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  CHAPTER ONE




  THE BOY NEVER took his eyes off the soldier. The American removed the last Lucky Strike from its packet and tossed the empty wrappings on the tracks.

  He lit the cigarette and waited for the U-Bahn train coming in from Krumme Lanke station to stop. If the Yank was going only one station up the line to Oskar-Helene-Heim, he’d throw the

  half-smoked cigarette away as he got out, it would fly through the air in a wide arc, and the boy could retrieve it.




  A dozen cigarette butts of that length, once the burnt end had been neatly trimmed away with a razor blade, would earn him forty marks. But if the Yank was travelling further the prospects

  weren’t so good, because then he’d probably tread out that coveted cigarette on the floor of the car or chuck it out of the window, which was open in the summer weather. Yanks were

  entirely indifferent to such things.




  With equal indifference, the US Army quartermaster had ordered that a square mile around the Onkel Toms Hütte U-Bahn station was to be fenced in with barbed wire, leaving only one narrow

  passage available to German passengers for access. The shopping streets on both the longer sides of the station were off limits too, and had become a centre for the soldiers billeted in the

  requisitioned apartment buildings around it.




  Decades before, the landlord of an inn frequented by people going on excursions to the nearby Grunewald had called his establishment after Harriet Beecher Stowe’s affecting novel,

  Uncle Tom’s Cabin, and the Berlin Transport Company adopted the name for the new U-Bahn station built in late 1929. ‘Uncle Tom’ soon became familiar to the American

  occupying forces when they arrived in 1945.




  The U-Bahn train stopped. The Yank boarded it, cigarette in the corner of his mouth, and slouched against one of the upright poles you could hold on to. Another passenger followed him in and

  closed the door. The railway-man in the middle of the platform raised his signal disc. The conductor at the front of the train knocked on the window of the driver’s cab to pass the message

  on, and swung himself up into the car as it started moving.




  The boy watched the train leave. He had decided not to pursue the cigarette end. As soon as the stationmaster with the signal disc turned his back, he jumped down on the tracks to salvage the

  empty cigarette packet.




  The stationmaster’s head appeared above him. ‘What d’you think you’re doing down there?’ he barked.




  ‘Looking for cigarette ends.’




  ‘Found any?’ The man was thinking of his own empty pipe.




  ‘No cigarette ends. Only a dead woman.’ The boy pointed casually to something beside the tracks.




  The stationmaster sat on the edge of the platform, put his disc down and lowered himself, grunting. Two slender legs in torn, pale nylon stockings were sticking out of one of the side bays

  which, if you bent double, enabled you to reach the cables below the platform. The feet were shod in brown, high-heeled pumps with white leather inserts, currently the latest fashion in the USA.

  The white inserts bore dark-red splashes of blood.




  ‘She’s American. Go get the Yanks.’ The man clambered back up on the platform and hurried to his booth, where he took the receiver off its rest and cranked up the phone.

  ‘Krumme Lanke? Onkel Tom stationmaster here. We got a dead woman under platform one. Stop the trains coming through from your end. Message over.’




  The boy’s name was Benjamin, but everyone called him Ben. He was fifteen, dark-blond, and showed no ill effects of the events of the last few months – the British and American air

  raids, the chaos of the final days of the war, the havoc as the Red Army marched in. He had filed these experiences away in his head, making room for new impressions. New impressions included Glenn

  Miller, chewing gum, Hershey chocolate bars and automobiles a mile long, first and foremost the Buick Eight, closely followed by the De Soto, the Dodge and the Chevrolet. New impressions included

  brightly coloured ties, narrow, ankle-length trousers, Old Spice and Pepsi Cola. All these items arrived overnight when, in line with the agreement between the Allies, the Russians vacated half of

  Berlin and Western troops moved into the ruined capital.




  Ben climbed the broad steps to the ticket windows and walked away down the barbed-wire passage and into the dusty summer heat, which instantly made him thirsty. In his mind he pictured a cold

  sparkling drink, woodruff flavour. When you took the top off there was a promising pop, and the fizz rose into the air like a djinn from its bottle. But there was no woodruff-flavour sparkling

  drink available, just the dusty heat and a lingering aroma of DDT insecticide and spearmint chewing gum. Even the smells were different now the Yanks were here.




  Ben strolled over to the guard on duty at the entrance to the prohibited area. Haste would have suggested dismay. ‘Dead woman on the U-Bahn,’ he said.




  ‘OK, buddy. It better be true.’ The man on duty reached for the phone.




  The call came from the Military Police. Inspector Klaus Dietrich took it. ‘Thanks, yes, we’re on our way.’ He hung up and called, ‘The car,

  Franke.’




  ‘Just heating up. It’ll take a good half-hour.’ Detective Sergeant Franke pointed through the window at an old Opel by the roadside. It had a kind of sawn-off bathroom geyser

  fitted at the back, into which a policeman was feeding scraps of wood. When they were burning hard enough they would generate the wood gas needed to drive the engine. There was no gasoline

  available for the Berlin Zehlendorf CID.




  ‘We’ll take the bikes,’ Dietrich decided. He was a tall man of forty-five, with grey hair and the prominent cheekbones of those who were living on starvation rations. His grey,

  double-breasted suit, the only one Inge had managed to retrieve from their bombed-out apartment on the Kaiserdamm, hung loose on him. He dragged his left leg a little. The prosthesis, fitted at the

  auxiliary military hospital in the Zinnowald School where he’d spent the end of the war, chafed in hot weather. His wound had saved him from imprisonment, and he’d been able to go home

  in May. Inge and the boys were living with her parents in Riemeister Strasse. Inge’s father, Dr Bruno Hellbich, had survived the Hitler years in compulsory retirement but otherwise unharmed.

  He’d returned to his old position as a Social Democrat district councillor at Zehlendorf Town Hall, and he had been able to get his son-in-law a job as a police inspector. The Zehlendorf CID

  needed a temporary head, and Klaus Dietrich’s pre-war work as deputy managing director of a security services firm and his lack of political baggage, compensated for the loss of his left leg

  below the knee and his absence of criminological training. In any case, he had soon found out that a sound understanding of human nature was perfectly adequate for dealing with black marketeers,

  thieves and burglars.




  It took them fifteen minutes to reach the U-Bahn station, where their police passes got them past the gathering crowd.




  ‘Oh shit, here comes my old man,’ muttered Ben, making off.




  An American officer was standing on the tracks with a military policeman and the stationmaster. They had laid the dead woman down on her back. She was blonde, with a beautiful face and regular

  features. Her blue eyes stared into space. Strangulation marks suffused with blood were notched in her delicate neck. Klaus Dietrich pointed to her nylon stockings, her nearly new pumps, and her

  fashionable, pale summer dress. ‘An American,’ he said, gloomily. ‘If a German did this there’ll be trouble.’




  Sergeant Franke scratched his head. ‘I feel as if I’ve seen her before.’




  The American officer straightened up. ‘Which of you guys is in charge?’




  Klaus Dietrich answered. ‘Inspector Dietrich and Sergeant Franke, Zehlendorf CID.’




  ‘Captain Ashburner, Military Police.’ The American was tall and lean, with smooth, fair hair. His alert, intelligent gaze rested on the inspector. ‘And this is Sergeant

  Donovan.’ The sergeant was a stocky man with broad, powerful shoulders and a crew cut.




  Dietrich raised the dead woman’s left arm. The glass of her watch was shattered; the hands stood at ten forty-two. ‘Probably the time of death,’ he commented, beckoning to the

  stationmaster. ‘Who was on duty here yesterday evening, about quarter to eleven?’




  ‘Me, of course,’ said the man in injured tones. ‘Until the last train, at 22.48 hours, and then again from six in the morning. They hardly give us time for a wink of

  sleep.’




  ‘Were there many passengers waiting for the last train?’




  ‘Couple of Yanks with their girls, two or three Germans.’




  ‘Was the dead woman among them?’




  ‘Maybe, maybe not. I had to clear the 22.34 to Krumme Lanke for departure. You don’t look at the passengers separately. Nobody kind of caught my eye. Only that weirdo with goggles

  and a leather cap. Like a sky-pilot off on a tobogganing trip, I thought.’




  ‘Goggles and a leather cap?’




  ‘Well, kind of motorcycling gear, I’d say. But I didn’t really look close. The lights at the far end of the platform have been a write-off for weeks.’




  ‘So he was standing in semi-darkness.’




  ‘The only one who was, now you mention it. The other passengers were waiting where the lights still work.’




  ‘Did you see him get in?’




  ‘Nope. I have to be up at the front of the train to give the guard the signal to leave. Now excuse me, here’s the eleven-ten.’




  ‘Hey, Kraut, take a look.’ The MP sergeant handed Dietrich a shoulder bag. ‘Not an American, one of yours. Karin Rembach, aged twenty-five. Works in our dry cleaners’

  shop over there.’ He pointed to the shopping centre on the far side of the fence. ‘I guess her boyfriend bought her the shoes and nylons in the PX. Man called Dennis Morgan, stationed

  with the Signal Corps in Lichterfelde.’




  Klaus Dietrich opened the bag. Her ID, with a pass for a German employee of the US Army, indicated where the sergeant had gathered his information. He also found a note bearing the

  soldier’s name and his barracks address. ‘I’d like to ask this Morgan some questions.’




  ‘A Kraut wants to interrogate an American? Don’t you know who won the war?’ barked the sergeant.




  ‘I know the war’s over and murder’s a crime again,’ Klaus Dietrich replied calmly.




  For a moment it looked as if the beefy Donovan might take a swing at him, but the captain intervened. ‘I’ll question Morgan and send you the statement. In return you can let me have

  the results of the autopsy. A Medical Corps ambulance will take her wherever you like. Goodbye, Inspector.’




  Sergeant Franke watched the Americans leave. ‘Not very friendly, that bunch.’




  ‘Privilege of the victors. Franke, what do you think about this man in the goggles?’




  ‘Either a nutcase, like the stationmaster says, or someone who doesn’t want to be recognized. Inspector, why do they keep calling us Krauts?’




  Klaus Dietrich laughed. ‘Our transatlantic liberators believe we Germans live on nothing but sauerkraut.’




  ‘With pork knuckle and pea purée.’ A note of nostalgia entered the detective sergeant’s voice. A siren came closer and died away. Two GIs with Red Cross armbands carried

  a stretcher down the steps. The morgue in Berlin Mitte had been bombed out and was now in the Soviet sector, so Klaus Dietrich had the corpse taken to the nearby Waldfrieden hospital, where his

  friend Walter Möbius was medical superintendent.




  ‘I’ll do the autopsy later,’ said Dr Möbius. ‘I have to operate on the living while daylight lasts, and then until they cut off the electricity at nine. If you

  really want to watch the autopsy, we’ll have the power back at three in the morning.’




  A young man clad in the best pre-war Prince of Wales check suiting nonchalantly lit an extra-length Pall Mall outside the U-Bahn station. Ben looked enviously at the thick

  crêpe soles of his suede shoes. He knew the man slightly. Hendrijk Claasen was a Dutchman and a black marketeer. Only a black marketeer could afford such a sharp suit. Ben wanted a Prince of

  Wales check suit and shoes with crêpe soles too. He imagined himself appearing before Heidi Rödel in his made-to-measure outfit, on soles a centimetre thick. Then it would be curtains

  for Gert Schlomm in his silly short lederhosen.




  The boy walked home from the station, glad to have avoided his father. Papa would have asked questions. In this case, he would have wanted to know why Ben was finding dead women on the U-Bahn

  instead of being at school. Papa had a quietly sarcastic manner which hit the vulnerable spot.




  Not that Ben had anything against school in itself, only its regularity. The chaos of the recent past had brought with it not only fear and terror but adventure and freedom too, and he was

  finding it difficult to get used to an ordered existence.




  He made for the back of the house, went into the shed at the end of the garden, and fished his school bag out from under a couple of empty potato sacks. His grandmother was weeding near the

  veranda. She had dug up the lawn months ago to plant tobacco. The district councillor was a heavy smoker and she dried the leaves on the stove for him, filling the house with a horrible smell,

  which was the lesser of two evils. Hellbich was unbearable when his body craved nicotine.




  ‘There’s a special margarine ration at Frau Kalkfurth’s. Ralf’s down there queuing already. Go and take over from him, Ben – your mother will relieve you later.

  She’s gone to the cobbler’s. With luck he can repair your brother’s sandals again – the poor boy’s going around in gym shoes full of holes.’




  ‘OK.’ Ben climbed the steep stairs to the attic room he shared with Ralf, and tossed the school bag on his bed. Before going downstairs again he put the empty cigarette packet away

  with the razor blade in a drawer. He’d work on it later.




  There was no one in the kitchen. He pulled out the left-hand drawer of the kitchen dresser, reached into it, pushed the bolt down and opened the locked cupboard door from the inside. Inge

  Dietrich kept the family’s bread rations in that cupboard: two slices of dry bread each in the morning and again at lunchtime. They ate a hot meal in the evening.




  Ben hacked himself off an extra-thick slice and clamped it between his teeth, returned the loaf to the dresser, shut the door and bolted it again. Then he closed the drawer and went off to take

  his little brother’s place in the queue. On the way he ate his looted slice of bread in bites as small as possible. That way you prolonged the pleasure.




  Frau Kalkfurth’s shop had once been the living room of a terraced house in the street known as Am Hegewinkel, ‘Game Preserve Corner’. The surrounding streets, all with brightly

  painted houses, were named Hochsitzweg, Lappjagen and Auerhahnbalz, suggesting images of hides, hunting and capercaillies. A local mayor who was a keen huntsman had given them these names sometime

  in the past. The garage built on to the back of the house was used to store goods for the shop. It had once held the family car, for the Kalkfurths had owned a big butcher’s shop in eastern

  Berlin. The butcher’s shop had long been in ruins, and the car, an Adler, was only a memory now.




  The widow Kalkfurth, having worked in a similar line before the war, was granted the coveted permit to run a grocery store after the fall of Berlin. Now, her former trainee butcher, Heinz

  Winkelmann, stood behind the improvised counter, while she oversaw the little business from her wheelchair, sticking her customers’ ration coupons on large sheets of newspaper in the

  evenings. Someone from the rationing authority collected them once a week. She lived alone in the Am Hegewinkel house: discreet gifts of butter, smoked sausage and streaky bacon to the people in

  the Housing Department saved her from having the homeless billeted on her.




  The queue outside the shop was grey and endless. Many of the women were dressed in old pairs of men’s trousers and had scarves over their heads. There were no hairdressing salons these

  days. Ralf was standing quite a long way back, brushing a broken-off twig back and forth in zigzags over the pavement, while Frau Kalkfurth’s tabby kitten tried to catch it. The game came to

  an abrupt end when a dachshund at the very end of the line broke away and attacked the kitten, which shot off into the garage.




  Ralf grabbed the yapping dog’s collar and hauled it back to its owner. ‘Can’t you keep your dog in order?’ he asked loudly.




  ‘None of your cheek, young man. Sit, Lehmann!’ The man took the dog’s lead.




  Ralf went into the garage. Old vegetable crates and broken furniture towered up in an impenetrable wall at the back. ‘Mutzi, Mutzi,’ he called to the kitten. A plaintive mew came

  from the far side of the lumber. There was no way through. Or was there? The mouldering doors of a wardrobe were hanging off their hinges, and the back of it was smashed. The boy wriggled through.

  The little cat was crouching on a shabby eiderdown in the dim light. ‘Come on, Mutzi. That silly dachshund’s back on its lead.’ He picked up the frightened animal, which had dug

  its claws into the eiderdown so hard that the quilt came up with it, revealing the saddle of a motorbike. Carefully, the boy freed the kitten’s claws and put the eiderdown back in place. Then

  he scrambled into the daylight with his protégé.




  ‘There you are.’ Ben greeted him reproachfully. ‘Where’s your place in the queue?’




  ‘Behind that woman with the green headscarf.’ Ralf let the kitten go and strolled away. Reluctantly, Ben took his slot in the queue. He hated standing in line.




  He cut the waiting short by imagining a man in a white jacket with a steaming pan full of sausages slung on a tray in front of him, like that time on the Wannsee bathing beach. He had been very

  small then, and it was before the war. He could almost hear the squelch as the man squirted mustard on the paper plate from a squeezy bottle. It made a delightfully rude noise.




  His mother arrived around six. Gritscher the master cobbler had repaired Ralf’s sandals for the umpteenth time. ‘That man works miracles,’ she told the woman next to her.

  ‘Off you go and do your homework,’ she said, turning to her son. ‘And take your brother with you.’




  ‘What’ll it be, Frau Dietrich?’ Winkelmann beamed at her over the counter, looking healthy and well fed. He had direct access to all good things.




  ‘A loaf of bread, 150 grams of powdered egg and the extra margarine ration. Can you let me have the powdered egg as an advance on next week’s rations?’




  ‘I’ll have to ask the boss about that. Come here a moment, will you, Frau Kalkfurth?’




  Martha Kalkfurth had dark hair with strands of grey in it, and a smooth, round, ageless face with a double chin. She sat heavily in her wheelchair, steering it skilfully past sacks of dried

  potato and cartons filled with bags of ersatz coffee.




  ‘Can Frau Dietrich have 150 grams of powdered egg in advance?’




  ‘Please, Frau Kalkfurth, it’s only until Monday when the new ration cards begin.’




  Martha Kalkfurth shook her head. ‘No special favours from me, even if your husband is with the police.’ She turned the wheelchair and went back into the room behind the shop.




  Ben found his brother outside the Yanks’ ice cream parlour. One of the soldiers was leaning down to hand him a large portion of ice cream. Ralf was a successful beggar; few could resist

  his angelic face. The two boys scooped up the chocolate and vanilla ice on their way home, using the wafers that came with it. Life was OK.




  

    *


  




  The soft strains of ‘Starlight Melody’ drifted out of Club 48, combining with the tempting aroma of grilled steaks to arouse impossible longings in the Germans

  hurrying by. The US Engineers had put the building together from prefabricated components in three days, and within a week it was completely fitted out with a kitchen, cocktail bar, tables and

  dance floor.




  The commandant of the American sector of Berlin, a two-star general from Boston, had handed over the club to the private soldiers and NCOs, dancing the first dance with his wife before

  withdrawing with relief to the nearby Harnack House, where the commissioned officers and upper ranks of civilian staff drank dry martinis.




  Jutta Weber, a pretty blonde aged thirty, worked in the kitchen of the Club. She peeled potatoes, washed dishes, and heaved around the heavy pots and pans used by Mess Sergeant Jack Panelli and

  his cooks to concoct hearty, unsophisticated dishes from their canned and frozen supplies.




  At just before eleven she set off for home. Her bicycle light barely illuminated her way back along Argentinische Allee. The buildings were in darkness; there would be no electricity in this

  part of town until three in the morning. The coal shortage and the state of the turbines in the city power stations, half of them destroyed in air raids, made power rationing essential. Next came

  Steglitz. A pedestrian emerged from the darkness. Jutta rang the bicycle bell on her handlebars, making a shrill sound, but he kept coming straight at her. She swerved, caught the edge of the

  pavement with her front wheel and lost her balance. For a moment she lay there in the road, helpless. Headlights approached, lighting up the face above her for a fraction of a second. The lenses of

  a large pair of goggles flashed. Then the face disappeared into the darkness again.




  An open jeep stopped. The driver jumped out. ‘Everything OK?’ He helped her to her feet, and she recognized a captain’s insignia and the Military Police armband. He was very

  tall, about one metre ninety, she guessed.




  ‘Everything OK,’ she told him. ‘I’m on my way home. I work at the Forty-Eight.’ She showed him the ID card allowing her, as a German employee of the army, to be out

  after curfew. Somewhere nearby the engine of a motorbike started up. The sound rapidly receded.




  ‘Your light’s not very strong. Easy to miss an obstacle.’ Obviously he hadn’t noticed the man with the goggles. ‘I’ll take you home.’




  ‘There’s really no need,’ she protested, but he had already lifted her bike into the back of the jeep, and she had no choice but to get in.




  ‘Where do you want to go?’




  ‘Straight ahead, then right into Onkel-Tom-Strasse.’




  He started the engine. She glanced at him, but couldn’t make out his face beneath his helmet in the darkness. ‘Are you always so late going home?’ He had a calm, masculine

  voice that inspired trust. A bit like Jochen, she thought sadly.




  ‘I never finish before eleven, except on Wednesdays, when I get off at seven.’




  ‘You want to be very careful at night. You never know who may be prowling around in the dark.’ He turned into Onkel-Tom-Strasse. Number 133 was one of the two-storey apartment

  buildings on the right, painted in bright colours in the twenties by an architect with gaudy tastes. He helped her out of the jeep and lifted her bike down.




  ‘Thanks, captain. You were a great help.’




  ‘It was a pleasure, ma’am.’ He touched his hand to his white helmet.




  Nice American, she thought. She opened the front door of the building, locked it from the inside, and took her bike down to the cellar, where she secured it with a padlock and chain. Then she

  went quietly upstairs. The little dynamo lamp hummed as she switched it on.




  The top apartment on the left had fallen vacant when the Red Army marched in and its tenant, a Nazi local group leader, shot his wife and himself. It had three rooms. The Königs and their

  twelve-year-old son Hans-Joachim, Hajo for short, lived in one, Jutta had the room next to theirs, and the Housing Department had given the room opposite to Jürgen Brandenburg, just released

  from a POW camp, a small, dark-haired man in his late twenties who wore clothes made from blue Luftwaffe fabric.




  The door of the Königs’ room was open. ‘Come on in, Frau Weber, sit down, this is just getting interesting,’ cried Herr König, in high spirits. He poured out some

  potato schnapps. ‘From my brother’s secret still. He has an allotment garden in Steglitz. Like a little drink?’




  ‘No, thank you, Herr König.’




  ‘Well, where were we, captain?’




  Brandenburg’s dark glasses for the blind reflected the candlelight. Hands tilted at an angle, he was demonstrating one of his countless fights in the air. ‘So the Englishman comes

  down from the clouds. A two-engine Mosquito. Dangerous craft, that, with three guns on board. I swerve aside. He dives down past me, it takes him a moment to regain height. I wait for him to climb

  past me, then I rake his underside. Ratatatat – boing – bull’s-eye! He’s flying round me in a thousand pieces. My twenty-fifth victory in the air. I got the

  Knight’s Cross for it – presented by him personally.’




  ‘Bravo!’ Herr König was beside himself. ‘The Knight’s Cross. Think of that, Frau Weber.’




  Jutta’s reaction was icy. ‘I’d rather think about how it’s all over now, and he is frying in hell instead of handing out gongs. Haven’t you men had enough

  of this rot, with your murderous games of cowboys and Indians?’




  Brandenburg leaped to his feet. ‘I’m not taking that about rot!’




  ‘Then don’t talk it, OK? Goodnight, everyone.’ In her room she lit a candle and took it into the bathroom to clean her teeth. The strong-tasting American dentifrice concealed

  the horrible chlorine flavour of the tapwater. As she fell asleep she pictured Jochen in her mind’s eye. He had been killed at the very beginning of the war. The men’s voices next door

  rose in excitement. She wondered, bitterly, Will it never end?




  

    *


  




  The motorcyclist was disappointed and angry. He had watched his victim for days before deciding she was worthy. Carefully, lovingly, he had chosen her from among a number of

  blonde, blue-eyed candidates. Not everyone passed the test.




  He had been so close to her, and then the jeep ruined everything. Who knew how long he’d have to wait for another opportunity?




  He took every precaution, but he had nothing to fear at this time of night. Unseen, he put the bike back in its hiding place, where he also kept the goggles, gauntlets and leather helmet. The

  rest of his route was hidden in darkness. It was not far to his home.




  He went straight to bed, put out the light and waited patiently for the dream. It was always the same: he sank deep into the chosen one’s blue eyes, stroked her long blonde hair, kissed

  her beautiful full lips as she opened them to him. She sighed as he penetrated her. He was a wonderful lover, with strength and stamina. But when he woke up he was an awkward fool again, a clown

  who had no idea how to approach a girl.




  It had been like that with Annie. Annie, blonde and blue-eyed, who worked in Brumm’s Bakery and Cake Shop opposite the U-Bahn station. He spent endless Sunday afternoons sitting in the

  front garden of the café, ordering countless cups of coffee and pieces of cake, following every move she made with his eyes. He financed his generous tips from the till of the family

  business. She said, ‘Thank you very much, sir,’ nicely, and bobbed a little curtsey. He didn’t realize that she was laughing at him.




  He gave her flowers and chocolate and a pair of silk stockings, but she just laughed. ‘You’re out of your league, kid!’ His pink, youthful face belied his age; he was

  twenty-five. But the diamond ring from his mother’s jewel box made a difference. She put it on her finger and said, ‘Come up and see me tomorrow evening.’ She had an attic room

  above the cake shop.




  He arrived from work on his motorbike late that Monday, still dressed in his butcher’s overall. She was ready, waiting for him. Her naked body shone pale in the light of the big candle

  beside the bed. He stood there with arms dangling, not daring to touch her; not knowing where to look. She helped him out of his overall. Something clinked. ‘What’s that, then?’

  Embarrassed, he showed her the cattle chain he’d left in his pocket by mistake.




  Quick-fingered, she undressed him. When she saw his tiny prick she spluttered with laughter. All the same, she tried hard. But it was no good, he was too tense. Shrugging her shoulders, she gave

  up. ‘Come back when you’ve grown up, little sissy!’ she mocked him as she dressed.




  He didn’t want to hurt her. He only wanted her to be his. That was the deal. He grabbed hold of her. She resisted and kicked out at him, like a calf resisting slaughter. He reached for the

  chain that had tamed so many recalcitrant animals. She soon stopped resisting. He pulled her panties down and took her by force, using the candle in its holder as a substitute for his manhood,

  imaging her stertorous breathing to be the sound of orgasm. An overwhelming climax shook him as he rooted about in her, letting her go only when she stopped moving.




  No one saw him carry her out into the front garden in the dark and sit her at one of the tables, her dress pulled up to show her bloodstained sex. He wanted people to know he had possessed her.

  He removed the ring from her finger.




  It had been like that the first time, and it was the same whenever his craving grew too strong and there was only one way to satisfy it: with a young, blonde, blue-eyed woman and a cattle

  chain.




  

    *


  




  It was three in the morning. The basement smelled of formalin and decomposition. Gratefully, Klaus Dietrich allowed the nurse to put a mask over his mouth and nose. The body

  lay on the marble slab, a well-grown young woman with slender limbs.




  Walter Möbius had been a medical officer with the Afrika Corps. ‘We had refrigeration problems there too. Your Karin must be buried as soon as possible.’




  ‘My Karin! Heavens, what do you think that sounds like? I never knew her. But I’d like to know how and when she died.’




  ‘Last night, around eleven o’clock. Strangled with a chain about the thickness of your finger. Here, you can see the indentations its links left in her neck. But that’s not

  all.’ The doctor pointed to the young woman’s vagina. Her blonde pubic hair was clotted with blood. He picked up a speculum and gently opened the dead woman’s thighs. The

  inspector turned away. ‘The monster,’ said Möbius, after a brief examination. ‘Some sharp object. Forcibly inserted and then moved back and forth.’




  ‘A chain with a toggle to lock it in place,’ said the inspector, thinking out loud. ‘Using a chain like that, he could throttle her with one hand while he used the other to . .

  .’ He stopped. ‘Around eleven at night? Probably just before the last train left at 22.48. The platform was almost empty and half the lights weren’t working. The murderer would

  have been waiting in the shadows. The chain would have stifled her screams. And when he’d finished with her he pushed the body down on the tracks, jumped after it, hauled the corpse out of

  sight into the bay under the edge of the platform, clambered up again and waited for the last train, cool as a cucumber. It could have been like that.’




  The doctor put the speculum in a dish. ‘Nurse Dagmar undressed the body. She wasn’t wearing any panties. Does anyone know anything about her?’




  ‘Sergeant Franke thinks he might have seen her before, but he can’t remember where.’




  ‘I’m going to open up the body now. Want to stay and watch?’




  ‘No thanks. I can’t promise not to keel over. One of our men will come and collect your autopsy report later.’




  Dr Möbius looked at the beautiful corpse with pity. ‘I wonder who this Karin Rembach was?’ He picked up his scalpel.




  
 





  KARIN




  SUMMER SUNDAYS WERE the best thing about Weissroda. The entire village drowsed off after lunch, and you could make off down the path through the

  fields and walk through the tall rye. If you parted the blades very carefully as you went in, they closed behind you, forming an impenetrable curtain. The wind had made a little clearing in the

  middle of the rye field. You could undo your plaits there, shake your long hair loose over your shoulders, lie down and daydream, looking up at the sky, and sometimes your hand found its way

  between your legs, giving you a tingling feeling which was simply unbearable, and felt so nice that you couldn’t stop.




  Seventeen-year-old Karin liked to be all alone, with no one telling her what she was to do, muck out the henhouse or feed the horse. She had been on the Werneisens’ farm for two years now,

  ever since her mother, Anna Werneisen’s sister, died of heart disease. She’d never been married to Karin’s father. He was English, a steward on a cruise ship plying between London

  and Hamburg. When he was in Cuxhaven he spoke English to his daughter. Then he was posted to the Far East, and they never heard from him again. It wasn’t that the Werneisens made Karin feel

  aware of her situation. But if she hadn’t closed the pigsty door properly, or she neglected a job, one of them would say she was a city child and didn’t belong here. She knew that she

  wasn’t like them; she had a different accent, speaking the pure High German of the north, instead of the local dialect spoken here on the border of Thuringia, which seemed to have a constant

  undertone of malice. She was blonde, with long, slender limbs, and that too distinguished her from her sturdy relations.




  When she had daydreamed enough, she sat up and braided her plaits. She kept the ends in place with little leather straps that closed with snap-fasteners, instead of the slides that the village

  girls wore. She rose, smoothed down her dress, and strolled slowly back along the path through the fields. There was a notice up outside the inn.




  

    THE BLOND-LACE LADY WITH NADJA HORN AND ERIK DE WINTER


  




  It was an advertisement for a theatrical company from Berlin touring the provinces in the summer break. Karin looked for the umpteenth time at the picture of the leading

  actress, a beautiful lady with blonde hair sprayed into place and a white fox fur stole, and the photo of her partner beside it. He was a good-looking man in tails, really dishy. She couldn’t

  tear herself away.




  Hans Görke was waiting for her outside the blacksmith’s forge. He had washed thoroughly, and only his black fingernails showed that he’d been working at the anvil. Hans was

  three years older than Karin, a stocky, red-headed lad with heavy arms and big hands.




  ‘I went to pick you up.’




  ‘So?’ With pointed indifference, she glanced at the swastika flag flying above the forge. Görke senior was a Party member.




  She was about to go on, but he grabbed her forearm in a firm grip. ‘Where you been, then?’




  ‘That’s none of your business.’




  ‘It is so, ’cause you’re my girl.’




  ‘Don’t you get any ideas.’ She freed himself from his grasp by unbending his fingers one by one, and he let her. He could easily have held on.




  ‘How’s about a trip to Eckartsberga next Sunday? There’s a dance on at the Lion.’




  ‘I don’t feel like dancing,’ she snapped.




  ‘How’s about a little walk now, then?’




  ‘I have to help with the milking.’




  In her bedroom, she took off the thin, flower-patterned dress with its white collar, and her sandals and white socks. She avoided looking in the wardrobe mirror, because she hated the sight of

  her blue, cotton-jersey knickers with elasticated legs and high-necked undershirt. She sat down on the edge of the bed, put on the thick wool stockings lying ready for her, and slipped into the

  dirty white, cotton-drill overall that was too big for her and had too many buttons.




  Anna Werneisen was standing by the stove, cooking oatmeal for supper. The sight of the thick lumps on the surface nauseated Karin. ‘Hans was here,’ her aunt told her.




  ‘I know.’ Karin put on the gumboots standing by the door.




  ‘You don’t want to let that Hans get away. He’s the lad for you. Plans to go to Kösen and join the cavalry as a farrier. That’s as good as a sergeant when it comes

  to the pay. I heard it from old Riester, he served with the cavalry.’ Anna Werneisen was a practical woman.




  ‘Hans has black fingernails and smells of soot.’ Karin didn’t wait to hear her aunt’s reply, but went off to the cowshed, gumboots slapping on the ground. Her cousins

  Bärbel and Gisela were already sitting with the cows. Karin put her stool down to the right of Liese’s rear end and placed the bucket under it. She massaged the cow’s udder, took

  hold of two teats and began milking: gentle pressure with thumb and forefinger, let the other three fingers follow one by one, almost as if you were playing the piano, a slight downward tug at the

  same time, and the milk came splashing down into the empty bucket with a dull, tinny note that rose in pitch as the bucket slowly filled. Liese turned her head, contentedly chewing the cud. The

  cousins were giggling together about their romp in the straw with two boys from Braunsroda.




  Karin carried the full bucket out and poured it into the milk churn through the strainer. Rosa was mooing impatiently. It was her turn next. Each of the three girls milked four cows twice a day.

  Father Werneisen fed the cows and mucked them out.




  After supper they sat around the People’s Radio, a black Bakelite box with three knobs and a round, fabric-covered speaker, from which issued the voice of a journalist enthusiastically

  reporting from Vienna. The Führer had brought Austria home into the Reich. ‘And he ain’t finished yet,’ prophesied Werneisen darkly.




  Karin wasn’t listening. She was leafing through a old issue of Die Dame magazine, looking at the glossy photos of beautiful, elegant people and dreaming of blonde Nadja Horn and

  Erik de Winter, that dishy man in evening dress.




  One Friday morning in July, a coach containing the theatrical company and a truck with its scenery drew up in the yard of the inn at Weissroda. Karin was mucking out the

  henhouse when Bärbel burst in with the news. She dropped her pitchfork. This she had to see.




  Actors and stagehands got out of the coach, along with the director Theodor Alberti, a gentleman with a leonine mane of hair, a monocle and a Scotch terrier. Erik de Winter the film star got out

  too.




  Karin recognized him at once: dark, wavy hair, soft chin and velvety brown eyes. He was wearing pale flannels and a white tennis sweater, and had a clutch of newspapers under one arm. He laughed

  and waved; he always laughed and waved when there was an audience in the offing. News of the actors’ arrival had not yet spread, so the audience was Karin. Unabashed, she waved back.




  Erik de Winter was moved by the sight of the girl’s slender figure in an overall much too big for her, her regular features and expressive blue eyes. ‘What a young beauty,’ he

  said, helping his stage partner out of the bus.




  ‘You’ve never fallen for rustic charm before,’ Nadja Horn teased him. She bore only the most remote resemblance to the groomed blonde lady in the white fox fur. Her black hair

  was tied up with a red scarf, and she wore wide-legged trousers in the Dietrich style. ‘But as usual, your taste is impeccable.’ She walked over to the startled girl with long,

  energetic strides, and offered her hand. ‘I’m Nadja Horn.’




  ‘But you’re not blonde!’ exclaimed Karin.




  ‘Oh, we actors are whatever the public wants us to be. Black-haired, red-headed, blonde, brunette. May I introduce you to my partner? Herr Erik de Winter – this is Fräulein . .

  . what did you say your name was?’




  ‘Karin Rembach.’ Karin wiped some chicken shit off her face.




  A long look from those velvety brown eyes. ‘Very pleased to meet you, Fräulein Rembach.’




  ‘Oh, me too! I saw you in a movie. You played an airman.’




  ‘Yes, it was Storming the Heavens.’ He kept on looking at her. ‘Are you coming to the show this evening? We’ll leave you a complimentary ticket at the box

  office.’




  Nadja Horn was watching the encounter with amusement. This little country girl seemed to have made a great impression on him. ‘Come and see us after the performance,’ she suggested.

  ‘Then you can tell us what you thought of the play. Herr de Winter and I would like that.’




  ‘I’ll ask Aunt Anna if I may,’ she promised, and then could have kicked herself.




  By now the yard had filled with curious onlookers. Half the village watched with bated breath as de Winter bent to kiss Karin’s hand. Her heart was thudding, but she didn’t let it

  show. ‘See you this evening, then,’ she said loud enough for everyone to hear, and ran back to the henhouse with a spring in her step.




  Later, in the kitchen, she asked her aunt’s permission. ‘Take them a few roses from the garden, and don’t be back too late,’ was Anna Werneisen’s only comment.

  ‘It won’t hurt the child to meet someone new for a change,’ she said later, justifying her decision to her husband.




  

    *


  




  The play was a drawing-room comedy, with witty dialogue that went right over the heads of most of the audience. But Karin instinctively understood its subtle irony and

  double-entendres, and she loved the actors’ elegant costumes. She wanted to be like them too.




  She felt ashamed of her thin summer dress with its little white collar when she went to see her new friends after the show. They had been given the two best rooms in the inn.




  ‘Oh, how sweet of you, my dear.’ Nadja Horn came towards her with outstretched arms. She was wearing a flowing house dress. She had taken off her blonde wig, and was black-haired

  again. ‘What lovely roses! Thank you so much. Did you like the play?’




  ‘Oh yes, specially the scene where Verena van Bergen pretends not to have seen Armand for ages, even though he’s waiting for her just next door.’ Karin picked up a long

  cigarette-holder from the table and posed, her hand held at a casual angle. ‘My dear, whatever are you thinking of? I’m about as interested in Armand as I am in Dr Dupont’s

  dachshund. Or was it a Dobermann?’ She’d captured Nadja Horn’s tone of voice.




  ‘Bravo!’ Erik de Winter applauded. He had exchanged his evening dress for a silk dressing gown and a cravat, and looked captivating. ‘A little champagne?’ He poured some

  and handed Karin the glass.




  It tickled her nose. Karin couldn’t help sneezing. She laughed, not at all embarrassed. ‘I never drank anything like this before.’ She took another sip, without sneezing this

  time.




  He raised his glass to her. ‘I really like your village. Delightful people.’ It sounded slightly patronizing.




  And he doesn’t even know the name of this dump, thought Nadja, putting the roses in a jug, since there was no vase available.




  ‘It’s not my village. I’m from Cuxhaven.’




  Nadja sipped from her own glass. ‘So you’re visiting your family and helping out on the farm a little?’




  ‘No, I’ve lived and worked here since Mutti died. But I’m soon going to Berlin.’ She believed it as she said it. There was a determined set to her beautiful, full-lipped

  mouth.




  Nadja Horn was observing the girl attentively. She heard her educated German, registered her natural, self-confident bearing. This was no naïve rustic, there was more to her than that. Erik

  had spotted it, and he was right. She rose to her feet. ‘Come with me a moment, my dear. Erik darling, top up our glasses, would you?’




  Karin followed her into the next room, where Nadja opened the two halves of a large wardrobe trunk containing a dozen evening dresses. She chose one and tossed it to Karin. ‘Try that

  on.’ Karin had never undressed in front of a strange woman, and went into the bathroom, but her hostess followed. She took off her thin summer dress. ‘Good heavens, how

  frightful!’ cried Nadja, horrified at the sight of the blue jersey knickers. ‘Wait a moment.’ She disappeared and came back with a pair of diaphanous camiknickers and other

  delicious items. ‘Come on, child, you want to look pretty,’ she enticed her. Karin overcame her shyness and took off her dismal underclothes.




  Nadja saw a fully developed young woman with long, slim thighs and beautifully shaped breasts. ‘Now, sit down in front of the mirror.’ She undid Karin’s plaits and brushed her

  hair until it fell to her shoulders in golden waves. Then she carefully pencilled in the line of the girl’s eyebrows and added just a touch of lipstick. That regular young face with its

  perfect complexion needed nothing more.




  ‘Now stand up.’ A cool, fragrant mist of perfume from Nadja’s atomizer surrounded her naked body, making her nipples erect. Nadja helped her with the suspender belt and silk

  stockings. The long dress rustled as Karin drew it over her shoulders and hips. A few hooks and eyes completed the operation. Everything fitted, including the high-heeled silver pumps. Enchanted,

  Nadja clapped her hands.




  ‘You took your time,’ Erik de Winter complained in good-humoured tones. Then he said no more, so overwhelmed was he by the blonde young woman in the close-fitting black evening

  dress, high-necked in front and plunging right down to her waist at the back. Incredulous, Karin realized that she had bowled him right over.




  ‘Armand, where’s that champagne? I’m dying of thirst,’ she said, mimicking Nadja’s lines from the second act, and she perched on the arm of a chair just like her

  model, ensuring that the slit in her skirt fell open all the way to her knee.




  Erik regained his composure. ‘Only if you’ll dance with me, my love,’ he quoted from his own lines, and wound up the gramophone.




  Karin had seen him and Nadja dancing on stage. Now she just melted into his arms and they drifted over the creaking floorboards. She smelled his astringent eau-de-Cologne and felt the silk of

  his dressing gown. He felt her young body next to his and stopped thinking at all.




  There was a knock. Theodor Alberti put his leonine head round the door. ‘Come in, Theo. A glass of champagne?’ Nadja asked the director in honeyed tones.




  The monocle flashed. He looked Karin up and down with pleasure. ‘So whom have we here, then? A charming new colleague, by any chance?’




  Nadja Horn looked at her protégée. ‘Maybe.’




  Karin danced home over the cobblestones of the village street in an exuberant mood. Aunt Anna had left the door in the farmyard gate open. As she reached for the doorknob, a hand shot out of the

  dark and grabbed her arm. ‘So you don’t mind dancing with that actor fellow,’ growled Hans Görke. She could smell the alcohol on his breath. ‘You wait, he’ll get

  what’s coming to him.’ He let her go and moved away, his footsteps heavy.




  By the time she was in her bedroom she had forgotten this encounter. She took off her thin summer dress. Nadja Horn had made her a present of the undies. She went to bed in those delicate wisps

  of nothing, thought of Erik de Winter, and fell happily asleep.




  The second and final performance was on Saturday. Görke had put his son under house arrest when Theodor Alberti told him of the young man’s threats to a member of

  his company, and held out the prospect of ‘measures that could be taken by the Reich Chamber of Culture. And then, my dear fellow, you’d be kicked out of the Party,’ Alberti had

  said, exaggerating wildly.




  So Erik de Winter remained unscathed, and the final performance was another great success. Erik didn’t get to see Karin again. ‘On Theo’s orders,’ Nadja told him.

  ‘It’s better this way, believe me. For now, anyway.’ He thought he detected the hint of a promise in her voice.




  On Sunday morning Nadja Horn called on the Werneisens. She was invited into the parlour and asked to sit on the sofa. The Werneisens sat opposite her, waiting to see what she wanted.




  The actress came straight to the point. ‘I’d like to take your niece to Berlin. Not at once, but next spring. She can stay at my place and keep house for me, and the job will leave

  her enough time for drama school. The Stage Employees’ Co-Operative will send you my character reference.’




  ‘Drama school? That’s the idea, is it?’ Werneisen repeated, suspicion in his voice.




  ‘Karin doesn’t belong in the cowshed, you know that as well as I do. She has talent, and it must be trained.’ Acting on intuition, Nadja Horn turned to Anna Werneisen.

  ‘Do please give her this chance.’




  The farmer’s wife was listening attentively. ‘It’s not that we want to put obstacles in Karin’s way. But what about the expense?’ she said.




  ‘She’ll have free board and lodging with me. That just leaves the question of the drama school fees.’




  ‘She has a little money of her own that her mother left her. But it’s really supposed to be for her trousseau.’




  ‘And you want us to cough that up?’ Werneisen narrowed his eyes. ‘I dare say you think we’re stupid peasants, but we’re not that stupid.’




  ‘A notary of your own choice would hold the money in trust, and make payments on Karin’s behalf, having checked their validity. I assure you, Herr Werneisen, that I am not

  so stupid as to take responsibility for a young girl’s money.’




  The farmer looked at her in astonishment. ‘Well, you’re a one! Do we let our Karin go, Mother?’ Anna Werneisen nodded. And so it was decided.




  It was a long autumn for Karin, and a long winter. She didn’t let anyone see her impatience, but worked harder than ever. She was even nice to Hans Görke, although she kept her

  distance.




  Nadja Horn lived in an apartment on the Südwestkorso, where many artists had made their homes. From the window of her room, Karin had a view of the green Breitenbachplatz

  and its U-Bahn entrance, half-hidden by shrubs and spring flowers. She had been in Berlin for three weeks, and was finding her way around the capital with insatiable curiosity. The notary had

  allowed her a small budget for clothes, and some presents from her patron Nadja completed her wardrobe. The country girl was quickly turning into a chic young Berliner.




  The Lore Bruck School of Drama in Kantstrasse was easily reached by the T-line bus. Nadja had registered her protégée in the beginners’ class. ‘All we do is breathing

  exercises until we’re right out of puff,’ Karin complained.




  ‘You’ll be playing Goethe’s Gretchen soon enough,’ Nadja consoled her.




  ‘With Erik de Winter as Faust,’ said Karin dreamily. ‘We never hear from him these days.’




  ‘He’s making a movie with Josef von Baky on Rügen island.’




  ‘Will he be away long?’




  ‘You’ll probably have to possess your soul in patience for a while. They’ve only just begun the location shots.’ Nadja hesitated. ‘I think it’s time we

  talked. You’re young and beautiful. You’re going to meet a great many men, and they’ll all try to get you into bed. Including Erik. I assume that as a country girl you know the

  facts of life?’




  ‘You mean what happens when the cow’s taken to the bull? Any child knows that.’




  ‘Yes, but do you know the difference? The cow has no choice. You do. Choose your first man for love. And from then on choose wisely.’




  At first Karin didn’t understand what Nadja meant. Then she did, and her innermost being rejected the idea. There would be only one man for her, ever. Guessing her thoughts, Nadja

  smiled.




  The beginners’ class had fencing that July morning. Lore Bruck cultivated good relations with Heinrich Himmler, the Reichsführer SS, so a sports instructor from the

  Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler Division taught the aspiring actors. His name was Siegfried, and he was a blond giant who wielded his foil with astonishing ease and elegance. He stood behind Karin and

  guided her hand. Concentrating hard, she followed his movements. As she did so she pressed her buttocks back against him as if by chance. The other girls giggled. Siegfried blushed.




  It was one of the little interludes she introduced into classes. Another was her imitation of Lore Bruck, which was so perfect that everyone fell about laughing. ‘Karin, we can see that

  you have a certain gift for comedy,’ her teacher remarked of these flights of fancy. ‘All the same, I’d like you to be a little more serious. You can’t fool about the whole

  time on stage.’




  Lore Bruck was an ardent National Socialist. She had been in her prime at the German National Theatre in the 1920s, and in the days of the silent movies. The elegant actress of that period had

  now become a matronly figure who looked after her pupils like a mother hen. The young people adored her, and took all their troubles to her.




  ‘Now I’ll show you a tierce,’ the fencing master told them. But no one took any notice. Lore Bruck had just come in with Erik de Winter. He was immediately surrounded by the

  drama students, who besieged him with questions and requests for autographs. He fended off their demands with great good humour. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, you’ll be the death of

  me!’




  Karin stayed in the background, waiting for him to notice her. He disentangled himself from the group and came over. ‘How are you, Karin?’ he asked, his tone formal. ‘Frau

  Bruck says you’re making good progress.’




  ‘Thanks, I’m fine,’ she said, sounding wooden. Her heart was thudding.




  ‘Karin, I’m told that Herr de Winter is a friend of your family,’ said Lore Bruck. ‘So just this once I’m giving you the rest of the day off.’




  ‘How very kind of you, Lore.’ He hugged her and winked at Karin. She relished the envious glances of the others as he took her hand and led her out of the rehearsal room. Down in the

  street, a cream Wanderer convertible with its hood down was waiting. He helped her into the car. Two passers-by recognized him and stopped. He waved to them, laughing, got behind the wheel and

  started the engine.




  They drove down Kantstrasse to Masurenallee, past the Reich Radio building to Adolf-Hitler-Platz, gathering speed down Heerstrasse, Karin enjoying the warm wind. When they reached the

  Stössensee bridge they turned left into the Havelchaussee, which wound its way along beside the river.




  At the Schildhorn he steered the convertible over to the side of the road and stopped. The resinous scent of pines rose from the Grunewald as it lay in the heat of the sun. White sails glinted

  on the water. Above them the stout little Odol advertising airship droned away. He leaned over and kissed her. To Karin, it was quite unexpected, and entirely different from the clumsy kisses of

  the boy next door back in Cuxhaven, or the stage kisses they were learning to exchange in class. Acting on instinct, she opened her lips and met his exploring tongue. Shudders ran through her body,

  converging on one point. It was like those times she’d touched herself in the field of rye, but much better.




  He took her head between his hands. His voice was warm and full of tenderness. ‘That’s what I wanted to say to you.’ Slowly, he drove on. She leaned her head against his

  shoulder. She was filled with an indescribable sense of happiness. He had put his right arm round her, and let the car cruise on in fourth gear. Only when the Havelchaussee was behind them did he

  push her gently aside and switch the engine off. ‘Do you like Aal Grün?’ he asked. Green eel? She had no idea what he meant.




  On a restaurant terrace looking over the Wannsee, he ordered the local dish of eel with potatoes and chopped parsley, and a green sauce. They drank Mosel with it. ‘Tastes delicious,’

  she said with her mouth full.




  How young she is, he thought.




  ‘What’s it like acting in a movie?’ she asked.




  ‘Oh, a real test of patience. You sit around for hours in the studio until your moment comes. Then you say a few words to your opposite number – who often isn’t even there

  – and the director makes you repeat it a dozen times until he’s satisfied.’




  ‘How do you mean, your opposite number isn’t there? You mean away sick?’




  He explained. ‘You stand there speaking direct to the camera, as if it were your partner. And he or she does the same, answering the camera. Except that by then you’re far away in

  the hairdresser’s or somewhere. The director cuts the two takes together.’




  ‘You mean apart,’ she corrected him.




  ‘No, together – the cinema has its own language.’




  She got the idea. ‘You see one actor speaking on screen and another actor answering because the director has stuck the two takes together.’




  ‘Of course there are some takes where you see the whole scene with all the actors. Or the camera pans from side to side, from the top of the frame to the bottom, from a close-up to a

  long-distance shot, or vice versa. It depends on the screenplay. Do you understand?’




  She thought about it. Finally she asked: ‘Can I have some more eel?’ She consumed her second helping with obvious relish. ‘So the separate takes aren’t particularly

  long?’




  ‘When we’re in full swing we may shoot for a few minutes on end.’




  ‘And if you make a mistake you can just do it again. So nothing can go wrong.’




  ‘You’ve seen through the trick of it. Would you like an ice for dessert?’




  She would. It was extraordinarily erotic to watch the pink tip of her tongue licking the very last of the ice off her spoon. She ate it with rapt attention. ‘Where are we going now?’

  she asked, ready for anything.




  ‘To my place if you like. Or I can take you home if you’d rather.’




  ‘To your place,’ she said. Not for the world would she have parted from him now.




  Erik de Winter lived in Lietzenburger Strasse, not far from the Kurfürstendamm. Karin marvelled at the bright, elegant rooms, with their Bauhaus furniture and objets d’art.

  She pointed at an oil painting of a woman. ‘She looks rather odd, doesn’t she?’




  ‘That’s a Pechstein,’ he explained. ‘Degenerate art, they call it these days. The Minister thinks I should hang the lady somewhere less conspicuous. He checks up on me

  now and then.’




  ‘You know a minister?’




  ‘Dr Joseph Goebbels, Reich Minister for Information and Propaganda. An interesting man who enjoys the company of movie people. He looks in here sometimes when things are getting him down

  at work. Come on, I’ll show you the rest of the apartment.’




  The large tiled tub sunk into the marble floor of the bathroom drew cries of delight. ‘Oh, may I?’ she asked.




  He turned the taps on and poured fragrant bath essence into the water before leaving her alone. Karin undressed and climbed into the tub. Deliciously scented foam enveloped her. In high spirits,

  she squeezed the gigantic bath sponge over her head. ‘Come on in, Erik!’ she called.




  He reappeared in a white dressing gown, carrying a tray with champagne and glasses. He put the tray down beside the tub and let the dressing gown fall to the floor. Not at all embarrassed, she

  looked up at him, scrutinized his powerful figure, and put her arms out to him. He joined her in the water and took her in his arms, caressing her breasts as he kissed her. She put her hand out to

  him, becoming bolder. He was aroused. ‘Oh, how big you are!’ she said naïvely.




  He filled their glasses. She emptied hers in a single gulp, while he sipped. Then he took her by the waist and lifted her up on the edge of the tub. She cried out with pleasure as chilled

  champagne moistened her mount of Venus. Gently, he parted her thighs and buried his face in her sex. A heavenly feeling announced itself, grew stronger, hardly bearable until she reached

  orgasm.




  He knelt down in front of her. ‘Look,’ he told her. ‘I want you to see everything.’ Carefully, he penetrated her, and the sight was so new and so exciting that she

  didn’t even notice the pain.




  Only when he had carried her from the bathroom to his bed, dripping wet, and had discreetly put on a condom did he let himself come too. He found an apt and willing pupil that sultry August

  afternoon in Berlin.




  Twilight was falling. The scent of roses wafted in through the open window from the Olivaer Platz. A late blackbird sang. From far away came the first faint rumbling of a thunderstorm. Exhausted

  and happy, they lay side by side. Karin rolled over, propped her chin on his chest. ‘Erik?’




  ‘Yes, darling?’




  ‘Erik – I want to be in the movies too.’




  ‘Ladies, ladies. This is not a scene in Bedlam we’re acting, this is a Prussian girls’ boarding school. A little calm and discipline, please,’ called

  Conrad Jung, the director. Jung was an energetic, grey-haired man of medium height in his forties. He clapped his hands. The young actresses sitting on the benches fell silent.




  The man with the clapperboard stepped in front of the camera and trumpeted: ‘Love and Duty, scene eighty-six, take twenty, third shot!’ He let the clapperboard sink. Slowly,

  the camera moved towards the school benches. Karin was sitting half-concealed in the second row, wearing an apron and wrapover dress in the style of 1914 and bending over her exercise book like the

  other girls. She slid to the left to get into the picture.




  ‘Stop!’ cried Jung in annoyance. ‘You there in the second row!’




  ‘My name is Karin Rembach, not “you there”,’ Karin answered.




  ‘Stay where you are and keep looking at your exercise book, please, Fräulein Rembach. We’re shooting for a full half-minute, in case you hadn’t noticed.’




  Karin rose to her feet. ‘He didn’t strike the clapperboard together, so I thought the camera wasn’t rolling.’




  ‘Sit down. Take, please.’ Karin remained on her feet. ‘What is it now?’




  ‘Wouldn’t it be a good idea for the schoolmistress to call me up in front of the class, and then as I stand up I point out of the window in surprise, because Captain von Stechow is

  riding up?’




  ‘Well, well, did you all hear that? Fräulein Rembach has taken over as director.’ Everyone laughed. ‘Erik, you landed me with this natural talent, what do you

  think?’




  Erik de Winter was standing to one side. He wasn’t on camera for another two takes. He wore the uniform of a cavalry captain in the Yellow Lancers. ‘Well, it’s a fact, Kalle

  didn’t strike the clapperboard. And I don’t think Fräulein Rembach’s suggestion is at all bad. You should try it, Conrad.’




  ‘Very well, then let’s do the thing properly. La Rembach doesn’t just stand up, she tells us what she sees outside, so that we less gifted mortals will know what’s going

  on. Perhaps our star will be good enough to compose her own speech?’ He laid the sarcasm on as thick as sour cream.




  Karin sat down, looked at her exercise book and then raised her head to look at the schoolmistress, who wasn’t in the shot. ‘Yes, Fräulein von Ilmen?’ She rose to her

  feet, glanced at the window, looked to the front, realized in surprise who it was she had just seen, and turned her head to the window again. ‘Fritz,’ she said quietly, a trace of

  yearning in her voice, and corrected herself at once. ‘Captain von Stechow.’




  ‘Not bad,’ Jung conceded. ‘So why does this schoolgirl call the cavalry captain by his first name?’




  ‘So the audience will guess that Ulrike’s in love with him.’




  ‘We’ll shoot it again,’ Conrad Jung decided.




  ‘He called me “La Rembach”,’ said the delighted Karin at midday in the canteen.




  ‘You impressed him, although he’ll never admit it. You impressed me too. You were really good, no doubt about it.’




  ‘If it wasn’t for you I wouldn’t be here in Babelsberg.’ She raised Erik’s hand to her lips. Her moist tongue licked his palm, sending a thrill right through

  him.




  ‘Conrad owed me a little favour.’




  She dropped his hand. ‘Is he a good director?’




  ‘He learned his trade as assistant to Fritz Lang, and after Lang had left the country he made a name for himself making some battle movies at the UfA studios. Crowd scenes are his strong

  point, so he’s highly thought of these days. His next project is a big historical film about Queen Louise.’




  Karin took a hearty bite of her bockwurst. ‘Who’s playing the Queen?’




  ‘They’re thinking of La Hielscher, but she probably isn’t Aryan enough for the Minister.’




  ‘What’s he like in private life?’




  ‘Jung? A family man. Five children. Malicious tongues say he and Goebbels are in competition in that department.’




  ‘Would you like to have children?’




  ‘You need to be married for that.’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Listen, darling.’ He avoided her question. ‘I’m shooting with Willi Forst at the Rosenhügel. You and I won’t see each other for a couple of months.’




  ‘What, a whole couple of months? Then I don’t mind if you find a girl among the extras in Vienna,’ she joked, covering up her disappointment.




  As they were passing the cutting room on the way back to the hall, they heard marching music blaring from the loudspeakers, which were usually kept silent so that sound recordings could go

  ahead. The German Army was on its way to Poland.




  ‘Erik, do I look Aryan enough?’ she asked.




  He knew what she was getting at. ‘You’re as blonde as they come, tall and slim too – and very beautiful. But don’t cherish false hopes. Conrad Jung doesn’t cast

  beginners. You’ve a long way to go yet. Shall we meet this evening?’




  He had found Karin a small apartment on the Hohenzollerndamm, on the corner of Mansfelder Strasse, where he visited her as often as he could. She cooked with enthusiasm, and he often stayed the

  night. But best of all were their love-feasts in his marble bathroom.




  ‘No time,’ she told him. She lay awake until long after midnight, thinking. Nadja Horn echoed Erik in different words. ‘Well, yes, you’ve tricked your way into this

  little speaking part. And I’ll hand it to you, you did it very cleverly. But it doesn’t make you an actress just like that. Finish drama school, learn the classic roles, and if

  you’re good success will come of itself. So long as those brown goblins don’t wreck everything first.’ Nadja made no secret of her opinion of the National Socialists. She poured

  more tea. ‘Are you happy with him, child?’




  ‘He’s the best man in the world. Nadja – what did Queen Louise look like?’




  ‘Since when have you been so interested in history?’




  ‘Since Conrad Jung started planning a movie about her.’




  ‘Oh, don’t start on about that again. Put it out of your mind.’




  ‘Louise of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, wife of Frederick William III of Prussia. Born 1776. Mother of Frederick William IV and William I. Napoleon was greatly impressed by her noble bearing

  after his victory over Prussia.’ Karin had been reading her up in the big Brockhaus encyclopaedia. ‘She must have been very beautiful,’ she said dreamily. ‘She died when she

  was only thirty-six. I look older than I am, don’t I?’




  ‘What are you planning?’




  Karin had thought it all out. ‘Jung will be shooting Love and Duty for three more weeks. Then he’ll be cutting the film. During that time he’ll go home to his family

  on the Scharmützelsee only on Saturdays and Sundays. He’ll be staying in town during the week. He has an apartment on Lehniner Platz, right behind the Comedians’ Cabaret. I’m

  going to pay him a surprise visit there in the character of Louise. Will you help me, Nadja?’




  ‘You’re out of your mind.’




  ‘But what could happen? He can only throw me out!’




  Nadja Horn never drank sweet tea, but now she put sugar cube after sugar cube in her cup. After the sixth cube she burst into a peal of laughter. ‘That’s the craziest story of the

  year,’ she gasped. ‘Let’s rope in Manon Arens,’ she added, quietening down.




  Manon Arens was a hunchbacked, elderly spinster who had been costume designer at the Schauspielhaus since time immemorial. ‘An Empire line dress, pale blue trimmed with grey,’ she

  decided, and found her visitors just the thing among the stock costumes, with all its accessories. ‘Good luck, little one,’ she chuckled, looking up at Karin, who towered above her.




  Roland-Roland, star hairdresser at the Komische Oper, did the historic hairstyle and diadem. He paid a special visit to Nadja’s apartment. He had not been let in on the secret. ‘Have

  fun at your fancy dress party,’ he said to Karin.




  Nadja looked Karin over. ‘You make an enchanting young queen,’ she pronounced, as if sizing up a racehorse. She put a long black evening cloak around her

  protégée’s shoulders. ‘Karin Rembach doesn’t suit you. You need a new name.’




  ‘Verena van Bergen,’ Karin suggested. ‘Remember?’




  ‘Of course I remember. Right, why not Verena van Bergen? It sounds Aryan and aristocratic. Just what those brown goblins like. Break a leg, my dear.’




  A taxi drove Karin to Lehniner Platz. Conrad Jung opened his door, and didn’t recognize his visitor. ‘May I come in?’ she asked.




  ‘Who are you? What do you want?’




  She put back the hood, let her cape fall to the floor, and stood straight and tall before him in her pale blue Empire dress. Her shining eyes rivalled the diadem in her hair. ‘I ask it not

  for myself, Sire,’ she said in a warm voice. ‘I ask it for Prussia.’




  He was amazed. Now he knew who she was. ‘Karin Rembach, am I right?’




  ‘Verena van Bergen from now on.’




  He scrutinized her with admiration. ‘Well staged, Verena van Bergen,’ he said appreciatively. ‘All the same – why should I give you the part?’




  Karin undid a clasp. The dress sank to the floor. She was naked underneath it.




  ‘This is why,’ she said with a little smile.




  ‘You’re a quick learner. Congratulations on Queen Louise.’ Erik de Winter had come back from Vienna to take a bow at the première of Conrad

  Jung’s Love and Duty at the Gloria Palast. ‘Shall we see each other after the showing?’




  ‘I’m afraid not.’ Some instinct warned her against going to the party after the première when both her old and her new lover would be there. ‘I have an

  early-morning driving lesson. I’ve already ordered my car, a wonderful new convertible, black and yellow with spoked wheels. I still can’t believe I can afford such things. Please

  don’t be cross, Erik.’




  ‘Another time, then.’ He was a good loser.




  She embraced him, her lips close to his ear. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered. ‘Thank you for everything.’




  ‘Take it easy, please, Fräulein Rembach. Let the clutch in slowly. That’s right. Light pressure on the accelerator at the same time, treat it like a raw

  egg.’




  The raw egg suggestion didn’t quite work, for the driving school car shot abruptly forward and nearly mounted the pavement. Karin was clinging to the steering wheel, but not going straight

  ahead. The driving instructor calmly put things right. ‘There, now take your right foot off the accelerator, left foot down on the clutch again. Keep the clutch pressed down. Now put the car

  into second gear the way we practised on the dummy model. No, don’t look down. Look forward, the way you’re going. Good, that’s right. Left foot off the clutch, right foot down on

  the gas. Drive straight ahead. Now, the third and last gear. Clutch, change gear, accelerator.’




  An architect called Speer had knocked a breach through the sea of buildings in West Berlin to lay out a street from the Brandenburg Gate to Adolf-Hitler-Platz. It was wide enough for marches,

  parades and thousands of spectators. This was the street where the driving instructor had chosen to practise. Karin rounded the Victory Column and made for the Brandenburg Gate. As long as she

  could concentrate on steering without the distractions of letting in the clutch and changing gear, she was all right.




  ‘Well done,’ said her fellow-pupil from the back seat. ‘I’m Isabel Jordan,’ she told Karin after the driving lesson. She was a slender, dark-blonde woman with grey

  eyes, taller than Karin and a few years older.




  ‘And I’m Karin Rembach.’




  ‘Your first lesson, wasn’t it? I’ve had five already. My husband insists. He says he’s tired of driving me to my dressmaker. But really he’d like me to drive him

  about so that he can study his files on the way to court. He’s a lawyer, you see.’ Isabel Jordan went on chatting cheerfully. ‘What do you do, Fräulein Rembach?’




  ‘I’m a movie actress. I’ve just ordered my first car.’




  ‘Congratulations. My husband has lots of you movie people among his clients. There he is. Come on, we’ll drive you home. Darling, this is Karin Rembach. She’s an

  actress.’




  ‘Verena van Bergen, surely?’ Dr Rainer Jordan kissed Karin’s hand. ‘Conrad Jung’s Queen Louise. You’re the talk of Babelsberg.’




  ‘It’s my stage name,’ Karin explained to her new acquaintance.




  ‘So you’re a real film star! When does work on the movie start?’




  ‘Next week. Shooting will take almost a year.’




  ‘If the Great Powers don’t come to some agreement on Poland we’ll be in the middle of a war by then,’ Dr Jordan prophesied.




  ‘Don’t listen to him. He’s a professional pessimist. You must come and have dinner with us some evening soon. I’ll call you.’




  A guttural voice with an accent that could have belonged to a suburban Viennese pimp issued from the radio set in the dressing room. ‘There have been exchanges of fire

  since 5.45.’ It was Friday, 1 September 1939. The German Army had marched into Poland.




  ‘So now we’re in the shit and no mistake.’ Grethe Weiser turned off the radio. The director had given the popular actress the part of Countess Thann, a lady in waiting who told

  the young queen home truths in a down-to-earth Berlin accent. Karin liked her colleague. She didn’t mince her words outside her role either.




  ‘But after all the Poles have done to us . . . I mean, even his patience was bound to crack sometime.’ Karin spoke in defence of the ruler of the Greater German Reich. Like

  most people in the country, she knew nothing about the SS men wearing Polish uniforms who had been ordered to attack the Reich transmitter at Gleiwitz near the Polish border, thus manufacturing the

  final pretext for a war that was inevitable anyway. Plus she was concentrating on her part far too hard to stop and think of such things. ‘We’ll have peace again in a few weeks’

  time.’




  ‘That’s what you think, sweetie. Once a guy like him gets a taste for something he’s in no hurry to stop eating.’ Grethe Weiser waved her powder puff, sending powder

  flying. ‘Never mind that now. You and me, we’re making a little movie like the good little Reich film folk we are. And I tell you something, sweetie, I don’t mind spending a

  couple of months with you, I don’t mind that one bit.’




  ‘So this is our Queen Louise.’ Karin noted the Rhineland accent, the admiring look in the intelligent brown eyes, the smooth dark hair, the high, slightly receding

  forehead, the charming smile that had been tested out on countless women. An immaculately cut, double-breasted suit and a touch of Cuir de Russie completed her host’s appearance.

  Reich Minister Dr Joseph Goebbels was shorter than Karin, but in spite of his deformed foot moved quickly and with elegance. He poured champagne himself. This was a small, intimate party at the

  Minister’s private cinema. Conrad Jung had brought his principal actors to see the preview of the movie. Ten months of strenuous shooting lay behind them.




  ‘Thank you, Minister.’ Karin accepted her glass.




  That admiring look again. A little too appraising, she thought. ‘Now, dear lady, come and sit next to me. I suppose you’ve seen our friend Jung’s work already?’




  ‘Only the odd scene on the cutting table.’




  ‘Then this is a première for you too, and I can sense that your heart is beating faster. I can’t wait. Shall we start?’




  An adjutant in the brown Party uniform gave the signal. The wall lights went out. The UfA logo appeared on the screen, and the film began. It was a mixture of courtly splendour, impressive crowd

  scenes and touching episodes from the life of the young queen. Conrad Jung and his cameraman had given Karin the simple, neo-classical beauty of the real Queen Louise. Her scene with Napoleon, when

  she begged him to have pity on the people of her country, was the climax of the film. The music rose to a crescendo, and the lights came on again.




  Karin kept her head bent as she waited in trepidation for the verdict that would make or break her. There was silence all around. No one dared say a word before the Minister had given his

  opinion. She glanced at her neighbour out of the corner of her eye. Goebbels picked up his glass, turned it thoughtfully back and forth by the stem and took a small sip, clearly enjoying the

  tension he was creating.




  Finally he turned to her, raised his hands and applauded. ‘A wonderful artistic achievement! My congratulations.’ Everyone clapped. Karin breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Verena van

  Bergen, I can see you have a great future before you.’




  He kissed her hand, careful to meet her eyes. The attention he was paying her made her uncomfortable, but she hid it with a radiant smile. ‘Thank you, Minister.’




  ‘And let me congratulate you too, Conrad Jung, and everyone else involved. A great movie! We’ll send it to the Biennale after the final victory. Now that we’re in the second

  year of the war, and our soldiers are fighting in France, we can’t expect them or the German people even to contemplate any idea of a French victory and a Prussian defeat. I’m sure

  you’ll agree that such a thing would be treasonable.’




  ‘Yes, indeed – quite right – how far-sighted . . .’ They never stopped crawling to him.




  ‘What do you think, Frau van Bergen?’ There was an ironic twist to Goebbels’ mouth.




  ‘I think you should enter the film for Venice next year.’




  An uneasy silence fell. Had she ventured to contradict this powerful man?




  Goebbels raised his glass to her. ‘Your very good health, my dear.’ He had understood what she meant at once.




  It was draughty in the kitchen. Two window panes had broken during the last air raid, and the cardboard in them was a poor substitute. Karin was grinding coffee. Erik had sent

  it, along with a pair of silk stockings. He was filming in Paris.




  ‘I don’t have any cream. And only one sugar cube,’ she called.




  ‘Not surprising now the war’s in its fourth year.’ Conrad Jung came out of the bathroom, dabbing the last of his shaving foam off his chin. ‘Keep the sugar for the horse.

  You play a brave young estate owner whose husband is fighting at the Eastern Front while she’s left at home to deal with Polish and Russian farm labourers, riff-raff who sabotage the harvest.

  The authors wanted you to die a heroic death at the end, but I changed it.’




  ‘Oh, thank you, Conrad. I hate death scenes.’




  ‘Goebbels wants you to play the part. You made a great impression on him as Louise, and he liked your last two films too. He hasn’t forgotten you.’




  ‘I’m touched.’




  ‘I’ll leave the screenplay with you. He’d like to discuss it with us sometime soon, but he’s not expecting me to be able to come. He wants to sleep with you. You’ve

  not been added to his collection yet.’




  ‘Am I supposed to feel insulted or flattered?’ Karin poured coffee.




  ‘It depends what you want.’




  ‘How about you?’ She spread a roll with honey for him.




  ‘We haven’t seen each other much recently. I’ll be at home more often from now on. Lore’s expecting our sixth. She’s a wonderful wife. And you don’t need me

  any more, you haven’t for a long time. Of course we’ll still be making movies together.’ He went into the bedroom to get dressed. ‘Whatever way you decide, it’s up to

  you. Goebbels can do your career a great deal of good – so think about it.’




  Nadja Horn was the only person Karin trusted. Nadja would know the right thing to do. Karin parked in Breitenbachplatz and walked the few steps to the Südwestkorso. The

  pressure of a bomb blast had knocked the front door of the building off its hinges. She climbed to the first floor and rang the bell. Nadja was in a negligée.




  ‘You must forgive me arriving out of the blue. I need your advice,’ said Karin.




  ‘Come on in.’ Splinters of glass sparkled on the ivory, matt-lacquered furniture in the drawing room. ‘Frieda hasn’t cleared up yet,’ Nadja apologized.

  ‘Another window gone. Even cardboard’s in short supply. Would you like a sherry?’ She always had some little luxury from pre-war days on hand.




  ‘No, thank you. Listen to this.’




  ‘So your lover Conrad Jung is not only leaving you, he’s telling you who to sleep with,’ Nadja Horn said dryly, summing up what she had just heard. ‘Still, that’s

  no reason to feel insulted. Don’t forget why you went to bed with him in the first place.’




  ‘You could put it a little more tactfully.’




  ‘Be on your guard with Goebbels. He’s short, he’s ugly, and he’s had a club foot from birth, though he makes out it’s a war wound. He compensates for his

  inferiority complex by making new conquests. And since he’s overlord of the movies too, he helps himself lavishly from the cast lists of the UfA, Terra and Tobis studios.’




  ‘Nadja, what should I do?’




  ‘I’d say avoid him, but don’t dent his ego in the process. My friend Kurt Hoffmann is shooting a comedy in Prague. You’d be well out of the firing line there.’




  ‘A comedy? I don’t want to be in some stupid comedy, I want a dramatic, modern role.’




  ‘As a blonde Germanic estate owner left to deal with the Eastern scum on her own, shooting down a few of those subhumans in cold blood?’ Nadja had read the screenplay. ‘The

  war’s lost. You’ll have to explain yourself later if you accept a tendentious part like that. Don’t be silly. Go to Prague. I’ll talk to Hoffmann.’




  Karin heard a sound behind her and turned. Erik de Winter was standing in the bedroom doorway. He wore a dressing gown, and looked like one of his own drawing-room comedy characters.




  ‘Erik?’




  ‘I got back from Paris yesterday. General von Choltitz ordered it to be evacuated without a fight. So the most beautiful city in the world still stands. How are you, darling?’ He

  drew her to him and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She smelled Nadja’s perfume on his shoulder. All at once she knew that she was still in love with him.




  ‘I didn’t know you two had got together recently. Congratulations.’




  ‘Recently? Did you hear that?’ Nadja gave her husky stage laugh. ‘We were a couple before you ever came along, my dear. With interruptions, I admit. Ultimately a change did us

  both good, isn’t that so, Erik?’ It was Nadja’s little triumph over the younger woman.




  ‘Well, I must go. Thanks for your advice, Nadja. And thank you very much for the parcel you sent, Erik.’




  Her car wouldn’t start. Karin tried the choke and the starter in vain. Like other outstanding figures in the world of the arts, she had the coveted red chevron on the

  number plate indicating that she was allowed to drive a motor vehicle.




  ‘Hello, Fräulein, so the little miracle won’t oblige!’ A young man grinned at her. He was swinging himself nimbly along on two crutches; his left leg ended just below the

  hip. He wore a gold Wounded badge on his jacket. ‘Let’s have a look.’ He opened the bonnet, rummaged about inside the engine and called, ‘Try starting it now.’




  The engine caught, chugging. Karin leaned out of the window. ‘What was it?’




  ‘Fuel connection worked loose. I tightened it up for now, but you’ll have to get it seen to by a garage or it’ll come off again. Hey, don’t I know you? Yes, wait, I

  remember. You’re Verena van Bergen. I’ve seen you in the movies.’




  ‘Nice to be recognized! And what’s your name?’




  ‘Paul Kasischke.’




  ‘Pleased to meet you, Herr Kasischke. Come on, get in. Where can I take you?’




  ‘To my mother. She works with the cows.’




  It was not far from Breitenbachplatz to Dahlem City Farm, a state property that had survived the merging of the village with the city of Berlin. Karin let the Number 40 tram pass, then turned

  into the farm and helped her passenger out of the car.




  ‘Got a moment to spare? Ma would just love to meet someone from the movies.’




  Karin followed him awkwardly. Her fashionable wedge heels made walking on the cobblestones difficult. It was easier in the cowshed. Six women looked up from the cows they were milking at the

  elegant apparition in a hat and silk stockings. She didn’t fit this setting.




  ‘Ma, this is Verena van Bergen. She gave me a lift and now she’d like to say hello to you.’




  Karin offered her hand with unaffected good humour. ‘Good day, Frau Kasischke. Your son has been most helpful. My car wouldn’t start.’




  Frau Kasischke looked her up and down. ‘I’ve seen you in the pictures. Thanks for giving my boy a lift. He can’t walk too well. They gave him a nice gold medal, though.’

  There was no missing the bitterness in her voice.




  ‘I’m really sorry. If there’s anything I can do to help . . .’




  ‘Maybe the pretty lady from the movies can give us a hand with the milking?’ joked one of the women.




  ‘In her smart gloves,’ said another.




  ‘Here, hold these.’ Karin stripped her gloves off and handed them to Frau Kasischke. Without any embarrassment, she hitched her dress up well above her knees and sat on the milking

  stool with her legs wide apart. A steady stream of milk gushed into the bucket.




  ‘What do you know, she’s one of us!’ someone said, impressed.




  Karin stood up. ‘Goes to show how easily you can be mistaken, right? Good day, ladies, and many thanks, Herr Kasischke.’ She turned the car and drove off. What would become of him

  after the war?




  She heard Nadja saying, ‘The war’s lost.’ Was she right? Should she go and make that comedy in Prague? Conrad’s offer was tempting. She had a date with a photographer at

  three o’clock. There was time for a flying visit to Lore Bruck. A second, independent opinion wouldn’t hurt.




  ‘How nice of you to visit your old teacher.’ Lore Bruck was touched. ‘It’s so quiet here now. All our young lovers and future character actors are at the Front. Imagine,

  Karin, Erwin Meinke from your class is a lieutenant-colonel now. And the girls have almost all been recruited for war work too. But your work is just as important. Now of all times we need actors

  who can personify the essence of the German nature.’




  ‘That’s why I’m here. I want your advice, Frau Bruck. The Minister would like me to take a dramatic role in a movie directed by Conrad Jung, as a German estate owner’s

  wife. Nadja Horn thinks the war’s already lost, and if I play a part like that it could count against me later. Would you give me your honest opinion?’




  Lore Bruck laughed the warm, motherly laugh that had comforted a whole generation of students. She took Karin in her arms. Her generous bosom was warm. ‘Oh dear, oh dear,’ she

  sighed. ‘Fancy my little girl facing such a dilemma!’




  Just as quickly, she pushed Karin away again, crying, ‘Let’s open my last but one bottle of Rheinhessen and talk about old times. Do you remember how you always used to imitate me?

  Your impersonations were little masterpieces, though I didn’t like to tell you so straight out.’ Lore Bruck chuckled. ‘I recognized your talent even then.’




  They leafed through old albums full of press cuttings from Lore Bruck’s days on stage. Karin pointed to the photograph of a striking male profile, inscribed to Lore. ‘He looks

  interesting. Who is he?’




  ‘A man called Max Goldmann. As a director he hid behind the Aryan name of Reinhardt. Went off to America some time ago.’




  ‘About my question . . .’ Karin reminded her old teacher as she left.




  ‘It will all work out, I’m sure. Just follow your own instincts, my child.’ Lore Bruck pushed her out of the door, and then hurried to the telephone.




  

    *


  




  A British air raid that went on for hours kept the tenants of Number 25 Hohenzollerndamm down in the cellar half the night. Karin was still fast asleep when her bell rang at

  eight in the morning. Two men in long, grey leather coats and felt hats were standing outside. Geheime Staatspolizei. They showed their badges. ‘Frau Karin Rembach, known as Verena

  van Bergen?’




  ‘Yes?’ An odd feeling came over her. She had heard of the Gestapo, as you might hear of a shadowy phantom. And now its envoys were at her door.




  ‘May we come in?’




  ‘You can see I’m not dressed yet. Can’t you come back later? What’s it about, anyway?’




  ‘Urgent business. So if we may . . . ?’




  Reluctantly, Karin let her visitors in. ‘Please sit down. Excuse me for a few minutes.’ She disappeared into the bathroom, and quickly dressed in the adjoining bedroom. ‘There,

  I’m at your disposal now.’




  ‘We must ask you to come with us,’ said the elder of the two men.




  ‘Why? Have I committed a crime?’ She received no answer. ‘I shall complain to Reich Minister Dr Goebbels.’




  ‘That’s up to you. Come with us, please.’ Downstairs a black Mercedes was waiting, and took them to Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. They went up flights of stairs, and along corridors

  with well-polished floors. A tall, double door opened. A young man with short, dark-brown hair rose from behind a large desk. He was wearing a well-cut, dove-grey uniform with a black collar and

  silver tabs, and elegant boots. ‘Thank you so much for coming, Frau van Bergen. I am Standartenführer Hofner.’ His accent was Bavarian. He clicked his heels as if he were in a

  Prussian officers’ mess and kissed her hand. ‘Please sit down, dear lady.’




  Karin breathed again. This didn’t sound like an arrest.




  Hofner sat down at his desk again. ‘I enjoyed your last film. We need something cheerful to help us relax in these difficult times.’ He carefully drew a long-stemmed rose in a

  slender crystal vase closer to him. ‘But we also need firm confidence and an iron will to victory. Those are the very words of Reichsführer Himmler, who called me this morning.’ He

  breathed in the scent of the rose. ‘It has been reported to him that the actress Nadja Horn gave it as her opinion that the war was lost. Can you confirm that Nadja Horn made such a comment

  to you?’




  ‘Lore Bruck!’ Karin exclaimed.




  ‘Frau Bruck is an upright National Comrade and a good friend of the Reichsführer. There can be no doubting her word. Or yours either, I assume, Frau van Bergen.’ There was a

  dangerous undertone to the Standartenführer’s words.




  Karin had bent her head. She said nothing. Hofner wasn’t letting go. ‘I put it to you that yesterday, in her apartment on Breitenbachplatz, Frau Nadja Horn said to you, word for

  word, “The war is lost”.’




  ‘Nadja Horn didn’t mean it like that. It was just idle chatter. She hadn’t thought about it, she was talking at random. That’s how we actresses sometimes are.’




  The Standartenführer handed her a formal document. ‘We have prepared your witness statement. Kindly read it and confirm its accuracy by signing.’ Karin read the few typed lines.

  They were indeed accurate. ‘The authorities concerned will consider your interpretation of Frau Horn’s behaviour, to the effect that it was thoughtless rather than malicious,’

  added Hofner in a detached voice. Karin signed. Hofner countersigned the document, and put an official seal on it. ‘Please wait a few minutes.’ The Standartenführer left the

  room.




  Karin thought of her friend and patron. This couldn’t be too serious. Lively Sabine Sanders had got off with just a fright. At Theo Alberti’s birthday party, she had persuaded a

  make-up artist to stick a little moustache on her upper lip, and acted a take-off of Hitler that had everyone bent double with laughter. But someone had reported it to the Gestapo. The rising young

  actress had spent an uncomfortable half-hour with the police, and was reprimanded by the Reich Chamber of Cinema. Karin felt sure that Nadja would get no worse than a similar reprimand.




  It was ages before Hofner came back. Once again, he was civility itself. ‘We disturbed you very abruptly, I’m afraid. Please forgive us. May I invite you to breakfast at

  Borchardt’s?’




  ‘That’s very kind of you, Herr Hofner, but unfortunately I have to go for some sound recordings in Babelsberg.’ Karin forced a smile.




  ‘I understand. Professional duties take precedence. My men will escort you home.’ A kiss of her hand, a click of his heels, and she could go.




  Back home, she went straight to the telephone to tell Nadja about Lore Bruck’s infamous behaviour. The housekeeper answered, in great distress. ‘They’ve taken

  Frau Horn away. Handcuffed like a criminal.’




  Karin realized what had happened. Standartenführer Hofner had kept her waiting so that she couldn’t warn Nadja. ‘Calm down, Frieda. It won’t be as bad as all

  that.’




  But how bad would it be? Karin fetched her car from the garage. Dr Jordan would know what to do.




  Diggers were at work in Brandenburgische Strasse. ‘A British air mine,’ she was told. ‘A four-engined Lancaster can’t carry more than one of those things. They weigh

  about four tons.’ The bomb had flattened three buildings. ‘There wasn’t so much as a little finger left of the folks down in the cellar,’ the policeman on duty told her,

  diverting her along Konstanzer Strasse.




  Jordan’s legal chambers were on the first floor of a grand building in Lützowstrasse, which was still unscathed, other than by the impact of an anti-aircraft shell which had failed to

  explode at a height of three thousand metres.




  ‘I’m afraid you don’t have an appointment, Frau van Bergen. I’ll see if I can fit you in.’ The secretary spoke quietly into the intercom.




  She had to wait quarter of an hour before the padded double doors opened. Jordan showed his visitor out. It was Heinrich George. Karin recognized her famous colleague at once. George shook hands

  with all the ladies in the outer office, including Karin herself. The great thespian had taken her for one of the typists.
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