it. You’re a completely innocent victim in all this, and now you and you 
hotel and everyone in it have to be blown to smithereens. I know, you poor 
bastard, I know. It’s simply not fair…’ 



Monsieur Bellefeuille fell back onto the floor and writhed in his death 
throws. 

‘You took in the wrong guest. That’s all you did. Just one of those things. 
It’s not your fault, so don’t you go blaming yourself.’ Bruno calmly wiped his 
hands on a towel and watched Monsieur Bellefeuille dying… ‘Not long now. A 
minute and your heart will probably stop you will stop and it’ll all be over.’ He 
sat on the edge of the bath. ‘I need to plant some explosives in your little 
office and your family’s living quarters. Don’t worry, I’ll go down and take care 
of them in a minute, once you’ve died…’

Monsieur Bellefeuille gasped in horror, now close to his end, he fought for 
every second he had left, reaching out at Bruno’s feet, his fingers digging 
desperately into Bruno’s shoes, scratching the polished leather, his mouth 
twisted and strained by the effort of trying to breathe through his crushed 
larynx, making the most hideous grunts and hisses and gulping noises. Bruno 
watched him impassively, savouring the Frenchman’s death like a good wine 
after a fine dinner. He looked into Monsieur Bellefeuille’s bulging and 
bloodshot eyes, studying the little petechial dots of blood that had erupted in 
the whites like microscopic explosions of artillery – just like they had that girl 
he strangled when he was a boy. ‘She’s pretty your daughter. I’ll show her a 
good time before I do her. She shouldn’t die without knowing a man at least 
once in her life. Don’t you agree?’ He grinned as Monsieur Bellefeuille’s life 
finally ebbed away, his eyes rolling up into his skull, his body twitching in 
spasms, the last words he would ever hear was the German’s promise to rape 
his daughter and murder everyone in the hotel.

Bruno looked at his watch. Two minutes, he though. Not bad. Could’ve 
done better.

‘Another one of those, if you please,’ said Oskar in his rudimentary French, 
sliding his empty glass across the bar to the tired looking bartender.

Now the car had gone, Oskar was wondering if he had been worrying for 
nothing, but he wasn’t taking any chances., He’d give it another half an hour 
before returning to the hotel. Now he had what he wanted, tomorrow he 
would head for the German frontier and then, once in Germany, he would put 
a call through to Max in Berlin.

The bartender turned to the liquor bottles behind him and grabbed the 
cognac and poured. 

Oskar looked over his shoulder and realised he was the only customer left 
in the place. He looked at the bartender. ‘Join me in a drink. It’s the least I can 
do for keeping you from your wife and kids.’

The bartender poured himself a cognac and took a pack of Gauloises from a 
shelf behind the bar. He tapped Oskar’s glass with his. ‘À la vôtre.’

Oskar raised his glass. ‘Santé.’ 
They drank, and the bartender dragged a stool over and sat. He offered 

Oskar a cigarette. 



‘In Paris the night is young, in the provinces, its already old and tired,’ 
Oskar said taking the cigarette. 

The bartender wasn’t sure if he was drunk or depressed. Maybe both. 
‘What brings you to France, monsieur?’

‘Oh, call me Oskar. We’re drinking friends now. Why am I here? A very 
good question. I’m here because I must be mad. And now I have to go back to 
Vienna and be sane again.’ He looked at the bartender who was somewhat 
puzzled. ‘What’s your name?’

‘Jean-Pierre.’
‘Well, Jean-Pierre, another toast is in order, if you’d care to pour?’
Jean-Pierre grabbed the bottle. ‘And what do we toast to, Monsieur 

Oskar?’
‘To quiet provincial towns and sleepless metropolises everywhere. To 

France, to Austria. To peace, Jean-Pierre. A toast to peace.’
Jean-Pierre nodded. ‘To peace, and may God keep it so.’
They drank.
‘I don’t think God has much to do with it, my friend,’ Oskar said. ‘God is 

remote and unreachable. No, unfortunately, peace and war are in our hands, 
Jean-Pierre. Or rather the politicians’ hands. We, my friend are two men, two 
human men. We’re not enemies, I couldn’t tell you from an Austrian any more 
than you could tell me from a Frenchman, not until we open our mouths. 
Better for humanity, had we been born mute.’ 

Drunk, Jean-Pierre decided. Drunk and melancholic. He had seen it all 
before.

Oskar stood up. He swayed as he reached for his overcoat. ‘Well, my friend. 
I think I should get back to my hotel while I’m still able to walk.’ He put ten 
francs on the counter. ‘Have another drink on me with the change. I doubt 
we’ll ever meet again, but if we do, the next round’s on you.’ He smiled and 
staggered to the door. 

‘Good night, Oskar. A safe journey home.’
Oskar raised his hat in a sort of wave as he stepped out onto the street.
He planted his hat onto his head, pulled his collar up and staggered down 

the road. He could see the green and red neon sign in the window of the Hôtel 
de Boismortier ahead, flashing and flickering luridly in the rain. He stopped to 
light a cigarette, ducking into a doorway to shield his match from the weather 
as he struck it alight and dragged his cigarette alight. He tossed the match 
away into the gutter and continued on, feeling the swooning of intoxication. 

Oskar was just fifty metres from the hotel- 
A flash of blinding light and a ball of fire blasted out through the windows 

and doors with a powerful wave of hot air that blew Oskar clean off his feet 
and threw him back several metres before he hit the cobbles with a hard 
thump and rolled several more metres into a parked van-

Then the most terrific ear bursting BOOM and sound of imploding windows 
all around him. 



Glass and the discomposing Hôtel de Boismortier hurtled through the air 
for tens of metres with the force of the explosions, much of it flying towards 
Oskar, backlit by a huge smoking ball of flames that bloated out ever bigger 
like an exploding sun, blasting out an intense heat and a roar as a second 
ground shaking BOOM from the gas main sent flames leaping twenty metres 
into the air-

Oskar, suddenly sobered, saw the debris and flames flying towards him and 
scrambled for cover under the van.

The van rocked with the force of the blast and debris rained down on it and 
in the road, where a split second before, Oskar had been lying.

A car engine started and the car sped away in the near distance with a 
screech of tires. 

The Hôtel de Boismortier was a burning pile of rubble, the flames from the 
gas main shot up into the air like a geezer of fire. Stunned citizens, literally 
blown out of their beds when their windows imploded, staggered onto the 
street dazed and amazed. They gawped at the fire geezer and the column of 
black smoke rising into the air from the dark space where, just moments ago, 
the Hôtel de Boismortier had stood. 


