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Advance praise for Shadow and Light




 





“Original, haunting and utterly compelling, Shadow and Light is a riveting historical thriller and a work of art. I couldn’t put it down.”


Michael Robotham




 





“Fritz Lang is more than simply a character in Jonathan Rabb’s deliciously sinister new novel: Shadow and Light inhabits the same chiaroscuro world as Doktor Mabuse and M., but imbues it with a subtlety and elegance all its own. Rabb’s Berlin is an irresistibly beguiling city, but I wouldn’t want to find myself alone there at night. What a delightful novel.”


John Wray, author of Lowboy




 





“I loved Shadow and Light. Viciously imaginative, chillingly plausible, Rabb’s novel re-awakens Berlin in the 1920s—a city of aged youth and weary sin, where decency is as fragile as celluloid.”


Jason Goodwin, author of “Yashim the Eunuch” Mysteries




 





“Rabb’s second entry in his German trilogy is both a first-rate historical novel and a singularly artful crime noir that will remind readers of Alan Furst. That’s good company!”


Library Journal




 





“Set in 1927 Germany, Rabb’s superb sequel to Rosa correlates the advent of talking movies with the rise of Nazism…Rabb’s meticulous research brings to life a corrupt society vulnerable to extremism.”


starred review in Publishers Weekly




 





Rosa




 





“Rabb gives us a dreadful Berlin, a sinister Polpo, the sound of boots, the smell of corpses, patterns of guilt as runic as lace gloves and city streets, and a ghostly noir that could have been conspired at by Raymond Chandler and André Malraux.”


Harper’s Magazine







 





“In Rosa, Jonathan Rabb has created a fascinating tale of conspiracy and brutality in post-World War I Berlin, an evocative historical mystery that unfolds one horror after another. Rabb perfectly captures the dark beauty and complexity of this battle-scarred city, bringing Berlin to life as an utterly compelling and memorable character.”  


Philip Kerr, author of the Berlin Noir trilogy




 





“As the historical mystery thriller comes into its own, there can be no doubt that the genre has, with Rosa, gained a new and altogether exemplary voice: Jonathan Rabb.”  


Robert Cowley, editor of the What If? Series




 





“… a novel so richly drawn, so dark and so compelling it reaches into your gut and holds on tight…”


Detroit Free Press




 





The Book of Q


“a hard-edged tale set in a climate of Catholic intrigue and social controversy…”


Publishers Weekly




 





“Mysticism, fundamentalism, ruthless ambition, and the search for truth, whatever the cost, are the pieces of this exciting puzzle, and they all fit together in a dramatic conclusion.”


School Library Journal




 





The Overseer




 





“Rabb has given us a thriller worth remembering.”


Publishers Weekly




 





“Rabb…unleashes dazzling plot twists and edge-of-the-chair confrontations… A highly sophisticated and diverting thriller, superior entertainment.”


Washington Post Book World




 





“Ancient artifacts…are superb linchpins for any novel, and Rabb has chosen his well.” 



Los Angeles Times
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CHAPTER ONE





1927


THEY SAY IT IS RARE to have good reason to leave Berlin. In the summer you have Wannsee, where the beaches are powdered and cool, and where for a few pfennigs even a clerk and his girl can manage a cabana for the day. The cold months bring the Ice Palast up near the Oranienburger Gate, or a quick trip out to Luna Park for the rides and amusements, where a bit of cocoa and schnapps can keep a family warm for the duration. And always there is that thickness of life in the east, where whiskey (if you’re lucky) and flesh (if not too old) play back and forth in a careless game of half-conscious decay. No reason, then, to leave the city with so much to keep a hand occupied.  


And yet she was empty—not truly empty, of course, but thin to the point of concern. A phenomenon had descended on Berlin in early February, something no one could control or predict. Naturally they could explain it, but only in the language of high science and complexity. For the rest, it was simply Weisserhimmel—white sky—days on end of a too-bright sun without the sense to generate a trace of heat. Every forty years or so, it came as a faint reminder of the city’s Nordic past, but history was not what Berliners chose to see. They were unnerved, their world made too clear, and so they left: businesses took unexpected holidays, schools indefinite recesses. It would all pass in a few days’ time, but in the meanwhile, only the stalwarts were keeping the city alive.


Still, a few hours on the outskirts of town could do wonders. The sun might have been no less forgiving, but at least the surroundings were unfamiliar for a reason. Nonetheless, Nikolai Hoffner continued to glance into his rearview mirror as he drove. The Berlin he saw seemed compressed, small, her reflection strangely misleading. Even distance was doing little to help. He knew it best not to stare.


Instead, he opened his mouth wide and chanced a look at his teeth; they seemed to shake with the car’s motion. The tooth, he had been told, would have to come out. Funny, but it didn’t look all that different from the others, a bit thick, crooked, yellowed by tobacco. Hoffner had little faith in doctors, but he believed in pain, and that was enough. He was meant to rub some sort of ointment on his gums every few hours, at least until he could make time for an appointment. He was finding a brandy worked just as well.


The road to Neubabelsberg—the new road to Neubabelsberg—was straight and smooth, and for the price of a few pfennigs had you out to the film studios in less than half an hour. Someone had had the brilliant idea that Berlin needed a racing circuit, an asphalt totem to Mercedes and Daimler and Cadillac—although no one spoke of Cadillac—that ripped through the satiny pine needles and heavenly green leaves of the Grunwald. There had always been something of an escape when it came to the woods and lakes and beaches of the great, untamed forest. Now even that was gone, or going, eighteen kilometers uninterrupted. It seemed to dull everything.


With a quick press of the accelerator, Hoffner decided to test the old car. The exhaust roared and a hum rose as the rubber tires heated on the road. That was always the trick: to smell when they had reached their limit. These had the tang of disarmament surplus, the good military stuff that appeared now and then from some unknown warehouse. Everyone knew not to ask.


A big Buick hooted angrily from behind, and Hoffner checked his mirror again: the car had come from nowhere. He waved the driver on and watched as first the radiator, then the cabin, raced by. The Kriminalpolizei had yet to invest in speed. It would take something else to catch the criminals.


There was a sudden thud to his undercarriage—a parting gift from the Buick—and Hoffner waited for the agonizing scrape of metal on asphalt, but none came. Still, there might have been a puncture, or something wedged in where it wasn’t meant to be. Not that Hoffner knew anything about a car’s tending-to, but he reckoned he should take a look. After all, he would need a bit of grease on his face and hands to show at least some effort to the boy they would be sending out to tow him.


He brought the car down onto the grass and reached over for the two yellow flags he kept in the glove compartment. It was a pointless exercise—six meters in front, six meters behind—but someone had taken great pains to devise die Verkehrsnotverfahren (emergency traffic procedures), the totality of which filled a full eight pages in the bureau’s slender handbook on automobile operation: Who was he to question their essentialness? The flags blew aimless warning to the deserted road as Hoffner lay on his back and pulled himself under.


Surprisingly, everything looked to be in working order. Various metal shafts stretched across at odd angles. Metal boxes to hold other metal things were bolted to iron casings, and while there were two or three wires hanging down from their protective covers—each wrapped in some sort of black adhesive—nothing appeared to be torn or strained or even mildly put out. The wood above was worn but whole, and the tires looked somehow thicker from this vantage point. Hoffner imagined much the same might have been said of his own fifty-three-year-old frame: shoulders still wide even if the barrel chest was relocating south with ever-increasing speed. He caught sight of a line of blurred handwriting on one of the tires and slowly inched his way over. Closer in, the scrawl became Frankreich, Süd, 26117-7-6, Vichy.


Hoffner smiled. These had been slated for reparations, not surplus, and yet somehow—just somehow—they had failed to make it across the border. In fact, very little these days was making it to the French or English or Belgians or Italians—how the Italians had managed to get in on the spoils, having sided with the Kaiser up through 1915, still puzzled him—except, of course, for the great waves of money. There, things were decidedly different. The French might have been willing to turn a blind eye to a few tires ending up in the service of Berlin’s police corps, but if so much as a single pfennig of repayments, or interest on repayments, or interest on the loans taken out to pay for the interest on those repayments went missing, then came the cries from Paris for the occupation of the Rhine and beyond. It was a constant plea in the papers from the ever-teetering Social Democrats to keep our new allies happy, keep the payments flowing out, no matter how many times the mark had to be revalued or devalued or carted around like so many reams of waste tissue just to pay for a bit of bread. Luckily, the worst of it was behind them now, or so said those same papers: who cared if Versailles and its treaty were beginning to prompt some rather unpleasant responses from points far right? Odd, but Hoffner had always thought Vichy in the north.


He slid out, planted himself on the running board, and flipped open his flask. The Hungarians, thank God, had remained loyal to the Kaiser up to the bitter end: little chance, then, of a shortage on slivovitz anytime soon. He took a swig of the brandy and stared out into the green wood as a familiar burning settled in at the back of his throat. A trio of wild boar was digging up the ground no more than twenty meters off. They were a dark brown, and their haunches looked fat and muscular. These had done well to keep the meat on during the winter. The smallest turned and cocked its head as it stared back. No hint of fear, it stood unwavering. Clearly, it knew it was not its place to cede ground. Hoffner marveled at the misguided certainty.


He tossed back a second drink just as a goose-squawk horn rang out from the road. Hoffner turned to see a prewar delivery truck pulling up, its open back packed with small glass canisters, each filled with some sort of blue liquid. Hoffner wondered if perhaps he might have failed to hear about an imminent hair tonic shortage, but the man who stepped from the cab quickly put all such concerns to rest. He was perfectly bald, with a few stray wisps of black matted down above the ears. Hoffner stood as he approached.


“ ’Twenty-two Opel?” The man spoke with an easy authority. “They’ll give you a bit of trouble on a road like this.”


Hoffner nodded, although he couldn’t remember whether the car was a ’21 or a ’22. “I thought I’d caught something underneath,” he said. “Didn’t see anything.”


“High frame,” said the man. “Not meant for these speeds.”


“You know your cars, then?”


“I take an interest. So nothing up in the housing?”


Hoffner motioned to the car. “You’re welcome to take a look.”


The man stepped over, released the catch on the metal bonnet, and raised it. “You keep it well.” He leaned in and jiggled a few bits and pieces.


“Yes,” said Hoffner, never having once opened the thing up himself. He noticed the baby boar still watching them. “Cigarette?”


The man stood upright and refastened the bonnet. “Very kind.”


“I’m the one who should be thanking you.”


“For what? Your car is in perfect order.” They both lit up and leaned back against the bonnet. “Unless it’s for the company?” Hoffner held out the flask. “No,” said the man. “I’m not much good with that.”


Hoffner nodded over to the truck. “You’ve an interesting load.”


“Toilet-washing liquid,” said the man. “Very glamorous. I’m heading out to the studios. Same as you.” It was an obvious point: Who else would be taking this road? “I shouldn’t, of course. Slows everyone down, but then, why not? I choose my times well enough. Eleven on a Monday. Very little traffic either way. If you’d really been unlucky, you’d have been here for quite some time.”


“Depends on what you mean by luck.”


The man smiled absently. “Fair enough.”


“And here I thought the studios would have had—”


“A bigger outfit running their toilet-washing-liquid interests?” The man had evidently run through this before. There was an odd charm to it all. “Of course, but then I’m an inside man. I was owed. Favors and so forth. Highly confidential stuff.”


“The intricate world of toilet-liquid syndicates.”


“Exactly.” The man nodded over at the boars. “They’ll make someone a nice bit of eating.”


“That would be a shame.”


“You don’t like eating?”


Hoffner took a pull on his cigarette. “So how does one become an ‘inside man’?”


“The usual course. A producer, director—I don’t remember which—one of them had an eye for my daughter. Got me the contract. On a limited basis, of course. One man, one truck. Enough liquid for the small buildings. More if she spread her legs.”


“Imagine if she marries him?”


“I don’t. She ran off to Darmstadt with a butcher’s apprentice two years ago. I think the studio felt sorry. Old widower abandoned by his only daughter.”


“That’s a bit rough.”


“Not really. They let me keep the contract. Don’t know why. I never liked her much. She’s probably fat now. Fat like that big one there. With a child. A fat little boy. He probably beats her. The butcher, not the child.”


Here it was, thought Hoffner. The man had lived through the Kaiser, the war, unemployment, a daughter, and none of it mattered, not so much at its heart as in its passing. Berlin’s saving grace had always been her incessant movement forward. Only a real Berliner understood that.


“Quite a sky,” said the man. Even the briefest of conversations had to make mention of it. “It’ll pass.”


“I imagine it will.”


The man took a last pull, then flicked his cigarette to the ground. “Bit early for a cop to be heading out to the studios.”


All this certainty in the Grunwald this morning, thought Hoffner. “Highly confidential stuff.”


The man exhaled as he pushed himself up. “Yah. I’m sure it is.” Inside the cab, he leaned out the window. “Watch where you piss out there. Make my life a little easier.” He put the truck in gear and headed off.


Hoffner crushed out his cigarette and noticed all three of the boars now looking back. For some reason, he bent over and picked up the man’s cigarette; it was still moist. He then opened the door, tossed the butts onto the passenger-side floor, and pressed the starter. The sound sent the boars darting into the wood, and Hoffner turned to see them disappear. This they were afraid of.


Settling in, he pulled the door shut and headed up onto the road.






. . .





THE FIRST OF THE STUDIO buildings emerged on the horizon like a caravan of turtles. The film men had bought the land before the war, an abandoned factory stuck out in the middle of nowhere. Safer that way, they reasoned: no apartment complexes nearby to go up in flames should the reels catch fire. The place had grown in the intervening years. Under a vacant sky, the sprawl seemed even more desolate.  


Hoffner pulled up to the gate and waited, a walled fence stretching off in either direction. The Ufa emblem dangled precariously above. To the side, a large billboard advertised the most recent studio tri-umphs: posters of Emil Jannings and Asta Nielsen, Conrad Veidt in some menacing pose, along with the warnings APPALLING! DANGEROUS! DAUGHTERS BEWARE! Veidt’s shadow was especially well placed—obscuring the crucial E and W in BEWARE!—and informing the casual reader that, perhaps, the daughters might be nude in this particular film. Hoffner appreciated the designer’s ingenuity.  


He reached for his badge as the guard approached.  


“No need for that, Herr Kriminal-Oberkommissar.” The man’s easy grin seemed at odds with the long coat, braiding at the shoulders, and equally impressive hat. He might have been a doorman at the Adlon or Esplanade if not for the Ufa logo on his lapel. “Bauer,” he continued. “Oberwachtmeister Anders Bauer, retired. I was at the Alex with you, last posting before my thirty-five came up.”  


“Bauer.” Hoffner nodded as if he recalled the man. “Of course.” It was nothing new for an old Schutzi sergeant to find himself a night watchman or gatekeeper around town, especially when everyone’s pension had blown up with the inflation. Why not out at the film studios: more exotic, Hoffner imagined. “You’ve landed yourself a nice bit of work.”  


“Can’t complain, Herr Kriminal-Oberkommissar.” He handed Hoffner  a yellow card that read “Day Pass—Grosse Halle.” “Hot meals at the commissary. Good uniform.” Bauer’s expression hardened. “Naturally you’ve come about that business with Thyssen, Herr Kriminal-Oberkommissar.” He brought a clipboard up and pointed to where Hoffner was meant to sign.


Hoffner enjoyed the dedication: it was still in the old dog’s blood. “Business,” he said as he scrawled his name. “I was told suicide.”


“You hear things, Herr Kriminal-Oberkommissar. That’s all.” Bauer gave an unconvinced nod. “But if they say suicide, then it must be suicide.”


Hoffner placed the card in his coat pocket. “Well then, you hear anything else, you let me know. Just between the two of us—Herr Oberwachtmeister.”


The man’s eyes flashed momentarily. “Absolutely, Herr Kriminal-Oberkommissar.” And with a sudden Teutonic precision, Bauer returned to the gate, pulled up the barrier, and motioned Hoffner through. Not wanting to spoil the man’s performance, Hoffner took the car in without the slightest idea where he was going.




 





AS IT TURNED OUT, every road seemed to lead to the Grosse Halle. Hoffner followed the signs past a series of bungalows and out into an open area where a stone wall with turrets rose in the distance. At its side, a dragon’s head peeked out from behind a bush. For anyone who had stepped inside a movie palace in the last two years, this would have been exhilarating: images meant to be seen only in flickering light now made real, if perhaps less epic. Hoffner’s son Georgi had explained it all to him, angles and lenses and lighting, but what was the point in knowing when it reduced it to this? Even so, Hoffner barely noticed them as he turned down a narrow lane, past a row of flat, soulless buildings and up toward the Great Studio.


The papers had been full of it last year when the massive thing had gone up, this many meters long, that many meters wide, “as tall as ten men to the catwalks!” and with an entire wall made of glass for natural light. Had the sky shown even the slightest hint of color there might have been something ominous in its stare. Instead, the place simply looked brown.


A young man in a bow tie and plain shirt was waiting in front of a line of entrance doors. He was conspicuous for his lack of movement among the others of his breed, darting about with their clipboards and papers and tidy vitality. The boy began to jog over the moment he saw Hoffner pull in between two Daimlers.


“Herr Chief Inspector,” he said. Hoffner stepped out of the car. “Eggermann, Rudi Eggermann. Everyone calls me Rudi.” The boy had been trained on how to present himself. “We have the Herr Direktor waiting upstairs for you.”


Hoffner’s suit drew several glances as he and the boy made their way up toward the main entrance. Stylish for 1923, it seemed to match the color of the brick.


“Very impressive,” Hoffner said as he peered up at the building and its myriad doors. He pulled a cigarette from his pocket.


“Yes. Thank you, Herr Chief Inspector.”


Hoffner nodded vaguely in the direction of the doors as he lit up. “How do you know which one?”


Confusion cut across the boy’s face. “Which one what, Herr Chief Inspector?”


“Which one to use. The doors. Where they go.”


“Oh.” The boy nodded eagerly. “How do we know. Of course. Actually, it’s not all that difficult—”


“I’m joking with you, Herr Rudi.” Hoffner let out a long stream of smoke. “You managed to pick me out among the Mercedes and Daimlers. I’m assuming you know your way around.”


Inside, the foyer housed a small office, a row of telephone booths, and a single wide corridor that led deeper into the building. Halfway down the hall, the boy was forced to slow for a train of women who looked as if they had each come second to the winner of a Marie Antoinette dress-up contest. Each held a fashion magazine or cheap little novel in her grasp as they all shuttled down the hall and into a large room where an entire legion of French aristocrats were either sitting or reading or dozing. A dice game among a few comtes and peasants had drawn a crowd in a corner. Nice to see the Weimar democratic spirit alive and well, thought Hoffner.


He followed the boy into a waiting elevator, and they headed up.




 





THE PENTHOUSE FLOOR was an open-air atrium, with a carpeted balcony that extended around all four sides in pristine white. Hoffner peered over the edge to the little chessboard of activity eight stories down as he followed the boy past the offices and dressing suites reserved for Ufa’s executives and major stars.


The design was really quite ingenious, the whole thing subdivided by movable bricked-in walls so that the big films and little ones could all be shot at the same time. Great sand deserts butted up against French palaces, a section of Friedrichstrasse seemed to end on a mountaintop, and the most curious was a casino that looked on the verge of an elephant stampede. Hovering above it all were the tall cranes with cameras and lights attached, distant figures perched on poles or hanging from wires. The rising chatter would have been deafening if not for the glass dome that extended across the atrium from the floor below. Up in the heavens, however, all was serene. Hoffner wondered if the designers realized how clever they had been to choose Babelsberg for their tower.


“My younger boy is very interested in all of this,” Hoffner said as he continued to gaze over.


“It’s an exciting industry, Herr Chief Inspector.” Hoffner wondered if young Rudi carried the brochure with him at all times. “May I ask how old?”


“Third year, Friedrichs-Werdersches Gymnasium.” A great torrent of water was now making its way down the mountain. “A fencer. Sixteen.”


“You should have him get in touch with us. We could find something for him—running scripts, filing film. On the weekends, of course.”


“No,” Hoffner said easily as he watched the water disappear as quickly as it had come. “This isn’t the sort of place for a boy of sixteen.”


There was an awkward nod before Rudi motioned to the corner office. “Here we are,” he said, rather too relieved.


Hoffner looked up to see a heavyset man standing outside the door. His suit was a recent purchase, though he had yet to learn how to wear it. The man nodded with an unwarranted familiarity as Hoffner approached. “Hoffner, Kern,” Kern said, ignoring Rudi entirely. “You’re free to do whatever it is you do, Eggermann. We’ll be taking it from here.”


Hoffner waited a moment, then turned to his young guide. “You’ve been very kind, Herr Rudi. Please inform your studio security man I won’t be needing him.” And without so much as a nod, Hoffner took hold of the handle and started in.


Kern’s thick hand quickly held the door in place. “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Kripo?”


Again Hoffner waited before turning. “Well, I could waste my time on your notebook full of scribblings or your ideas about when and how all this happened. Or you could tell me how you chose to make private security your calling, the freedom and glamour and so forth, when we both know there are three, more likely four, failed Kripo entrance examinations in your not-too-distinguished past. I was hoping to save you all of that in front of Herr Rudi here, but it seems that’s not meant to be. My guess is that the two or three very powerful men inside this office are waiting to tell me just exactly what they think I need to know without any help from you. So thank you for standing guard until I arrived, but I think we’re done.” Hoffner pointed to Kern’s shirt. “And you might want to take care of that. Jam tart can leave a stain.”


Hoffner knew it was poor form to enjoy the look on Kern’s face as much as he did, but then they had brought him all the way out here on a Monday morning for what was probably nothing more than another aimless tryst gone wrong, all of which would be conveniently brushed aside by some well-placed cash or favors for men too far above him at the Alex for any of it to trickle down his way. He would still have to go through the paperwork for the extra petrol allotment when he got back. Kern seemed the appropriate repository for such frustrations.


Kern, his suit even more apish, continued to hold the door: it was impressive to see that much rage contained. He seemed on the verge of saying something, when instead, he took a quick, defiant glance at Eggermann and then headed down the hall. Loud enough for Hoffner to hear, he muttered “Ass,” then disappeared through the stairwell door.


Hoffner had hoped to see a bit of victory in Rudi’s face, but the boy simply stared uncomfortably. He was out of his depth. Shame. Evidently out here they were trained to cede ground. Hoffner nodded again and stepped inside the office.


He found himself in a quite lovely and quite empty anteroom: sofa, two chairs, and a secretary’s desk with a large Ufa emblem emblazoned on the front. Everything was bright, too bright, from the pale yellow color of the walls, to the beige carpet, to the white satin pillows lazing along the armrests. Jannings and Nielsen once again dominated the walls, while various film magazines stretched across a low Chinoise coffee table. The final touch was a potted palm tree in the corner. Hoffner wondered if it was possible to appear more ludicrous: there was a desperation to it that cried out, “Look at us, America! We make films, too!”


He stepped over to a second door, knocked, and pushed through.


The larger office, by contrast, was stark to the point of sterility. A long, flat desk stared out from the one corner that seemed to defy the light streaming in from the wall-to-wall window. A designer’s metal chair stood sentry behind. The only nods to comfort were two low, overstuffed chairs in front of the window, but then they were denied the remarkable view of the Grunwald and beyond. One man stood staring out. Another sat in one of the chairs. The third, and oldest, was making his way across to Hoffner.


“Ah, Herr Chief Inspector. Hoffner, is it?” He extended his hand. He was in a perfectly cut gray suit. “You’ve dispensed with Herr Kern, I see. My congratulations.”


This was the new affectation. Weimar had brought democracy and prosperity and nude dancing and cocaine and the handshake. The clipped nod was a thing of the past. He took the man’s hand. “Nikolai Hoffner. Yes, mein Herr.”


“Joachim Ritter. Counsel for the studio. We finally sent Kern out. Bit of an oaf, wouldn’t you say?” Hoffner said nothing. Ritter turned to the man in the chair, who was clutching a tall glass of whiskey. “This is one of our screenwriters, Paul Metzner. Still a bit shaken up. He’s the one who found the body.”


“I’m fine, really,” Metzner said as he placed the whiskey on the desk. “Anything I can help with.”


The third man now turned from the window. “And this is Herr Major Alexander Grau,” Ritter continued as Grau stepped over. “The studio’s director.”


Grau was tall, slim, and, even without the title, undeniably Prussian. He looked much younger than Hoffner would have imagined for the head of Europe’s largest studio—midforties at most—but with none of the self-conscious arrogance that comes with early success. Grau was a man certain of his place and unimpressed by his own power. In the wrong hands, it was a dangerous combination.


“Herr Chief Inspector.” Grau was not a man for handshakes. He offered a clipped nod. “I can’t say we have much to tell you.”


“Just a few questions, then, mein Herr.” Hoffner pulled a notebook from his coat pocket. “When did you find the body, Herr Metzner?”


Ritter answered: “Eight-thirty this morning. They had a meeting to discuss a script.”


Hoffner asked, “And this meeting was planned well in advance?”


Ritter continued: “A day or two. It’s the usual course. Thyssen was producing the film.”


“He’s produced several of my scripts,” Metzner piped in from his chair. The glance from Ritter made it clear that Metzner had been told to sit quietly. Grau looked almost indifferent.


Hoffner jotted down a few lines to make it look official. “Was there a secretary outside when you arrived, Herr Metzner?”


“Yes,” Ritter answered. “She heard and saw nothing. We have her in an office down the hall. She was feeling a bit faint.”


“Anyone else?”


Ritter looked momentarily puzzled.


“Anyone else waiting in the room with her?” Hoffner clarified. “Others who would have had appointments—I’ll need to speak with them as well.”


“Oh, I see. Yes.” Ritter glanced over at Grau, who nodded. “We can have that arranged.”


“Good.” Hoffner dispensed with the usual questions of pressure and lovers and gambling. Ritter would have chosen one, an offhand remark, a lowering of the eyes, poor old Thyssen; Grau would simply have looked inconvenienced by it all: it was pointless to play out the charade. Instead, Hoffner placed the notebook in his pocket and said, “So, the body, meine Herren?” Ritter began to move toward the private bathroom, but Hoffner stopped him. “If Herr Metzner could show me how he found it, mein Herr. Procedure. You understand.”


“Of course.” Ritter turned to Metzner. “Paul?”


Metzner stood, but Grau interrupted: “Unfortunately, I have a meeting, Herr Chief Inspector. Is there anything else you need from me?”


So much easier, thought Hoffner, when things were made this transparent: Grau was here simply to make sure Hoffner understood the hierarchy in play.


“Not at all, Herr Direktor. Thank you for your time.” Hoffner extended his hand and enjoyed the slight tightening in Grau’s cheeks.


Grau took it and said, “Herr Chief Inspector. Gentlemen.”


He was gone by the time Metzner drew up to Hoffner’s side. “I’ve written several murder films myself,” Metzner said.


“Really?” Hoffner walked with him across the room. “And here I thought this was a suicide.”


“Herr Metzner is very enthusiastic,” Ritter cut in. “We pay him for his imagination.”


Metzner pushed open the door to the bathroom and waited for Hoffner to move past him. Instead, Hoffner stopped. “Were any of your detectives ever the hero, Herr Metzner?”


Metzner needed a moment. “No, I don’t think so.”


“Then I doubt you’ll be of much use to me,” Hoffner said, and stepped through.


The room was almost half the size of the office, its floor in black-and-white marble, the wallpaper a deep maroon. Just in case the walk from the desk had been too taxing, there was a divan at the side of a pedestal sink, both in reach of a telephone that sat atop an iron-and-glass side table. The toilet, as far as Hoffner could tell, required its own little cabin, which was at the far end and up a few steps: the image of the mysterious blue liquid fixed in his mind before Hoffner turned to the centerpiece of the room. It was a long steel massage table that stood directly across from a sunken bathtub. And it was there, in the tub, that Hoffner found Herr Thyssen.  


The water had gone pinkish, with strings of deep red floating throughout. Thyssen’s head was resting against a porthole window, his eyes staring out unmoving. He was young and fit, and had rough calluses at the tips of his fingers. The hand with the Browning revolver rose awkwardly over the edge; in such cases, more often than not, the recoil from the shot caused the elbow bone to snap against the porcelain. Thyssen had been lucky. His arm had flown free. The single bullet hole was just below his left nipple.  


“And this is the way you found him?” Hoffner crouched down and placed two fingers on the chest: the flesh was hard, like cold rubber. The water was ice-cold.  


“Exactly,” said Metzner, peering over as best he could. “Nothing’s been touched.”  


Hoffner glanced over at the towel rack. Everything was perfectly in place. He looked for a robe. There was none. “Looks standard enough,” he said, even if he didn’t believe a word of it. The body angle and water temperature were wrong. And the blood made no sense. There was something else, but Hoffner couldn’t quite place it.


He stood and reached for a towel.


“That’s all you’re going to do?” said Metzner, almost disappointed.


“Is there something else you want me to do?”


“Well—you hardly touched the body.”


“Oh, the body.” Hoffner nodded. “You want me to look for marks or gashes or fingerprints. That sort of thing.”


“Well—yes. Isn’t that part of the procedure?”


Again Hoffner nodded. “I’ll leave that to your film detectives.” He finished with the towel. Ritter was standing in the doorway. “You said there were people for me to see. Why don’t we do that.”




 





AGAINST HIS PROTESTATIONS, Metzner was sent down to his office, while Hoffner called into the Alex for someone to come out and pick up the body.


“You’re sure it’s absolutely necessary?” Ritter spoke casually as the two men made their way to an office at the far side of the atrium. “You can’t just let us have the family make the arrangements?”


“Standard procedure,” Hoffner lied. “We need an examination, an official record.” He wanted someone to take a look at the late Herr Thyssen. “The family will have him by the end of the week.”


Ritter knew not to press it. “You Kripo men usually come in twos,” he said.


“You’ve had a lot of experience with us, then, mein Herr?”


“It’s a film studio, Herr Chief Inspector. There’s always someone’s hand to hold.”


“Or pull from a tub.”


“That, too.”


Hoffner found the man surprisingly likable. “I had a tendency to lose mine.”


“Your hands?”


“My partners.”


“Ah.” They reached the door, and Ritter stopped. “I’ve started with any staff who might have had even passing contact with Thyssen in the last twenty-four hours. Script runners, copyists, that sort of thing. You understand I can’t pull executives out of meetings at a moment’s notice. I could set up a few interviews for you back in town. At our Potsdamer offices, tomorrow morning, say.”


“That would be fine.”


“Good. Not that I think any of them would have much to tell you.”


“The Herr Major mentioned that, yes.”


“Even so, we want the studio to be as helpful as we can. I suspect we can have all this sorted out in the next day or two. After all, suicide’s no crime.”


Lawyers brought pressure to bear in such delicate ways, thought Hoffner.


Ritter reached for the handle, but for some reason stopped himself. “Hoffner,” he said, as if the name had suddenly taken on new meaning. He turned. “Of course. The ‘chisel murders.’ Grizzly stuff after the war, wasn’t it?”


This was a badge Hoffner reluctantly carried. “A long time ago. Yes.”


“All those women killed. And Feld, or Filder? Your young partner, always in the papers.”


“Fichte,” Hoffner corrected.


“That’s right. You couldn’t open one without seeing his face. You know, we thought about making a film. He was rather charismatic. Too gruesome, though, even for us. Might work now, though.”


“It might,” Hoffner said blandly.


“No doubt your Fichte’s a Kriminaldirektor by now.”


“No doubt.”


Fichte had been dead for eight years. As had Martha. As had Sascha, all but for the dying.


It was odd to think of Sascha now, easier not to. At least the dead remained as they were, with no questions to be answered. Fichte’s death had been unfortunate but no real surprise: his kind of ambition always fell prey to the corrupt. That the boy had been unable to see how deep the corruption ran at the Alex was hardly tragic, more a lesson in misguided arrogance. Hoffner’s last image of him—lying on a slab, his lungs filled with poison—was enough to give Fichte’s death its meaning, and why look beyond that?


For Martha there had been no hope of meaning. She had been killed for Hoffner’s own arrogance—and naïveté and stupidity and recklessness—and any thought of understanding it, or seeing beyond it, was pointless. He had let them murder his wife. To ask why—to waken the dead—would have required a self-damning too exhausting to bear.


Only the very young had the resilience to sustain that kind of loathing. His son Sascha had been sixteen at the time. Hoffner hadn’t seen him since.


“Winter of ’20?” said Ritter.


“Nineteen,” corrected Hoffner. “It was during the revolution.”


“That’s right.” Ritter’s smile returned. “Did we have a revolution? I’ll have to check the film archives.”


Ritter opened the door to a group of eight or nine studio employees sitting in a small anteroom. They turned as one as Hoffner stepped inside.


Ritter said, “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. This won’t take long. The chief inspector has a few questions for each of you.” He turned to Hoffner. “You can take them individually through to the office. Give me a ring when you’ve finished. Dial 9. They’ll find me.”


Hoffner studied the faces, all young, all with something and nothing to hide. It would be a waste of time. There was a boy in the corner clearly intent on the girl next to him. The Kriminalpolizei had just interrupted his best efforts. It was laced across his face.


“That one there,” said Hoffner as Ritter turned to go. Hoffner was pointing to the boy. “He’s not involved in this.”


Ritter turned back. “And why is that?”


“Because he’s my son.”


LISL


THE SECOND OFFICE was no more comfortable than the first, not that Hoffner or the boy was in any mood to sit.


“What do you want me to say, Georgi?” Hoffner was onto his second cigarette. “I’m surprised. That’s all.”


“I thought you knew.” It was a hollow answer. Georg had been doing his best to keep things light, but even he had his doubts about this last one. “Either way, it’s where we are now.”


Hoffner nodded once, twice. He had always liked Georg’s candor. Now it just seemed grating. “You’ve left school, then?”


“For the time being.” Georg was taller than his father. He seemed to grow taller still with this admission. “The last two months.”


“And the money I’ve been sending you for tuition and rooms?”


“Very helpful, thank you. I share a flat with a friend just south of Friedenau.”


“How artistic of you. And this friend—also a filmmaker in the making?”


“He’s a writer.”


“That’s unfortunate.” An ugly thought entered Hoffner’s mind. “Your brother wouldn’t have had anything to do with this, would he?” Georg’s eyes grew momentarily sharper. Hoffner had never seen it in the boy before, that severity that invades the face and leaves no trace of childhood. Georg had found it at only sixteen. Hoffner crushed out his cigarette. “A stupid question. I apologize.”


Georg let it pass. “I haven’t spoken with Sascha in months. I’m not even sure he’s in Berlin.”


These were the tidbits Hoffner was allowed from time to time. He saw Georg only on weekends: Who had time for anything more? The boy’s aunts were no doubt still keeping a close watch. Naturally, they had decided not to tell him about this recent gambit.


“And you make a bit of money running from office to office?” It was the best Hoffner could come up with to sound conciliatory.


“A bit. It helps to be on tuition.”


“Yes, I’m sure it does.” There was always an immense charm with this one. Martha had seen it from the start. “So no fencing.”


“Once in a while. My flatmate’s good with a foil.”


“You’re better with a saber.”


“True. But he’s not.” Georg nodded toward the door. “So what’s this all about?”


“A police matter.”


“And?”


Ever the eager one. Hoffner had always thought it would send the boy into the Kripo, maybe a directorship. The imagination was obviously taking him elsewhere. “One of your executives put a bullet in his chest.”


“Suicide?”


“So they tell me.”


“It’s a high-risk venture, Papi.”


Hoffner was looking for another cigarette; his pockets were empty. “You’re quite familiar with all this, then?” He found a box on the table and pulled one out: they were Luckys, not the easiest brand to find in Berlin. “Tell me, is anything in here not Americano?” He lit up and pocketed two more.


“It depends on the office.”


“Grau?”


“The Herr Major? Strictly a Bergmann smoker. Maybe a few stubs from a Monopol MR in the ashtray, now and then.”


“All this in two months? I’m impressed, Georgi.”


The boy’s face grew more serious. “Was it Thyssen?”


Hoffner was too good to give anything away. Even so, he knew the boy would be told soon enough. “Why do you ask?”


“A lot of late-night meetings. Unfamiliar faces.”


Hoffner weighed his words carefully. “Faces you were meant to see?” Georg said nothing. “Not something you want to play at, Georgi. Leave it alone.”


“I thought it was just a suicide?”


“Good. Then you can put your imagination to rest.”


“It would make for a nice bit of script.”


“I’ll talk to Herr Ritter. See if he’s interested.” Hoffner nodded at the door. “I’ll need forty minutes with that lot. Then I’ll give you a ride back into town. Size up your flat.”


Georg did his best to speak with authority. “I’m on until five-thirty.”


“Not today you’re not.” Hoffner took a pull on the cigarette. “Herr Ritter and I are quite chummy. I’m sure they can do without you for one afternoon.”




 





NO ONE HAD ANYTHING TO SAY. A trio of teary-eyed young secretaries and copyists spoke through handkerchiefs about the late, and quite marvelous, Herr Thyssen. More restrained, though no less captivated, were a messenger and a mailroom boy. Hoffner counted four crushes among them. “I’ve done a bit of mountain climbing myself,” the fatter of the two boys volunteered. “Herr Thyssen was very accomplished, you know.” At least now Hoffner had an explanation for the calloused fingertips. It was the only information worth jotting down.


Downstairs, Georg was waiting when he stepped from the elevator.


“You’ll have someone keeping an eye out for you now,” Hoffner said as he patted his pockets for a cigarette; the Luckys were long gone. “Good man, Ritter.”


Georg showed only a moment’s irritation as they moved down the hall. “I’ll be fine on my own, Father.”


It was the “Father” that gave it away. Georg rarely felt the need for it. Sascha, on the other hand, had taken it as his stock-in-trade. Funny how contempt could linger in the ears after eight years of silence.


“No reason not to have a few friends,” said Hoffner.


Outside, the old Opel seemed somehow more lumbering squeezed in among the top-flight roadsters and saloons. Even they, however, looked almost brittle under the pale sun, as if the slightest touch might shatter their perfectly sculpted bodies. Hoffner brought his hand up to shade his eyes. “Quite a collection,” he said. He pulled open the door.


Georg pointed to a red Brenabor sports coupe. “Jenny Jugo drives that one. She says she can get it up over a hundred on the circuit back to town.”


“You’ve spoken with Jenny Jugo?”


“Sure.”


Hoffner was beginning to see his son in an entirely new light. “Lovely shoulders on that girl.” Hoffner got in behind the wheel. “And lips.”


“You should see her in the buff,” said Georg as he pulled the passenger door shut.


Hoffner put the car in gear. “Quite a life, your filmmaking.”






. . .





THE FLAT WAS TWO ROOMS, hardly furnished, and with a single-flame stove for meals that were never cooked. Hoffner noticed a few knickknacks from the old place on Friesenstrasse, the most prominent a Japanese fan Martha had kept on the wall by her bed. It stood open on a small side table, with an oval picture of her at its side. Hoffner recalled having the same photo somewhere.


The flatmate had staked out the other table, a large-frame picture of a plump family seated and standing in a garden. The man at center clutched at his lapel with wide little butcher’s fingers, the small black, red, and gold Social Democrat pin proudly on display.


“So, how old does the landlord think you are?” Hoffner glanced through the few books the boys had stacked by the window: a volume of Möricke, another by Lorca, a few potboilers by Karl May, and of course something thick from Döblin. Georg was in the other room, out of sight, rummaging through something.


“Twenty,” said Georg. “He was very impressed with the letter you wrote, especially with the Kripo seal at the top.”


“Did I vouch for your butcher’s son as well?”


“Sewage inspector, Papi. Albert’s father is a sewage inspector. So you see, you’re both inspectors.”


Hoffner leafed through the Möricke. “And where is the young Herr Sewage now? I was hoping to meet him.”


“His father couldn’t get him out of work.” Georg reappeared at the door with several glossy photos and a few envelopes in hand. “He sets copy at the Nacht-Ausgabe.”


“A Scherl paper?” Hoffner replaced the book. “Bit right-wing. That must be something of a disappointment for Herr Sewage Senior.”


“It’s a job, Papi, not his politics. And it’s Lettinger. Albert’s father is Herr Bernard Lettinger. You might actually have to meet him one day.”


“What a pleasure that would be.”


Georg handed Hoffner the various photos, each with a personal note to Georg. All were convinced of his bright future.


“Very nice,” said Hoffner. “You haven’t seen Veidt naked, have you? That would be distressing.”


Georg ignored him and held out the envelopes. “These came a few months back.” His expression was focused. “You’re welcome to read through them, if you want.”


Hoffner recognized Sascha’s handwriting, the return address Munich. He hesitated, then held up the photos. “I think I’ll take a closer look at these.” He turned, trying to remember where the chair was. There it was. By the window. Hoffner moved to it and sat.


Georg was still by the door. “He mentions you.”


Hoffner peered intently at one of the pictures. “I told you lovely shoulders.” He flipped through a few more, trying to find his own focus. At some point Georg tossed the letters onto the table, headed to the stove, and said, “I can make a coffee, if you like.”


Hoffner heard the muted resignation in the boy’s voice; he continued to glance at the faces as he nodded.


Georg said, “Some of those are up-and-comers. You won’t recognize them. Still, good to have friends, as you say.”


Hoffner wondered when the boy had become this young man. In a single afternoon, it seemed. He continued to leaf through the pictures, mostly unfamiliar, until he came to a monocled figure glaring up from the stack. The thick script was in keeping with the expression:




You have promise, young Hoffner. Learn to be inspired. Fritz Lang.





From the look in Lang’s good eye, the inspiration was clearly meant to be Fritz Lang. Hoffner was about to say something when the late Herr Thyssen’s body suddenly came to mind.


Georg glanced over. “So you found that one.” He was adjusting the flame under the coffeepot. “Not sure what it means, but if the great Herr Direktor chose to say it, then it must mean something, don’t you think?”


Hoffner continued to stare at the picture. “Naturally.” He hadn’t heard a word. “You wouldn’t have any idea where Lang might be right now, would you?” This is what had struck him out at the studio. He had seen it all before in a file: the angle of the head, the arms, the temperature of the water. “Babelsberg? In town?”


Georg knew the look in his father’s eyes: always best to give the simplest answer. “He’s editing. At the studio. Making a recut of Metropolis. Why?”


“You know this for certain?”


Georg nodded.


Hoffner stood and pulled his coat and hat from the rack. “I’m afraid I’m going to have to miss out on your coffee.”


Georg turned off the flame. He hadn’t wanted any to begin with. “Thyssen?”


Hoffner peered over at the boy. Perhaps Lang had hit on it: promise was so right with this one. “Something to clear up.” He fished through his pockets for his notebook. “I can give you a lift back out. You were planning on taking a tram and who knows how many buses back when I left. This would be a bit easier.”


Georg was two steps behind his father as Hoffner started down the stairs.




 





THE ALEX—Berlin’s Polizei Presidium—is a mass of red-brown brick and stone on the southern edge of Alexanderplatz, a fifteen-minute ride farther into town from the flat, traffic permitting. A product of the Kaiser’s civic expansion days—those heady times before  war and defeat and democracy sent the old man off to the Netherlands—the Alex had once been the third-largest building in the city. The police president had even lived inside, on the first floor at the top of an imposing marble staircase. It might have been a bit awkward having to share his official residence with upward of seven hundred criminals on any given day, but then, the address was probably worth it.


Hoffner slowed for an oncoming livery truck before heading into the square. The newspaper kiosk and soup cart were doing a nice business at the front of the building, taking full advantage of the construction workers, who seemed to be in constant demand at the old place. Today, the green-putty-and-hobnail-boot crew was working on one of the fourth-floor windows, the domain of the Polpo, Berlin’s political police. Hoffner had the image of an interrogation gone terribly wrong, shattered glass, a body flying out and then down, down, down. Then again, maybe that was too much even for the Polpo.


He found a spot at the far end of the square and handed Georg a few pfennigs for a magazine. “Get what you like, then wait in the car.”


Hoffner headed across the cobblestone, glancing up at the few untended nicks high on the building’s façade—half the department had them as remnants of left-wing bullets from ’19, the other of right-wing Kappist grenades from ’20—but either way it was a long time since the Alex had come under attack. Much relieved, the line of entrance archways peered out with neutral sobriety.


Hoffner passed through the central gate and into the entrance atrium, which was part of a cavernous corridor that ran all four sides of the building. It ringed the glassed-over courtyard, where a line of armored trucks—each with a machine-gun turret at top—stood in a neat clump at center. Except for an occasional dustup at one of the slaughterhouse factories, the trucks stood idle. This, so Hoffner had been told, was progress. He cut past them and headed up the stairs.


 It was somewhere between the second and third floors that the stink kicked in. At first he thought it was an overcooked egg, but the closer he got, the more chemical it became.


A young detective sergeant appeared at the top of the steps, a bowl of something yellow in his outstretched hands as he made his way down.


“It’s clogged the sink,” the boy said.


Hoffner flattened himself against the wall and brought his handkerchief to his nose. “Egg yolk?” he said.


The boy nearly missed a step. “How did you …?”


“Mix some cream with whiskey and pour it into the sink. That should take care of the stench. And don’t just toss it out. Take it down to the morgue and spill it into the slop drain.”


The boy nodded as he continued to move past Hoffner. “Scheringer was trying to do mildewed clothes.”


“Next time, tell him he’d do better to take a whiff of his own flat on a Friday night.”


The boy laughed as he reached the landing. “You’re the expert.”


It was a fair point. Hoffner had been known to add to the general pong over the years—a few experiments of his own to approximate the smell of a decomposing corpse (sulfur and rotten fruit), or gunfire residue on a man’s suit (damp cigar ash, dog hair, and chicory), or, his most recent, skin scrubbed clean of human blood (an old rag saturated in iodine and dark chocolate). More than a few of the junior detectives had broken cases based on their intimacy with Hoffner’s concoctions, the best a young Kriminal-Assistent named Dönicker, who had cracked a particularly baffling murder case simply by smelling a woman’s panties. The woman, a Molly Dimp, had seemed the perfect innocent—grieving sister and partner in a not terribly promising music-hall act—except for a slight burn mark on her upper thigh, which no one had been able to explain or fully identify. She had claimed to have received it from a man trying to recover payments on her brother’s gambling debts, but it had seemed an odd spot for intimidation. K.A. Dönicker, with nothing much to lose, had asked to sift through the young lady’s laundry, whereupon sifting had become sniffing and the incriminating pair of silk blues had quickly been discovered. The scent of tobacco, Schnauzer, and chicory—so Dönicker described it—had sent Fräulein Dimp to the gallows, her burn mark later identified as the nub end of a Luger pistol placed too soon against the skin after firing. Evidently, she, too, had had enough of her brother’s indiscretions. Dönicker had won promotion and, as thanks, had sent Hoffner a fresh pair of silk blues. Hoffner had had the panties bronzed and now used them as a paperweight.


Chancing the worst, he pocketed his handkerchief and stepped up to the third floor. This was the sole domain of the Kripo—Department IV within police circles—offices, archives, and interrogation rooms where the standard crimes of the republic were investigated: swindlers and drug syndicates, burglars and murderers, and, on occasion, even the most charming of suicides. Anything that hinted at deeper threats went upstairs to the Polpo—the boys of 1A—anything less spectacular to the drones of the Schutzpolizei. Turning toward his office, Hoffner suddenly recalled an image of Bauer sitting at the security desk. He did remember him. There was something comforting in that.


He made his way to the back of the building and to the cramped space that was his office. As always, it was littered with paper: open files covered the desk; casebooks, statutes, and codes—the new SPD editions, of course—lay open across the bookshelves that ran along the far wall; and bits and pieces of old case evidence were shoved in here and there—plaster casts of skulls and the like—giving the whole thing a somewhat macabre feel. The only recent additions were the F, T, and B volumes of Brockhaus’s Konversations-Lexikon. Hoffner had survived for years on the E and S installments of the encyclopedia. For some reason, the new volumes had seemed the logical progression.


Other things had evolved as well. A wide, empty space dominated the wall across from his desk. There had been a time when he had kept a map of Berlin there, a new one for each case. For years, Hoffner had trusted in the city’s moods as the surest clues to any crime: watch the map and eventually Berlin would assert herself in the temper and personality of her districts. It had always been just a matter of seeing the variations, finding what didn’t belong, and allowing those idiosyncrasies to guide him. Berlin called for deviation, not patterning. That was what made her unique and knowable.


Now, however, nothing belonged: Where were the deviations when there was nothing genuine to deviate from? He might have blamed the war, or Weimar, or even the whim of democracy itself, but Hoffner knew better. Berlin was simply aging too quickly. She was now grasping at a misspent youth she had never lived. Life was gay and reckless and fully abandoned, and the city looked foolish trying so desperately to please. Crime was merely one more wild escapade on a night that was stretching on for far too long. Hoffner did not want a map. He had no need to be reminded of the city’s pitiableness.


He tossed his coat and hat onto the desk and opened the filing cabinet. He was trying to remember the year as he leafed through—’23, ’22. He stopped as he ran across the second folder in February 1921: L. Rosenthal, F. Lang. He pulled it out and sat at his desk.


There was a picture of Frau Rosenthal a few pages in, her ashen face and small breasts peeking up through the water. It was all identical, from the position of the body in the tub, to the angle of the arm and the Browning revolver, to the placement of the bullet hole. Even the hollow gaze of the eyes seemed intent on the same distant point. It was as if Herr Thyssen had taken this as his guide.


Hoffner closed the file and grabbed his coat and hat. Out of habit, he shot a parting glance at the mapless wall. There was nothing to see. All that the faded plaster managed now was a matting of lifeless shadows.




 





BAUER REQUIRED only another signature before letting them through the gate. Hoffner dropped Georg at the Great Studio, where they made arrangements to meet each other midweek, but both knew it was pointless.


Ten minutes on, Hoffner found himself in the foyer of Die Abteilung Redigierungen Meisterstücken—Department of Editorial Masterworks—far grander in name than in person. Its foyer reminded him of a dentist’s surgery, with its long glass partition and single door leading off somewhere into the dull rectangularity of the building. Waiting for the girl behind the desk to slide back the glass, Hoffner felt a tedium that seemed to penetrate the wallpaper.


“Yes?” she said, and pointed to yet one more sign-in sheet.


Hoffner had rarely heard a more dismissive invitation. He scribbled his name and said, “I’m looking for Herr Lang, Fräulein.”


“Herr Lang is not available, mein Herr.”


Hoffner produced his badge. “Yes, Fräulein, he is.” Her eyes widened and she reached for the telephone. “No, no, Fräulein. You’ll just tell me where I can find him. All right?”


The building was one narrow corridor, with doors in perfect intervals along either side. Room 17 merited a double space. Hoffner turned the handle and slowly stepped in.


Except for a sputtering of white light from a projector’s lens—focused through the central of three small openings in the far wall—the half-room was covered in red haze. To the right was a long table with various contraptions for cutting and splicing film, viewers of different sizes, and tall stacks of canisters. There were also several cups of half-finished coffee, bits and pieces of sandwich and pastry on various trays. A single operator stood under the red bulb manning the projector: clearly, he had been here for some time. He turned and waved a hand for Hoffner to close the door and keep quiet. Hoffner did as he was told before pulling his badge from his coat pocket. He mouthed the word “Lang.”  


The man stared at the badge for what seemed an inordinately long time. He then looked up at Hoffner’s face, as if to see if metal and flesh somehow matched. Hoffner noticed a set of stairs to the left. He pointed over to them, but the man continued to stare.  


A single crackling “Focus!” barked from an intercom somewhere on the wall. The man turned at once to the projector, and Hoffner took that as his cue to head for the steps.  


The viewing room was insulated by a second door, which Hoffner now opened with great care. At once, a brightness from the screen forced his hand to his face. As his eyes adjusted, Hoffner saw a single figure sitting amid the four or five rows of plush chairs. Even from the back and in half-shadow, Lang had the look of authority. Hoffner closed the door and waited silently.  


He watched as the screen filled with a mass of people in the shape of an ever-widening triangle. Ahead of them lay the steps to a grand building, pale, flat, and endless. The whole thing seemed to dull as they moved, humanity lost in the thickening wave of gray. Its oppression was strangely hypnotic.  


“It’s much better from up here.” Lang kept his eyes on the screen: he spoke with the deep resonant roll of Austrian German. “Or you can continue to stand.”  


Hoffner obliged and took a seat in the last row.  


Still gazing up, Lang said, “Coward.” He then leaned forward, flipped a switch on some unseen gadget, and shouted, “Take it off!”


The screen went black, and a wash of golden light settled on the small room.


Lang turned, his arm held casually over the back of the chair. He stared at Hoffner for only a moment and then said, “A policeman. Of course you’d have sat in the back. I love policemen.”


Crisp would have been the best word to describe Lang in person. He wore a riding jacket and tie, and his hair was slick above a workable forehead. He had high cheeks and a full, long nose. Most compelling, though, was the effortless smile. He looked as if he was expecting someone to take a magazine photograph.


“You’re surprised?” Lang said no less easily. “That I should spot you like that. I’m right, aren’t I?”


Hoffner remained where he was. “You are, mein Herr. No one called, then?”


The nonmonocled eye narrowed. The other seemed to grow wider by comparison, lending his confusion a hint of lunacy. “I don’t permit calls while I’m viewing my films.” He turned his head to the back wall and raised his voice. “I don’t permit any interruptions.” He turned back to Hoffner, his eyes once again in their normal contrapuntal state. “And who would have called, Herr—?”


“Hoffner.” He stood. “Chief Inspector Nikolai Hoffner.”


The smile returned. “Chief Inspector. I didn’t have you so advanced.”


“You wouldn’t be the first.”


Lang seemed to like the candor. He nodded to the screen. “You’ve seen my latest effort, then?”


Hoffner nodded. “Of course.” He hadn’t.


“It’s a lie,” said Lang as he pulled a cigarette from a silver case. “No one has. I haven’t finished it myself.” He tapped the cigarette on the case. “It should never have gone out, but then there’s always some marketing genius to bring up distribution cycles or advertising schedules, or whatever it is that runs their tiny lives, and out it goes.” He lit up. “And then they’re all shocked when it isn’t what they thought it should be. Still, it’s making them money hand over fist.”


He looked at Hoffner as if the two had had this conversation a thousand times: the intimacy was oddly engaging.


“I’ve spent a good deal of time at Alexanderplatz,” Lang continued, his eyes fixed on Hoffner. “At the Alex.” He was pleased with his familiarity. “There has to be an authenticity to film, an honesty of purpose.” The cigarette dabbed at the air like a baton. “You can’t make a Mabuse or a Destiny without it. You have to be inspired by truth and then find the reality beyond it. You see what I’m saying?”


Hoffner had never considered a reality beyond truth, but in this little room it might have made sense. He nodded over to Lang’s silver case. “You have another, mein Herr?”


Lang measured Hoffner, then stood. “Of course.” He held out the case. “My apologies. You smoke American?”


Hoffner stepped over and took one. “When I have to.” He lit up. “So—how many cases did our First Sergeant Bauer let you take a look at over the years, Herr Lang?” Hoffner picked at a stray piece of tobacco on his tongue while Lang smiled with that same, odd intimacy.


“Very good, Herr Chief Inspector. Too many to count. I miss him there.”


“I’m sure there’s someone new.”


“There always is, isn’t there?” Lang took another pull on the cigarette. This time it was too self-conscious. “And now, Herr Chief Inspector, what is it I’ve done?”


“There’s been a suicide.” Hoffner opted for the direct approach. “One of your executives in the new studio building.”


Lang seemed mildly intrigued. “How unfortunate.”


“Sometime last night. A single bullet to the chest. From a Browning. In a bathtub.”


 Lang’s gaze grew colder. “As I said, unfortunate.”


“You were here from—”


“All night, Herr Chief Inspector. Since eight. You can ask Karl in the booth.” Lang leaned over for the intercom.


“That won’t be necessary, Herr Lang. I’m sure you were here.”


For the first time, Lang seemed on uneven ground. “What has this to do with me?”


“Your wife. Frau Rosenthal—”


“My first wife. And how do you have any of that information?”


“They also let me leaf through the files at the Alex, from time to time.”


“They had those files sealed or destroyed.”


“I’m sure that’s what they told you.”


Lang was now almost aggressive. “And?”


“The decision came down that it was suicide.”


“The ‘decision.’ You don’t sound convinced.”


“It didn’t matter then.”


“And now?”


Hoffner had taken him far enough. A man like Lang could be helpful, if kept willing. Baiting him for too long would only cause problems down the line. Hoffner took another pull and then held out the cigarette. “It’s quite good. A little mild, but good.”


Lang seemed momentarily put off. Just as quickly, the smile returned. “You like something a bit tougher, Herr Chief Inspector?”


“With a bit more bite, perhaps.”


Lang nodded and headed for a small table at the end of the row. He picked up a decanter. “Would a brandy do?” He poured out two glasses.


“Very kind.”


Lang returned and handed Hoffner a glass. They drank. “My Lisl was an unstable woman,” he said, again on intimate terms. “We’d seen several specialists, but there was a deep sadness there. It was only a matter of time. I told all of this to the detectives six years ago.”


Hoffner took another sip. “You remarried quite quickly.” Hoffner had followed Lang’s goings-on for several months after the suicide: it was all in the file. The woman whom the unstable Frau Lisl had caught Lang with on that deeply sad night had become the second Mrs. Lang in a matter of weeks. To his credit, Lang was still married to this one.


“A very difficult time for me,” Lang said with almost too much recollection. “Thea—Fräulein von Harbou—was a great friend and comfort.” Hoffner finished off his glass. He said nothing. “You think I’m somehow involved with this?” said Lang. “Because a man chooses to take his life with a gun in a bathtub? I don’t imagine it’s the first time for either, Herr Chief Inspector.”


“No, I don’t imagine it is.” Hoffner placed his glass on a nearby armrest. “You’ve no interest in who’s dead this time, mein Herr?”


“Are you accusing me of something, Herr Chief Inspector?”


It was a fair point. “Someone goes to great lengths to make sure that a death looks identical to a suicide—”


“A death?” Lang perked up. “Are you implying something other than suicide?”


Hoffner ignored the obvious point. “Whatever questions may still be lingering from that earlier case, mein Herr, there seems to be only one possible conclusion. Who would want to lead me directly to you?”


This had not been so obvious. Lang stood silently for a moment. He then placed his glass next to Hoffner’s and asked, “Who was in the bathtub?”


“Gerhard Thyssen.”


Lang nodded as he thought. “Thyssen. Clever man.” He spoke with genuine appreciation.


“Was he bringing any pressure to bear on the release date?”


“I’m sure he was. They all were. He was probably one of the few who knew it was a mistake. But no one—” Lang stopped himself. For a man who trafficked in the illusion of murder, deception, and betrayal, he seemed curiously squeamish when faced with its reality. It made him almost human.


Hoffner said, “You have no enemies, mein Herr?”


“Of course I have enemies, Herr Chief Inspector. It’s the friends one would be hard-pressed to find. But this seems—clumsy. Obvious.”


“Agreed.”


Lang took a moment, then retrieved his glass and headed to the table. “Another?”


It was an odd reaction, somehow too easy. Hoffner watched as Lang lifted the decanter. “Thank you, no,” said Hoffner. He then took a last pull on his cigarette and crushed it into the ashtray. Lang knew something; Hoffner could see it. The man just didn’t realize it yet.


Lang was placing the decanter back on the tray when Hoffner caught the instant of recognition in his eyes. It was as if Lang was searching for something in the pale crystal. When he found it, he turned to Hoffner. “The Volker girl,” he said. “An actress. She was sleeping with Thyssen.”


Hoffner had expected something more convincing. “And this makes her unusual?”


Lang’s smile returned. “Fair enough. We’d all slept with her. Thyssen’s turn, I suppose. She’d been on a picture of mine. Meant to do a few scenes a week ago or so. She never made it to the set.”


“Again, this makes her unusual?”


Lang seemed surprised by the question. “A nineteen-year-old starlet in a Fritz Lang production? A girl like that doesn’t miss a moment of shooting.”


It was the first bit of perfect truth Lang had given up. “And someone tried to contact her?”


“I’m sure.”


“And she hasn’t been back?”


“Not that I’m aware of, no.”


Hoffner knew there was nothing more Lang could give him. “I’ll need her information.”


“I’ll make a call.”


Twenty minutes on, Hoffner watched as the studio gate slipped from sight in his rearview mirror, the afternoon glare forcing a momentary wince. As if on cue, his tooth began to throb.


Passing on the second brandy, he thought. That was a mistake.


LENI


IT WAS ODD finding himself back in this part of town. Hoffner had stayed away ever since Georg had gone off to Gymnasium, the old flat now lost to memory. Even toward the end, though, the place had been little more than a string of darkened rooms, only his own, the boy’s, and the kitchen showing any willingness to life. The rental agent had commented on the strange patterns of dust; he had also pointed out the lone cup of something once-liquid brown on a side table in the living room. Hoffner had felt an instant of purpose at its discovery, as if this had been Martha’s last, and he was somehow meant to remember it. He had thrown it away with the rest of the china.


Truth to tell, a two-room walk-up near the Alex was hardly the place to transplant twenty years of accrued furnishings, even those bits and pieces accustomed to living in empty silhouette. He had tossed it all.


Fräulein Volker’s flat was a few blocks farther south from the old place, in that part of Kreuzberg that believed it had outrun its seaminess. There were no flophouses this far out, and the smell of boiling cabbage and root stock took on a tanginess that might even have passed for a bit of flavor.


The building was exactly what he imagined, five or six stories nestled in and among more of the same on a pleasant little square: just the place for a budding starlet, especially one who might be finding herself back behind a shop counter within the month. It had that freshly scrubbed air of assistant salesclerk or legal secretary evident in the well-kept flower boxes atop each stoop. Promise and hope hung in the air like the smell of diluted ammonia.


Naturally, Fräulein Volker’s name appeared next to the bell for the top-floor flat. Wonderful. There was no point in ringing: Hoffner knew he would find no one there. That left the porter, who was less than delighted to be summoned, even more impatient at the sight of the badge.


“Not for me to know, Herr Detective.” The man spoke with a dry certainty. His leather suspenders were speckled with crumbs from something flaky and green. In a strange twist, the pieces in his mustache were a cottony red. “I don’t keep track of them.” He combed a few fingers through the mustache. “They pay once a month, keep things clean, it’s their business.”


“No one’s asked after her, or come by?”


“No.” Still more certainty. “There was a telephone call, yesterday, the day before. Where she works. I don’t know.” An overly eager voice called from behind him. The man turned and shouted, “A minute!” He looked back at Hoffner with a smile meant to convey some unspoken bond between men. “A friend,” he said, the yellow teeth rounding out the color scheme. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a set of keys. “Take it.” He handed Hoffner a small silver one. “Look around. Just slide it under my door when you’re done.”


Hoffner heard a woman’s cackling laughter through the wall as he headed up the stairs, followed by what sounded like “Then put your knickers back on the phonograph,” but it was only a guess. Maybe, then, the flower boxes were meant merely as a distraction?


The flat was at least three rooms, with a long corridor stretching to the back and a separate kitchen tucked in up at the front. The size notwithstanding, Hoffner had expected something more modest. Instead, the decor was a collision of that stark, metallic aggression so popular nowadays—low, boxy bookcases and reedy, narrow tables. He always thought that this particular trend had everything looking like a letter of the alphabet: the L-shaped sofa, the S-shaped chairs, the V-shaped lamps with their two-headed bulbs. Somehow it was all meant to suggest a kind of coherence. The only thing that made any real sense was how well Herr Thyssen had been keeping his little friend.


It was hardly a surprise, then, to find her hanging nude above the sofa: these wall-sized photographs were all the rage now. Hoffner stared up at the daring Fräulein Volker, sitting with her back to the camera, her shoulders turned, her eyes gazing out through a wave of flaxen hair. She held a flimsy piece of cloth in her hands to cover the breasts, but the rest draped over her upper thighs with just enough of a droop to bring full attention to the pale swellings of her perfectly formed rump. O-shaped, thought Hoffner. Two lovely half-Os.


He was inclined to take a closer look, when he heard something moving from one of the back rooms. He waited through several seconds of silence until it came again. It was the sound of a drawer being opened and closed. Luckily, Hoffner never felt uneasy in moments like these; he never let surprise create what wasn’t there. Instead, he quietly made his way down the corridor and stopped at the doorway to the bedroom.


A woman—tall and slim—was leaning over one of the side tables, a stack of papers held in one hand. The other was sifting through the drawer’s contents. From the dark coloring of her hair, Hoffner knew this was not Ingrid Volker. The well-fitted green skirt and white blouse—neither German-made—were also not in keeping with the Fräulein’s sophistication: they showed a bit of taste. The woman turned to see Hoffner staring across at her.


She stood there, not as if she had been caught out, which she had, but as if she had already accepted the challenge: any accusation now would seem foolish. The strength was less in her gaze or the way she stood—although both conveyed an unrelenting certainty—as in the easy grasp of her fingers. They were long and thin and perfectly delicate, and it was their indifference that gave them their power: she might just as well have been holding the stack out to him. Her face had that same quality, fine and pale and seemingly inviting, but perhaps just too inviting to take the risk. She would have called herself beautiful, and Hoffner would have agreed.


“Coyle,” she said. “Helen Coyle.” Hoffner had her in her early thirties. “And you must be a policeman.”


That was the third time today someone had stated the obvious. Maybe it was time for a new suit? “An American who can spot a German detective,” he said. “Impressive.” Hoffner saw the first crack in her otherwise flawless stare.


“I thought my accent was better,” she said.


“It is. Quite excellent. It’s the watch. Not the kind a European would wear.”


She glanced down for a moment, then back. “You’re a very good policeman. You don’t wear one.”


“No, I don’t.” Hoffner was no less affable. “How did you get in here, Fräulein?”


“The door was open.”


“That’s probably not the case.”


“True. It probably wasn’t.” She reached over to the bed and picked up her coat. “Should we get a coffee—or a brandy? That would be more European, wouldn’t it?”


“Fräulein Coyle—”


“Helen. Leni, if you prefer.”


The world was now filled with such familiarity. “Fräulein,” Hoffner said patiently, “I’m really going to need to know how you got inside this flat. Then we can move on to the why and the who. All right?”


“So you don’t drink brandy?”


Hoffner stifled the urge to smile. “I’ve a bottle back in my office at the Alex. I’d be more than happy to discuss it there.”


“Subtle but to the point. A very, very good policeman.” She pulled a pack of cigarettes from her coat. “Rothmans. I know. English. But at least I’m getting closer to the Continent.” She tossed the coat onto the bed and tapped one out. “You have a light?” Hoffner obliged, and two spears of smoke streamed from her nose. “Thyssen,” she said casually. “But you probably knew that. He had a set of keys. At his flat. So that makes two doors that were left open.”


She knew why he had come and showed no hesitation at throwing it back in his face. Hoffner had to applaud the bravura. “And you knew they were for this particular flat,” he said. “These keys you just happened to find lying about?”


This time, the dip in her stare brought a playful smile to the eyes. “Are you going to pick up on every little detail from now on?”


“There’ve been so few of them, Fräulein, you leave me little choice.” He nodded at the papers. “Anything of interest?”


She thought a moment, then extended the stack to him as she spoke: “A few letters to and from Thyssen. Bills. Cards from the nightclubs they must have been to.” Hoffner began to glance through. “Each of them has a little note on the back—what she drank, what they danced to. Pretty soppy stuff. I would have killed myself, too.”


Hoffner continued to read. “Then it’s lucky you weren’t involved with her, Fräulein.” He looked up. “So who are you involved with?”


She seemed oddly naked without the papers and coat, only the cigarette at her chest to lend the pose a hint of modesty. Again she waited before answering. “Now that would require a brandy, don’t you think, Herr Detective?”




 





ROLLO’S WAS A FEW BLOCKS north and deeper into the real Kreuzberg: with character, she said.


Hoffner had been happy enough to leave the flat. No doubt Fräulein Coyle had found the most interesting papers; anything more significant would require a much closer look, and that was something he would need to go back for on his own.


He ordered two brandies.


It was a cramped little bar, a few tables in the back, where the light seemed to dim as the smell of vinegar potatoes grew more pungent. She had picked a spot somewhere in the middle, although they could have sat anywhere. Aside from the barman, the only other person in the place was a young woman dozing at the back, her head tilted against the wall, her mouth gaped open in sleep. The ringlets in her hair had begun to droop as well, joining her lips in a chorus of silent oohs. But it was the faded ruffles on the collar and cuffs that made it clear where she had spent the afternoon: business at the nearby hotels always slowed around five. The slab of cheese and bread, along with a half-glass of slivovitz, were all that stood between her and the long night ahead.


“Throw some paint on that face,” said Coyle, “a long satin number on that figure, and I’d have her working for Sam Goldwyn in a week.”


The American was not shy about talking. In fact, she had spent the better part of the walk over regaling him with tales of her past: Ziegfeld girl (always down front), promise of a small film role, Hollywood, too many wayward nights stretching into weeks, name after name after name (most of which Hoffner had never heard), a month drying out, two months (all right, a year), film role gone, a few well-heeled keepers (more meaningless names), a flat of her own, bootstraps, and finally the kindness of Sam Goldwyn himself. As far as Hoffner could make out, Leni—she was now insisting on Leni—was what her associates called a talent agent, in the pay of Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer, and in Berlin trying to find Ingrid Volker. It was as simple as that, and that, of course, made it anything but simple.


“She’s a prostitute,” said Hoffner.


The brandies arrived. “Of course she is. What difference does that make?”


“You don’t think much of your business, do you?”


“What a ridiculous thing to say.” She pulled out a cigarette. “Give Sleeping Beauty over there another choice and she might just surprise you.”


Hoffner lit hers. “The whore with the golden heart. I think I’ve seen that film.”


“The cop without one. Less popular, but just as gripping.”


Hoffner marveled at the way she let nothing slip by. There was a rawness to it that made her almost brittle. He lit his own, then took a drink. “Your German is quite excellent. I would say flawless.”


“My mother was Austrian, although I think the town is somewhere in Hungary now. I can never follow any of that. She met my father in a Viennese brothel—and no, she was a nurse. The place caught fire. He was an artist—Paris, Prague, Vienna. Wherever young Americans were supposed to go to figure it all out. He’d convinced one of the girls to pose for him—”


“I’m sure he had.”


“Dad lost two fingers from the burns and never picked up a brush again. So he picked up my mother and took her back to Pennsylvania.”


Hoffner knew he was not the first to hear this rendition of the story. Still, it had all the necessary elements: artists and nurses, Vienna and fingers. He tapped out a bit of ash, keeping his eyes on the cigarette. “And a few years later—you.”


“So there is a heart in there somewhere?”


“Unlikely.”


“I’m sure Frau Hoffner would disagree.”


Hoffner knew she wouldn’t have. He finished his drink and said, “Another?” Before Coyle could answer, he called over to the barman. “Two more.” He then looked across at her. “Someone at Ufa gave you the keys to Thyssen’s, Fräulein.”


It was the first time this afternoon that anything had caught her by surprise. In fact, Hoffner wondered if it might have been the first time altogether. The barman drew up and waited while she tossed back what was left in her glass. She then placed it on the table and watched as the man spilled out two more before heading back to the bar.


“If we had a napkin,” she said, “we could squeeze out another half-glass between us.”


Hoffner took a last pull on his cigarette. “I need to know who it was at Ufa, Fräulein.”


“Leni, please.”


He crushed the stub into the ashtray and said nothing.


For a moment she looked as if she might be calculating odds. When she finally spoke, her tone was flat and distant. “You’ve met Joachim Ritter?” Hoffner nodded. “Goldwyn’s very interested in Fräulein Volker. One of his directors saw her in a cabaret, thinks he can be her Stiller.” When Hoffner began to ask, she explained, “Mauritz Stiller. Discovered Garbo. They say she was a pudgy little thing. Now look at her. At least this Volker girl is meant to be skinny. Goldwyn wants to steal her before the Germans discover her. Or at least before Ufa does. He’ll pay a great deal for her contract.”


“And Ufa is happy to sell off a potential star?”


“For what Goldwyn is offering? She’d have to be the biggest box-office draw Ufa has ever seen—and she’d have to do it for the next ten years. Ritter’s too smart not to take the money up front and let the Americans see if she’s worth it. So, given what’s on the table, Ritter thought I should have as much access to her as I could.”


“And he knew Thyssen would have the keys to her place?”


“Yes.”


“Meaning Ritter had no trouble sending you to a dead man’s flat to find those keys?”


Her stare was now impenetrable. “I was improvising.”


“You’ve a reputation, then, for tracking down missing girls, no matter where it takes you?”


“Girls, boys. Whatever’s in demand.”


Hoffner now realized he had underestimated her. There was a hollowness there, one that gave her an almost cruel precision. What he had yet to determine was how effortless that precision might be. “You’ll want to do a little less improvising, Fräulein.”


“But this would seem the best time for it, don’t you think, Detective?”


“In Los Angeles, perhaps. Not here.”


A faint light of mockery played in her eyes. “Am I being told to stay away?” Before he could answer, she said, “Hoffner.” She was studying him, the cigarette just out of lips’ reach. “That’s very German. It’s the Nikolai that’s not right.”


He still had half a glass; he could afford the time. At least that was the reason he gave himself for answering. “Really?”


“Of course. Douglas Fairbanks makes you swoon. Doug Fairbanks sells you ladies’ shoes.”


“So you’d want a Nicki—”  


“That’s horrible.”


Martha had thought otherwise. “Nick, then.”


“Too much. I’d go in a completely different direction. Unless you’re directing. Then the Russian thing works just fine.”


“And Fräulein Volker?” Clearly, this was where she wanted him to go: no reason not to follow.


“Same problem,” she said. “It fights against itself. Ingrid Volker. Swedish, German—which is it?”


“Maybe that’s what makes it interesting?”


“No. It’s the wrong kind of interesting.” There was nothing aggressive in the tone, just the truth. “Why try and make sense of it? Berlin, Los Angeles. That’s never the point. It’s always about the studio. If you don’t understand that, you have no idea what you’re getting yourself into.”


This morning’s escapade had made that clearer than Hoffner wanted to admit. He took his billfold out and, along with a few marks, pulled his card. “In case Berlin proves to be more than it seems.” He placed the card by her glass, then set the bills by his own.


“A free pass, Herr Detective?” She was looking directly at him. “I’m touched.” She took the card and, reading, feigned surprise. “Only your office number and address?” She slid it back toward him. “I don’t trust police stations. You’ll have to do better than that if you want my help.”


He really had underestimated her. He pulled a pen from his pocket and wrote his information on the back of the card.


“‘Göhrener Strasse,’” she read. “That’s a bit dicey, isn’t it?”


“You know Berlin?”


“Not really.” She placed the card in her purse. “I’m at the Adlon. Room 427.” She stood. “Just in case Berlin proves to be more than it seems.”


She was already heading for the girl at the back before Hoffner could answer. He watched as she scribbled a note on a napkin, then placed it under the girl’s glass, all the while making sure not to wake her. Hoffner was still sitting when she came back to retrieve her things. He stood and helped her into her coat.


“Two weeks,” she said. “You won’t even recognize her.” She let his hands rest for just too long on her shoulders before turning to him. “Happy hunting, Detective.”


She was through the door just as the girl began coughing herself awake.




 





THE SIGHT OF THE CYRILLIC SCRIPT —cut deep into the stone—meant that there was no turning back. Hoffner had made the promise to himself years ago: retreat was always possible from the gravel foreyard; it was even advisable when wending his way through the small, unkempt garden where the building’s four unwashed floors remained far enough removed to seem almost impartial. But not now. The place held him in its grasp.


He rang the bell and continued to stare up at the lettering. Remarkable how the shape could make even the words “Château Russe” seem unforgiving.


A wraith of an attendant opened the door and recognized him at once, her disapproval marred only by her resignation. “You’ve half an hour,” she said in Russian. “The doors lock at seven. Not a minute later.” She pulled back the door and waited for him to pass.


Durable and cold was how the place always presented itself, walls of scarred wood climbing to an imagined ceiling: the sound of his own footfalls only added to the empty desperation. Mother Russia was calling her own home with a futility each of them evidently craved.


He stepped into a large hall, tables and chairs scattered about under the glow of lamps outmanned by the shadows. Three large chandeliers hung from the ceiling, but they, too, were pitifully overwhelmed. Each had lost several bulbs to neglect, leaving a pattern of lights that seemed to be sending out some kind of coded plea of contrition. There were moments of life here and there—a game of cards, chess—but most of the occupants sat silently by themselves. One man had clearly been the recipient of recent guests. He slouched courageously in a tunic and cap, a few medals pinned at his chest. Even so, the eyes stared out vacantly. If he had seen kindness, he had forgotten it. More likely, he had learned not to expect it.


In all the years Hoffner had been coming, he had never once met any of these others, no gentle “Good evening, Colonel” as he passed by. Their isolation was complete, a place where death stood as a bright beacon to those who had grown too sensitive to the light. They remained alive only because they refused to look forward.


Her chair was off by the far wall and empty, which meant Hoffner had a nice climb ahead of him. He was still catching his breath as he stepped through the doorway to Dormitory 3, the two rows of beds jutting out from the wall, barracks-style. All but two were empty, hers about halfway down. Had this been a German institution, each bed would have come with a chair at its side, a neat little dresser with room for some well-tended treasures on top—pictures, comb, brush, a favorite glass or vase—but this was not German. She had insisted on a kind of comfort that came only from memory, no matter how distant or revised. Cossacks and rifles and burning villages were conveniently erased. She belonged with Russians, with Jews. He had found her the only place in Berlin to accommodate both.


He spoke in Russian. “Hello, Mama.”


She was propped up on a pillow in a pose of sitting sleep. She opened her eyes. She, too, had long given up on kindness.


“Is it Thursday?”


He knew she knew otherwise. “Monday. I always come Mondays.”


“True, but you don’t come, so it might as well be Thursday.”


Hoffner saw a chair a few beds down. He stepped over and placed it just out of arm’s reach of her bed. Sitting, he pulled a small bag of chocolates from his pocket. “Hirschorn’s,” he said as he leaned forward to place it on her stomach. “The ones with the nuts.”


“How many have you had?”


“None.”


“So you don’t like them?”


This, in some form or other, was always the opening act: chocolates, flowers, a book. It never mattered which. Hoffner reached over again, tore off the string, and took a piece. He put it in his mouth. “Delicious.”


For some reason, his mother still had remarkably fine-looking hands. She slid one into the bag, felt around for the appropriate piece, and then brought it to her mouth. Her face, in strict contrast, had aged in deep, mottled lines, as if to offset the litheness of the fingers. “You’ve only made it worse for me,” she said. “They’ll all want a bit of chocolate now, and the two of us will be through this by the time you go. They’ll smell it on me, and they’ll know.” She took a bite.


Hoffner reached into his other pocket and pulled out a second bag. He placed it at the foot of the bed. “You can dole it out to the most deserving.”


She took a second bite and nodded distantly.


“You’re not feeling well?” he said. He only now noticed the short table at the other side of the bed. It was littered with a few vials, each half-filled with a deep red liquid.


“That’s what they say.”


“You’ve no opinion on the matter?”


She managed a moment without self-pity. “Something in my chest.” She then plucked out a second piece of chocolate. “They’d tell me not to have this.” She took a healthy bite and, for the first time, showed a trace of pleasure.


“Then maybe you shouldn’t.”


Pulling the bag up close to her face, she began to scrutinize the contents. “Maybe.” Her eyes remained fixed as she lowered her voice. “They’re giving me trouble again.”


“Who? The director? Tell him we’ve been through this.”


“Not the director. He understands the situation. He’s only too happy to let me know how well he understands the situation.”


“Then who?”


“The doctors. The women. Everyone. They treat me as if I don’t belong.”


“It’s all in your head.”


That, of course, was not entirely true. Most of the residents of the Château—a French name for a Russian home; Hoffner had never understood it—had arrived just after the war, fleeing either the Bolsheviks or the Whites or whatever else Jews flee from. It was a place where those too old to make a new start in a new world were set aside by a government still trying to find its way. The onetime Reichs President Ebert, with some sympathy for his own, had done what he could. Evidently it had not been much.


It was, however, exactly what Frau Hoffner had been longing for, even if Russia had last seen her in the summer of 1871. In fact, she had been a German citizen since 1873, and had converted two years later to some form of Christianity—Hoffner had never been told which—so as not to be an impediment to her husband’s career. Even then, Walther Hoffner had managed to rise only so far as the noble, if bitter, rank of Kripo detective sergeant, on a pension half as large as the one his son was due to make. Dead nine years, Walther had left his wife seeking her past. She had gone to an official on Münzstrasse for the paperwork, whereupon Rokel Hoffner had, once again, become a Jew.


The director had promised to keep the particulars of her history discreet. Such men lived on empty promises.


“I can take you out of here,” Hoffner said. They were now on to the second act. “You only pretend to be weak and disagreeable. You could have a room of your own, maybe two, closer into town. I’ve got the money.”


“Then why don’t you do it?”


This was where he had learned to appreciate the stamina of self-pity. “Because you don’t want me to.”


“Why should that stop you?”


He smiled with a recollected warmth. “It shouldn’t, but it does. Are you going to leave me a few pieces?”


She handed him the bag. “I wasn’t always like this.”


“You aren’t like this now. It’s just for me. As punishment. We both know I deserve it.”


“Yes, but you don’t let it sink in. You’ve never let things sink in. It makes it all a waste.”


She was never shy with the truth. He took a chocolate. “I saw Georgi today.” This brought a spark of life to her eyes. “He’s out at one of the film studios. Running errands for very important people.”


The moment of joy slipped away. “He doesn’t know about any of this? You haven’t told him?”


“Why would I tell him?”


“Because you can be overly sentimental.”


She had always confused sentiment with duty, he thought. “And who would that help?”


“I don’t want him to see this place, or me in it.”


“It’s been seven years. If he doesn’t know by now, he won’t. He’s a boy of sixteen with a dying grandmother. He’ll see you at the funeral.”


This seemed to quiet any concern. Funny how she never asked about Sascha anymore. A bell rang in the corridor and Hoffner hoisted himself up.


She said, “Always so relieved when you hear it.”


He leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “I count the minutes.”


She waited until he had his hat in hand to say, “It doesn’t make you a better man that you come.”


If that were all it took, thought Hoffner, how easy a thing it would be to unburden himself of all manner of self-delusion. He buttoned his coat. “I’ll try to come by next Monday. I’ll bring a book, a novel. We’ll read a bit together.”


Her eyes were already shut. Even then, she was no closer to peace than when he had first arrived, and it was that, and that alone, that always cut him. Not for the sadness or loneliness or desperation that breathed in every corner of the place, but for his own failure. Hoffner carried it like an added weight to his own isolation, out into the street, and imagined that this was what shame must have felt like.




 





IT HAD BEEN A DAY OF FLATS, Georg’s, the Volker girl’s, and now his own. The lamplight beyond the shades spilled into the room and brought what few pieces of furniture he had into partial relief. Hoffner tossed his hat onto a chair, and set the small plate of cheese and dumplings on the table. He had picked up the food at the bar around the corner; it was still relatively warm. The plate would go back tomorrow morning.


He turned on the light by the stove and opened the icebox. He remembered having boiled a few eggs two, three days ago, and leaned down to retrieve them. Instead, he found a plate of beef, noodles, and peas, with a note at its side: The eggs spoiled and you would have eaten them. I’ll be by later. M.


Schiller, his landlord, must have let her up, thought Hoffner. Schiller liked big-breasted women. Hoffner’s involvement with Maria had raised him threefold in Schiller’s eyes. “A nice healthy girl,” Schiller had said that first time he saw Hoffner send her out into the night. “Well done, Kripo.” Schiller had no respect for the police. Not that he was a socialist or Communist, or whatever “ist” was now most despising of authority. He just thought he could take care of himself.


Hoffner preferred small breasts. They were never the prize and therefore required no special expertise. Women like Maria expected a bit of fanfare, even a delight and gratitude that Hoffner lacked the will to pretend. He recalled the disappointment in her eyes that first time she had unveiled them, certainly well kept for a woman somewhere past forty, but he had known to set the tone even then. There would be nothing between them to hint at anticipation, let alone happiness. Only a plate of beef and a sometime comfort.


He picked up the food, turned out the light, and stepped over to the window. He took solace in seeing Berlin under darkness. The days of unwavering sun were beginning to dull the city’s angularity: patterns were still there, but the details were being washed away. Berlin reemerged at night, but only in her backstreets. Elsewhere, she was giving in to the erosion. Constant light, natural or otherwise, had a fondness for decay.


He heard the knock at the door and thought she might have given him at least time to finish the meal. Letting go the shade, he placed the plate on the table as the knocking became more insistent. “All right, all right,” he said. “You know I haven’t room to hide a girl.”


He pulled open the door and found Leni standing in front of him. Her face was paler than he remembered.


From the corridor’s far end, Schiller’s voice rose with winded insistence. “Look here,” he said, hulking his large frame toward them. “You don’t just push your way through—”


“It’s all right, Schiller.” Hoffner continued to stare at her. “I know the lady.” He was waiting to see something in the eyes.


“And you think that settles it?” Schiller wanted more for his efforts. “Me having to run after her? This isn’t some cheap house up in Prenzlauer where jilted girls go running after—”


“I’ve been attacked, mein Herr.” Leni spoke with the same quiet authority that had been so convincing this afternoon. This time, however, she had left a small wedge open for sympathy. “Herr Hoffner is the only friend I have in Berlin. You’ll forgive my indiscretion.”


Hoffner noticed the rips along her coat sleeve and the small welt under her chin. How he had missed them only moments ago puzzled him.


Schiller saw them now as well. “Well, I—” He seemed to fold in on himself. “Attacked, was it?” He fumbled for another moment, then looked at Hoffner. “That’s serious business, then. Nothing to do with me.” He nodded as if to reassure himself and began to back his way down the corridor. “I’ll say good luck to you, then, Fräulein.” He bounced a nod Hoffner’s way. “Kripo.” And, realizing this was his best opportunity, quickly turned and headed to the stairs.


For an instant Hoffner felt something strangely familiar, a tightening in his chest he hadn’t known in years. It was the need to protect. Just as quickly it was gone. With no other choice, he pulled back the door and invited her in.





INGRID


VERY NICE,” she said, giving the place the once-over before settling into the sofa. “I didn’t realize chief inspectors lived so high on the hog.”


Hoffner pulled two glasses and a bottle from a shelf and placed them on the table in front of her. Without asking, he poured out two brandies. “High on the what?” he asked.  


“The hog. The good life. Top of the line.” The window for sympathy had evidently closed. She took her glass. “I don’t suppose it translates.”  


“I don’t suppose it does,” he said, and pulled over a chair.  


“I might have been laying it on a bit thick, but you really are the only person I know in town. The boys out at the studio don’t count.”  


“Or volunteer their home addresses.” Hoffner took a drink.  


She tried a smile, but the welt won out. “That, too.”  


“You’ll want something for that.” He went to the icebox, and she said, “And about this afternoon. If anything I said—” She stopped herself.  


Hoffner pulled some ice from the bucket and reached over for a rag by the sink. “Said about what?”  


“At the bar. Your wife. I didn’t know.” He could feel her watching him as he folded the rag over the ice. “I did a little poking around,” she continued. “It’s something I do. Habit, I suppose.”  


He tied a small knot and started back to her. “It’s a long time ago,” he said, and handed her the ice.  


“Still, pretty horrible. A victim in one of your own murder cases. How do you get past that?”  


No room for sympathy at all, he thought. He waited until she had the ice under her chin before saying, “So where was this attack?” He sat.


“I do that sometimes. I don’t know why.” There was a surprising vulnerability in her face, not for any lingering fear, but for the sudden recognition of her own callousness. “Keep on pressing at something. It’s stupid. And it’s none of my business. I’m sorry.”


Hoffner noticed the empty glass and poured her another. “As I said, a long time ago.”


“That’s just to be kind.”


He topped off his own. “Maybe it is.” He placed the bottle on the table and tapped at his pockets for a cigarette. She quickly pulled out her case.


“If you’re willing to slum it,” she said. He took one and she explained, “It was a spot near the Hallesches Gate.” She snapped her purse shut and exhaled: the sound and smoke seemed to focus her. “It was one of the names in the Volker girl’s cards. Lots of lederhosen and sunburnt thighs.”


The Hallesches Gate, thought Hoffner. Just the place for an American. Hoffner narrowed it down to the Cozy Corner or The Trap. “For the tourists,” he said. “You enjoyed it?”


“As far as it went.”


What a perfect answer: enough to show him how little would shock her, still more to let him know how far she might take things. Hoffner said, “The real sex clubs don’t advertise in the same way.”


“Must have been a laugh for Thyssen and the girl. A trip to the zoo to gawk at the animals.”


“Or a safe way to dabble.”


This brought a moment’s surprise. “You don’t think he was homosexual?”


Hoffner hadn’t thought about it one way or the other. Still, it was nice to see her caught unawares. “Him, her, too soon to tell, although I don’t think either would be a first in your line of work.”


“And you don’t approve.”


“Of your line of work?” He allowed himself a half-smile. “I don’t think my approval is much of an issue. What a man does or doesn’t do—he’ll do it anyway. All that matters is if he gets killed for it and a girl goes missing. That’s when my opinion matters.”


She stared across at him, the smoke from her cigarette curling between them. “You didn’t answer my question.”


“I don’t believe you asked a question.”


“The brandy’s not terribly good.”


“It goes with the furnishings.”


“You could do better.”


“That would require a bit of effort.”


“Still, it might be worthwhile.”


“It might.”


Hoffner hadn’t played at this in years. The transparency of the thing made it all the more daring: he could almost feel the excitement in her breath. From somewhere deep within him, his isolation seemed to take on a voice all its own. It said, This isn’t the way out for you, and you know it. Then again, it might just have been a plea for its own self-preservation, and why let it damn him for that?


“Let me take a look,” he said, and reached across for the ice. She handed him the rag, then tilted her head. The neck was lithe and smooth, the tiny blue-red bumps of the welt only drawing out its fineness. He placed his fingers against her skin. She breathed in deeply and he released.


“You’ll have that for a day or two,” he said.


“I don’t usually bruise so easily.” She had a compact out and was doing what she could with a bit of powder.


“Back of the hand?”


“The man was a brute. I don’t think he meant to hit me. There was a lot of pushing. He might even have slipped.”


“Any idea why?”


 “Wet floor?” It was the only false note she had struck. She knew it instantly. “I asked to have a look at one of the private rooms.” She seemed to take her misstep out on the butt of her cigarette, crushing it into the ashtray. “Someone remembered seeing the Volker girl and a man heading up to one a week or so ago. My friend with the knuckles didn’t think I needed a viewing.” She brushed the ash from her fingers.


“So you became an added sideshow for the tourists.”


“Something like that.”


Hoffner didn’t believe it. The clubs around the Hallesches Gate thrived on a kind of wholesome depravity: what corruption there was never ventured beyond the safe. How else could they keep the tourists coming in? He tossed back his glass and said, “Well then, we should have another chat with him.”


The chance to gauge her reaction was lost to the sound of a key in the lock. Hoffner turned to see Maria, packages in hand, moving toward the icebox. Unaware of her audience, she placed a few bottles of beer, some day-old bread, and a slab of butter on the counter. When she turned, her surprise quickly gave way to a bare silence.


It was nearly half a minute before she spoke. “Schiller said you weren’t back.” Again she waited. “He gave me the key.”


What a bastard Schiller was, thought Hoffner. He stood. “Must not have seen me come in.” He motioned to Leni. “This is Fräulein Coyle. She’s involved with a case. An American. Fräulein Coyle, Fräulein Gerber.”


Leni nodded from her seat with that vacant smile the beautiful reserve for the plain. “Delighted.”


Maria had evidently seen it before; her gaze was all the more unkind. “An American? How exotic a case for you, Nikolai.” She reached for the chair, expecting to find her coat, when she realized she was still wearing it. “I’ll go, then. Let you work it through.”


“Actually,” Leni broke in as she stood, “we were just going ourselves, Fräulein. I’ve made a mess of things, and the chief inspector has been kind enough to come to my rescue.”


Hoffner had no idea whether Leni was trying to help him or hurt him; either way, she was doing her very best. “The Fräulein was attacked,” he said, and, not knowing why, “You should stay. I won’t be long.” The words “Let me pity you” might just as well have been ringing in the room.


“There’s beer and bread and butter,” Maria said. “I don’t think you have coffee.” She placed the key by the sink. “You’ll see Herr Schiller gets it back.” Hoffner took a step toward her, but it was an empty gesture. “Fräulein,” she said as she moved to the door. Her “Nikolai” lingered in the corridor like the stench of a wet dog.


Hoffner had long ago dispensed with remorse for these moments of relief. There would be something unpleasant in the next day or two, recriminations, a list of offenses, and he would submit to them all before watching her try to bring him back. But there would be no going back this time. Instead, he would suffer through the sudden surprise in her face at his acceptance of it all, the chance lost, the truth in her appraisal, on and on. Her eyes would grow impossibly warm—“No, no, it’s not what I meant”—then equally cold at his firmness. It would all fall away, and he could already feel the weight lifting.


“Shall we, Fräulein?” he said, as if the last few minutes had played out only for him.


Sensible enough to let it pass, Leni headed for the door.




 





THERE  ARE THOSE PARTS OF TOWN that mock at their own seediness, garish light, music trailing out into the streets, with a bit of good humor that insists that, even if the stink lies just beneath the surface, why let it spoil the fun. None is more accomplished than the Hallesches Gate, towering above the proceedings with an elbow to the ribs, goading the half-conscious boozer to gawk at the excess.


It is a cheap little show, and not worth the ticket for those who know Berlin. There might have been a time when the sex halls and whiskey parlors served an honest purpose as counterweights to a scorched life of middle-class unemployment, inflation, and malnutrition. Hoffner had even seen something noble in a city that knew how to tend to its own with the promise of temporary oblivion—but not now. The laughter had turned in on itself, skewering the very people who were keeping the places alive: the half-naked Negress, the cocaine-needled arm of the man dressed as a woman dressed as a man dressed as … The uniforms were as clear as day, giving it all a kind of manageable vice. Hoffner imagined that these were the boys and girls shunned by the private clubs and secret societies of schooldays, now triumphant in an unintended conformity. Staring into one such pack, he found it difficult to know who was sneering at whom.


Monday was African Night at The Trap, where the two or three Negroes on staff were joined by the rest in blackface. A tiny blonde, who had gone to great lengths to tar the backs of her hands, took Hoffner’s coat and hat and handed him a ticket. A genuine African in loincloth delicately pulled Leni’s from her shoulders and retreated with the girl.


“She wouldn’t know what to do with him if she got the chance.” Leni spoke over the noise as a fat, very German little man led them through the crowd. “We’ve got better in the States.”


Hoffner followed her. “You spent a good deal of time breeding them, if I remember.”


“Not fair bringing up past indiscretions.”


“I wasn’t trying to be fair.”


They arrived at the table and he ordered them two brandies.


“I’m impressed,” she said as she glanced through the menu. “You didn’t pull out your badge, race to get to the bottom of things. You’re playing this very well.”


Truth to tell, Hoffner wasn’t exactly sure what he was playing at. “You’re too kind.”


“And no—I don’t see him, if that’s what you’re wondering.” She had yet to take her eyes from the menu.


The band was thumping away with something American—lots of horns and drums—as Hoffner scanned above the faces. The private rooms were a floor up, along an exposed balcony that ran the length of each wall. Sexual romps, with perhaps just a hint of professional pleasure tossed in, were paid for on the sly, a passed note to the maître d’, a few marks exchanged, followed by some token gift placed on the table—a white rose, a pouch of tobacco—to inform the large men at the foot of the stairs that access had been granted. From the look of things, tonight’s choice was a yellow glove.


“They don’t allow prostitutes,” she said, her eyes still fixed on the menu. “I asked.” She seemed momentarily confused. “What exactly is a ‘Nubian Moon’?”


Hoffner continued to track the balcony. “Something chocolate, I imagine. In the shape of a woman’s ass.”


She looked up with a surprised admiration. “You’ve eaten here before?”


“No.” He looked across at her. “Odd that he’s not here.”


“Maybe someone didn’t like the way he was treating the guests?”


“Maybe someone didn’t want one of those guests coming back and finding him.” Hoffner called over a waiter. “We’ll have a Nubian Moon and two spoons.”


Hoffner watched as the couples, trios, and quartets made their way up the stairs, arms around waists, stolen gropes and playful slaps, the carpet stained with too many liters of spilled whiskey to count. This was how the self-parody played itself out, up to the narrow stage, where the shrieked laughter of false vulgarity served as the last desperate plea for attention. The large men who escorted these bands to their appointed doors seemed almost inhuman by comparison, their stony faces and measured steps the stuff of a Fritz Lang imagination. And as with Lang, there was something hypnotic to the movement. Hoffner watched as the doors opened and closed, as the eager slipped in and the sated out. It was several minutes before he realized that none of the escorts was stopping at a door about halfway down the back wall. There was nothing to it other than its absence from the ritual.


“You were right,” Leni said, licking at her spoonful. “It’s very nice chocolate. We don’t get this kind of stuff in the States.”


Hoffner turned to see two round mounds of dark pudding sitting in a raised cup. He had no idea when it had arrived. “Which room did they say Thyssen and the girl used?”


She dipped in for a second helping. “So the trance is broken.”


“Sorry.”


“No, it was fun to watch. You lick your lips every so often.” She set her spoon by the cup. “They didn’t say which room.”


He pulled a few marks from his pocket and placed them on the table. “Have a bit more. We won’t be coming back. Things might get unpleasant.”


There was a studied calm in her expression, as if such warnings carried no weight. He might have mistaken it for arrogance, but he knew better. This was control, and willingly or not, Hoffner could feel its pull from across the table. “I’ve had my fill,” she said, pushing back her chair. He stood and followed her through the crowd to the stairs.


She was reaching for the banister when a powerful hand rose up to stop her. Its owner was equally dense. “No, no, Fräulein. Private rooms.”


Leni nodded to a group wending its way up. “They don’t look that private.”


The shrug seemed to swallow the boy’s neck completely. “What can I say? Private.”


Hoffner stepped forward while reaching into his pocket. Almost at once, the boy was on him, the smirk gone, the hands moving with unexpected speed. He seemed to have Hoffner’s arm in his grasp when just as quickly his expression turned to shock, then pain. Hoffner held the boy’s wrist, twisting and pinning it up against the chest: it was remarkable to see that much size incapable of movement. “Don’t” was all Hoffner said. The boy nodded once. With his free hand, Hoffner again reached into his pocket and pulled out his badge. “You see what I was trying to find? You know what it is?” Again the boy nodded. “There’s a room upstairs I’d like to see. You’ll be taking me to it.” The final nod was little more than a spasm of pain. “Good.” Hoffner released and the boy instantly brought his hand up to his shoulder.


His words were sweaty with justification. “I thought you had—”


“I know what you thought I had. Just take us up.”


Hoffner expected the signal to be a little less obvious than a stumble on the stairs, but subtlety was not really The Trap’s selling point. Evidently neither was subterfuge: waiting outside the door was a small, pasty man buffered by a trio of interchangeably large thugs. Hoffner had never mentioned which room he wanted to see.


“Detective.” The man spoke through a practiced smile. “We’ve never met, have we?”


The none-too-veiled reference to the Kripo men on his payroll made the man at least something of a challenge. Hoffner said, “I’m sure you pay them very well, mein Herr.”


“I’m sure I have no idea what you mean, Detective.”


“Yes, I’m sure you don’t. But we both know I’m not here about what goes on inside the rest of these rooms. Just this one.”


“Same as the others, Detective. And we’d be delighted to open one up to you—and your lady friend, of course—along with any guests you require. Unfortunately, this one is being remodeled.”


“But then you see that’s my particular fetish, mein Herr. The smell of paint, the ripped fabric.”


For just an instant, the man’s eyes narrowed. “You’d be wise to let this go, Detective.” It was as if the man was speaking on orders.


“Was that the same message you had for the lady earlier tonight?” said Hoffner. “When one of your boys smacked her around?”


The man seemed momentarily at a loss. He turned his eyes to the thug nearest him, who quietly shook his head. It was the first unrehearsed moment Hoffner had seen. “Perhaps the lady is mistaken.”


“She’s not,” Leni cut in.


Hoffner said, “The door, mein Herr.” This time the man’s eyes darted to the entrance below. “Whoever it is,” Hoffner countered, “they won’t get here in time. The door. I won’t ask again.”


There comes a moment when a man gives in to the futility of his situation. Some falter under the weight; others feel the release. Luckily for Hoffner, Herr TrapTrap was one of the latter. He pulled a key from his pocket and, with a sudden sense of purpose, unlocked the door. He stood aside.


Hoffner said, “You’ll wait here, Fräulein.”


The room was all mirrors and draped fabric, with an oversized bed against the far wall. Aside from that, the place was empty. Hoffner started for the bed when Leni brushed past him. “There’s a door back here,” she said. “Behind the curtains.” She tried to open it.


The man had been cleverer than Hoffner realized. This was all taking time. “It looks like we’ll be needing another key, mein Herr.” He would deal with Leni later.


The man waited until he had the second lock open before saying, “You’re making a mistake, Detective.” The uncertainty now had a hint of self-preservation.


“Well, then I imagine we both are.” Hoffner pushed open the door and, in mock surrender, turned to Leni. “Fräulein?”


He followed her down a short corridor—more mirrors and fabric—and through to a second door. And it was there that everything became strangely familiar: the half-room, the narrow openings in the far wall, the projector, the red haze. Even the canisters of film, though smaller, were stacked in much the same way as were those out at Ufa.


“Don’t touch anything,” Hoffner said as he stepped over to one of the slits and peered down at the rows of plush chairs.


“It gets better,” Leni said from behind him. She was holding back a curtain beyond the canisters to reveal yet one more room. This one, however, was pure artifice. The walls were lined with set pieces—a woman’s boudoir, a saloon from the American West, a forest glade—while above, filming lights hung along several iron poles. A camera stood off to the side, wedged in among a low bed, a chair, and something that resembled a rock. “A studio and screening room all in one,” she said. “I wonder what’s on the bill for tonight.”


A reel was slotted into the projector. Hoffner found the most obvious switch, turned it, and watched as the thing instantly clicked into motion. Again he peered through one of the openings.


It took him a moment to understand what he was seeing. When he did, he nearly blanched. A girl in a flimsy nightdress was being taken by two men, the terror in her screams no less deafening for their silence. If there was an eroticism to it, Hoffner couldn’t see it. This was a brutality even he had rarely met.


Without warning, the girl’s voice suddenly erupted in the room and Hoffner felt it like the snapping of a rib, its raw anguish echoing with the same guttural cries of the insane.


“Is that an animal?” Leni said. Hoffner turned to see her standing across from him. Hers was more confusion than shock, as she had yet to look through to the screen. She stepped toward one of the openings, and Hoffner immediately turned off the projector.


It was several seconds before he spoke. “Where did that voice come from?”


“What was on the screen?” she asked.


“Nothing. How did they do that—the voice?”


“I don’t know, and don’t tell me it was nothing.”


The last minute had taken something from him, and while there might have been a measure of hope in Leni’s instance of compassion, he knew that it—like the images—would fade. It was the voice, and the voice alone, that would remain.


“Was it the Volker girl?” she said, almost in a whisper. She had heard something human in it, something to shake her.


The gasping mouth, the fingers tearing at the cloth, the inescapable sound: he held it for a moment, then stepped over to the table. He needed the distance.


“No,” he said, and began to look through the canisters. Each had a strip of adhesive along the rim: Geli T., Louisa F., Hans P. He found Ingrid V. in the second pile just as he heard the click of Leni’s lighter. She had found her way to the door.


“You shouldn’t smoke,” he said. “Not with all the open reels.”


“I don’t care. Did you find her?” He turned and nodded. “Then let’s get out of here.”


The sound of footsteps from the corridor told him that was no longer a possibility.


Two men bulled their way into the room, each in a brown coat, brown suit, brown, brown, brown. Maybe everyone was right: the outfit was so obvious. “Detectives,” Hoffner said, not waiting for the badges to come out.


“And what do we have here?” the older of the two began.


Hoffner’s voice was low, controlled. “Something rather unpleasant.”


The man nodded to Leni. “Who’s she?”


“None of your concern, Detective Sergeant.” It was a reasonable guess. Even the hierarchy of corruption had its protocol: inspectors stayed in on rainy nights; sergeants and the like were left to handle the mop-up work.


The man let out a long breath. “And you’d be—?”


“Chief Inspector Nikolai Hoffner. Alexanderplatz. That’s a few bump-ups for you, just yet.”


The Alex always carried a nice weight when it came to the precinct boys. Internal investigations had a nasty habit of emanating from within its walls.


The Herr Detective Sergeant opted for feigned ignorance. “Well, you lot at the Alex obviously know more than we do, Herr Chief Inspector. We had Herr Lüben here running an honest business.”


It was odd giving TrapTrap a name, thought Hoffner. “Sex and dope,” he said. “What could be more honest than that?”


The detective sergeant smiled, ignorance bleeding into sham camaraderie. “Pretty harmless stuff, Herr Chief Inspector. People need a bit of fun now and then. Who’s to judge, really?”


Hoffner mirrored the smile. “Who, indeed?” The response confused the man: Where was the usual dressing-down to draw focus away from the real issue? Hoffner spoke no less easily: “But this has nothing to do with that, does it, Herr Detective Sergeant? Not that you have any idea what’s in these films—I’m right in assuming that, aren’t I?” The man said nothing. “No, of course not.”


Herr Lüben cut in: “Whatever you think you saw, Herr Chief Inspector, don’t for a minute think it wasn’t of the girl’s choosing. No one goes on film without a bit of a past. We invite only the most enthusiastic.”


Hoffner always found it curious the moment a man rediscovers his courage, as if genuine backbone could be misplaced. “I’d hardly describe what was there as enthusiasm, mein Herr.”
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