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The wound


Wednesday, 31 March 1948


A bullet travels faster than sound. It hit Chief Inspector Frank Stave in the chest, before he even heard the noise of the gunshot. Struck him just below the heart, throwing him backwards into a pile of bricks from a collapsed wall. No pain, he thought to himself, I don’t feel any pain. That frightened him more than the blood streaming down his stomach from the wound, warm and sticky. Breathe slowly. The taste of iron in his mouth. A rushing in his ears. Stave pressed his right hand against the entry wound. He was lying on his back, staring upwards through the remnants of a roof into a low grey sky. Dust clouds danced in the air. There was a stench of mould and old mortar. He wished the pain would suddenly overwhelm him. But instead of pain it was darkness that overtook him, as his mind sank ever deeper into a sea of dark water. Please, pain, come. Now. If I don’t feel any pain, it means I’m going to die, thought Stave, before he stopped thinking altogether.


When he came to again, the pain was finally there: a fiery band of it burning through his chest, accompanied by a knife blade stabbing through his body with very breath. The chief inspector smiled with relief. White walls, blinding bright light eating its way into the back of his brain, the smell of disinfectant. A hospital. This time he didn’t fight back: he just let himself drift off. Sleep.


He was awakened by the sound of ragged breathing, as if someone buried up to the neck in fine sand was gasping for air. Stave opened his eyes. He listened to the gasping sound somewhere to his left. His breast was on fire. Carefully he touched the bandages, thick as blankets. He sat up. A thousand needles pierced his body. He felt faint and just managed to suppress a cry of pain; only a heavy sigh escaped his lips. The jagged breathing nearby stopped for a moment then started up again, still struggling. A ray of bright light to his right, coming through a half-open door. The hallway, Stave guessed. A hospital room. To his left he could make out the outline of a folding screen, obscuring from view his suffering neighbour.


Stave didn’t know which hospital he was in. He didn’t know how much time had passed since he had been shot. The Homicide Department had been looking for a man who had stabbed his wife to death outside their apartment in St Pauli. A ship's mate who had been on the warship Tirpitz, sunk in a Norwegian fjord in 1944. The junior officer had survived and had been captured in Scandinavia in 1945, but was soon released and came back to his family to one of the few houses in St Pauli that hadn’t been destroyed. All in all, someone who had come through the war relatively easily.


No obvious reason for the killing, though there were more than enough witnesses who had seen him attack his wife with the knife outside the door. He had fled and an arrest warrant had been issued. An evening call. Somebody had seen the suspect getting out of a tram on line 31 at the Baumwall stop, only a few hundred metres from the scene of the crime.


Stave had dashed there with all the uniformed police available. And indeed the former ship's mate had still been standing there at the tram stop, with no idea where he was going or what he was doing. He looked younger than the chief inspector had imagined. It was only when he spotted the patrol cars that he took off, eventually hiding in the bomb-blasted ruins of a chandler's shop. The chief inspector had some of the rubble moved to one side and crept carefully into the fire-blackened rooms. Not carefully enough. He had been expecting a killer armed with a knife, not a gun.


He wondered to himself if the murderer had shot more of his colleagues. If he had got away? Or if he had been overwhelmed and captured by the police? Maybe they had had to shoot him? He hoped they had managed to arrest him without further bloodshed — even if the result would be the same in the end: an English judge would send the killer to the gallows. It was even possible that it would be his friend, Public Prosecutor Ehrlich, who would make the speech calling for the death penalty. Stave would be called as a witness in court, his testimony the foundation stone on which the judge and the public prosecutor would build their case for the death penalty. He closed his eyes and hoped to fall asleep again.


But he was wide awake and there was nothing for him to do but lie there staring for hours into the darkness, occasionally touching his bandaged wound and listening to the hoarse breathing coming from behind the screen, breathing that seemed to get weaker as the night went on.


In the grey light of dawn the door opened. A young nurse came in, her pretty face narrow under her high starched hood. The Wehrmacht soldiers had called the nurses ‘Stukas’ because their hoods had bent wings like those of the dive bombers. Stave's son Karl had told him that. She wore a badge on her chest with her name: Franziska. He wished for a moment he could greet her with a joke, but nothing came to mind. ‘Where am I?’ he asked instead. He was horrified by how flat his voice sounded.


She gave him a brief smile. ‘Just a second, please,’ then she disappeared behind the screen. It was only then that it occurred to the chief inspector that it had been a long time since he had heard any breathing. The nurse hurried out of the room, then came back with another nurse; a doctor rushed past Stave's bed without even glancing at him. Whispered words behind the screen, surreal, like in one of those modern plays that were banned in the ‘brown’ days.


Eventually a bed was rolled out of the room. The CID man spared himself the pain of trying to sit up. Somebody folded up the screen, and all of a sudden his pillow was flooded with light from the high window. The space next to him was empty.


‘You’ve had a long leave of duty, Chief Inspector.’ It was an elderly doctor, with cropped steel-grey hair, a scar on his left cheek. A former army doctor, Stark reckoned.


‘Where am I?’


‘In Eppendorf University Hospital. Only the very best for servants of the state. You wouldn’t have survived your wound anywhere else. A bullet lodged in your lung. A few years ago there would have been nothing much we could have done. But we’ve had an enormous amount of experience with bullet wounds over recent years.’


‘I’m one of those who profited from the war.’


The medic laughed. ‘Aren’t we all?’


‘How long was I unconscious?’


‘You spent two weeks hovering between this world and the next. It was a close thing, but I’ve seen worse. In case you were hoping for early retirement I’m going to have to disappoint you. You’ll recover.’


‘Did they get the guy?’


The doctor shrugged his shoulders. ‘Not my department.’


‘Did he wound any of my colleagues, or even...’ Stave didn’t finish the sentence.


‘All I can say is that no other policeman was brought in here. Relax now. Sleep.’


‘I’ve been asleep for half a month.’


‘That's an order.’


Stave looked after the white coat as it waved its way towards the hallway. At first he thought the doctor's last sentence had been a joke, but then the chief inspector realised he had meant it seriously.


That afternoon they brought in a young man, little more than a child, barely conscious, his forehead covered by a thick bandage. As the nurses were pushing his bed in and setting up the screen, someone else came in: Stave's son. Very tall, very lean, his light blond hair a tad too long for Stave's liking, deep blue eyes. Damp patches on his faded coat and shoes that squelched on the linoleum floor.


‘Happy birthday,’ Stave mumbled. ‘I’m afraid I slept through it.’


Karl gave him a surprised look for a moment, then smiled briefly and was serious again. He had turned twenty on the second of April. ‘We can eat my birthday cake when you’re out again. If I’d known you were going to regain consciousness today I would have brought you flowers.’


‘From your allotment?’


‘Only tobacco growing there. I’d have taken some tulips from my neighbour's.’


‘Stolen goods? A fitting present for a copper.’


‘I’m glad to see you’re doing better.’


‘I’ll be back on duty tomorrow.’


‘Leave it until the day after.’


Silence. Stave looked at his son who was making awkward gestures to suggest he might help the nurses set up the screen, but he was actually getting in the way rather than helping them. What was Karl doing these days? As far as Stave knew, ever since his son had been released from a POW camp in Russia he’d been earning a living from the tobacco he grew on his allotment. I’ve only just come to, and already I’m worrying about him, he thought to himself. It’ll never end. He would have liked to go and see his son on the allotment more often, but somehow Karl had made him feel that he didn’t like having his father there.


He nodded towards Karl's coat. ‘Is it raining?’ The question was hardly necessary but he didn’t want to prolong the silence.


‘Nobody in Hamburg is in danger of dying of thirst at this time of year, that's for sure.’


‘Is that good or bad for tobacco-growing?’


The boy shrugged his shoulders indifferently. ‘Apropos tobacco,’ he whispered, leaning closer to his father. ‘I guess the Stukas would object if I lit up a cigarette?’


‘Sometimes it helps if you just stick a ciggy between your lips, but don’t light up. It calms the nerves. You shouldn’t smoke so much, it's not good for your lungs.’


Karl laughed so loud that Sister Franziska shot him a warning look over the top of the screen.


‘Your lung has more holes than mine,’ Karl said.


‘Do you know if they arrested the guy who did it?’


‘Yes, they got him. The shot got your colleagues’ adrenalin flowing. They overpowered him in among the ruins and...’ Karl hesitated briefly, ‘gave him a bit of a going-over.’


‘A going-over?’


‘The guy must have looked pretty bad by the time they finally had him behind bars. There was an article about it in Zeit. Just the one though, and it was short,’ he added quickly when he saw his father close his eyes.


That's something I’m going to have to explain to Cuddel Breuer, Stave thought. Maybe Prosecutor Ehrlich too. When something goes wrong, it goes really wrong. Even so, at least we got the killer.


They spent the next half hour in awkward chitchat. Stave had lots of things he would have liked to ask his son. When will you finally start doing something sensible? Have you made some new friends? Maybe a girlfriend? But Karl was always so evasive when things got personal. And the chief inspector didn’t have the energy to be persistent and perspicacious at the same time. The boy just made small talk, about the bad weather and an HSV football game. He flexed his hands and Stave noted the yellow nicotine stains on his fingers.


‘Go and have a smoke,’ he said. ‘I need a bit of a snooze.’


Karl nodded, obviously relieved. ‘I’ll come again in a day or two.’ He held up a hand, awkwardly, not quite a wave and something almost like a Heil Hitler gesture, then closed the door behind him.


The boy on the other side of the screen was humming a melody. Jazz, Stave thought to himself, as he closed his eyes in exhaustion.


But the pain, the pain he had longed so much to feel after being shot, now would not let him sleep. His thoughts wandered to Anna. How long had it been since he had last seen her? Six months? Was she even aware that he was in hospital? Don’t feel sorry for yourself, he cautioned.


His lover. Or rather his former lover. He remembered how last summer, at a jewellery pawnshop in the colonnades, Anna von Veckinhausen had exchanged a few thick bundles of Reichsmarks for a wedding ring. Had it been hers? He knew almost nothing about her life before she fled to Hamburg. Maybe there was somebody who knew more. The chief inspector recalled her irritated conversation with the public prosecutor in a café. The secret mission she was performing for Ehrlich: tracking down the pieces of his art collection that had been stolen by the Nazis. And the sad words she had spoken to him, Stave.


They had only been a couple for a few months, been to the theatre a few times, to restaurants, spent a few nights together, rare weekends of stolen togetherness. He had always had too much to do. And then Karl had come back from the war, and Stave hadn’t been able to deal with a son who had become a stranger and keep Anna at the same time. They had split up, without bitterness, more with resignation at having lost a battle.


He longed for Anna's smile, the scent of her hair, her skin. He thought of the meaningless chitchat with Karl. Of the days he had already frittered away in this hospital, and those he would still have to waste here until he had cobbled enough of himself back together again to leave. Of the ‘going-over’ his colleagues had given the shooter. Of CID Chief Cuddel Breuer, who was definitely going to want to know how this arrest had gone so terribly wrong.


Everything's gone wrong, the chief inspector said to himself, absolutely everything. In hospital with a perforated lung, and I have to lie here until I get the all-clear.


Stave counted every day he spent in that room. The grey light trickling through the window. The smell of disinfectant that permeated his pores. The tunes hummed from the other side of the screen. He didn’t exchange a single word with the boy, and the boy got no visitors, even though the hummed tunes, or so he imagined, got more light-hearted, louder. He even managed to force himself out of bed. What a triumph to be able to go to the toilet on his own, wobbling along the corridor, with his head spinning and his lung burning to be sure, but it was better than relieving himself on the shiny bedpan and then having to wait for the nurse to take it away.


Karl came by again four days later. They still didn’t have much to say to one another. On the fifth day Lieutenant MacDonald popped in.


‘I’m bringing you two medical items,’ the young British officer, with whom Stave had already solved two cases, told him, nodding at the brown paper bag in his hand. He dramatically pulled out a huge bar of chocolate. ‘Hershey's, genuine American calories. A comrade from the US Army gave it to me, but your ribs have more need of them than mine.’ Then he glanced at the screen, lowered his voice conspiratorially and pulled out of the bag a bottle full of amber liquid. ‘Whiskey, also from the American officer. “Old Tennessee”, lovingly nicknamed “Old Tennis Shoes” by its devotees. It's not exactly a Scottish single malt but it will get your pulse back up to speed.’


Stave gave a dry smile. ‘A couple of sips and on his next visit the doctor will have to revise his diagnosis.’


‘It's a miracle cure.’


‘How are Erna and the baby?’ Stave's former secretary and the young lieutenant had become involved in a relationship, with a few serious consequences: a chubby, healthy daughter called Iris, born the previous summer; a horrible divorce case in which she had lost custody of her eight-year-old son to her former husband, a bitter, crippled Wehrmacht veteran; her resignation from the CID ‘in best mutual interests’, because she could no longer take the looks her colleagues gave her; and her wedding, carried out by a British military chaplain, which had transformed her into ‘Mrs MacDonald’.


‘The little one's teething,’ the officer answered with a laugh. ‘I’m nostalgic for the war. The nights were quieter.’


‘Teeth won’t take as long to come through as peace did.’


‘Put a word in God's ear. That would be one thing less for Erna and me to worry about.’


Stave thought of Karl and the old saying that worries about children grow with them, but he didn’t mention it.


‘We need to get you out of here soon,’ MacDonald said, serious again. ‘We want to say goodbye properly.’


The chief inspector hoped his shock at the announcement didn’t show. ‘You’re being transferred?’


‘It looks as if I’ll be out of here this summer. Rumours going around the Officers’ Club suggest I can count on a posting within Europe.’


‘Will Erna and Iris go with you?’


‘Of course.’


‘And Erna's son.’


‘I hope it won’t break her heart to have to leave him here in Hamburg.’


‘Won’t you make another attempt to get custody?’


‘The judge was very clear on that. My superiors too. A good soldier knows when a battle is lost.’


Erna MacDonald, formerly Erna Berg, was paying a high price for her new life, Stave thought to himself. But then she wasn’t the only person in Hamburg who had paid a high price to be able to start over again after 1945.


Another day he had a more surprising visit: Police Corporal Heinrich Ruge, a young uniformed policeman who had accompanied him on several cases. Stave hardly recognised him because it was the first time he had seen his colleague in plain clothes — a dark suit with jacket sleeves far too short so that his skinny forearms stuck out like those of a wooden puppet.


‘I brought you something,’ he said, embarrassedly setting a thin wrapped-up parcel on the bedside table. Chocolate. A small fortune for a young uniformed policeman. I must really look emaciated, Stave thought, very touched. Ruge was the only one of his colleagues who had come to see him.


They chatted a bit. The longer the conversation went on, the more self-confident Ruge became. ‘It's a pity Frau Berg is no longer there.’


‘Mrs MacDonald now.’


Ruge blushed. ‘That takes a bit of getting used to. It sounds a bit different to “Müller” or “Schmidt”.’


‘You mean not “Germanic” enough?’ the chief inspector asked in the mildest of voices.


The policeman's face went even redder. ‘New times, new names. I don’t have a problem with that, quite the contrary. The lieutenant is...’ he searched for the right word, ‘so worldly wise. But some of our older colleagues have difficulties with the Veronikas.’


‘The Veronikas?’


‘That's what they call girls who go out with the Tommies.’


‘Is this just a CID thing? Or is it common all over Hamburg?’


‘All over. You know how it is, Chief Inspector. Suddenly a nickname like that pops up, from nobody knows where. But all of a sudden everybody's using it.’


‘I know how it is well enough. After 1933 overnight there were a few funny new names for certain people.’


‘Anyway, I want to join CID,’ Ruge suddenly let out. ‘I’ve already applied to do the entrance exam.’


The chief inspector looked at him long and hard. Should he encourage the kid? ‘Who was it gave the “going-over” to the Baumwall murderer after he was arrested?’ he asked eventually.


‘Chief Inspector Dönnecke.’


That old battleship. Cäsar Dönnecke, the man who’d been in CID since the days of the Kaiser. The man who, during the ‘brown years’, had carried out investigations with ‘colleagues’ from the Gestapo. And who had nonetheless somehow managed to get through the English ‘cleansing’ after the end of the war, even though the victors had fired men with less dirt on their hands than Dönnecke.


‘You can learn from people like him how not to behave.’


‘I’ll watch out for him. Maybe I might begin in your department.’ Ruge gave a shy laugh, then blushed again. ‘I mean, if I’m accepted, that is.’


And if I’m back in harness by then, Stave thought, but said nothing.


Later, after his visitor had left, the chief inspector stared up at the ceiling thinking to himself. About Erna Berg, Erna MacDonald. He wondered if she knew what her former colleagues were calling her? Of course she did. She knew everything that went on in CID; in fact she was usually the first to know. She probably knew before her pregnancy was that advanced that she wouldn’t be able to hold down the job. A ‘Veronika’. An Engländer flirt who abandoned the husband who’d lost a leg on the Eastern Front. Erna might not be so unhappy after all about her new husband's move.


Cäsar Dönnecke, Gestapo Dönnecke. The colleague who could give prisoners a ‘going-over’ without fearing the consequences.


‘I don’t belong there any more,’ Stave mumbled, half to himself. Suddenly the humming from the other side of the screen stopped. The chief inspector suppressed the curse that nearly escaped his lips. He had made a decision: I need to change departments, he told himself. Homicide is no longer for me.




Department S


Friday, 11 June 1948


Stave was standing next to the bronze elephant that the CID had nicknamed ‘Anton’. A work of art from the days when the CID headquarters had still been the head office of an insurance company, back in the long gone world of the twenties, before the war, when even the cold-blooded bean counters of a company could afford luxurious jokes such as a three-metre-high tonne-weight statue of an animal by their entrance. It was just 7 a.m. Even though it was one of the longest days of the year, the city was sunk in a grey light, fine veils of water hanging in the air, too heavy to be fog, too insubstantial to be rain; cold weather for an early summer day.


The chief inspector took off his thin, square-shouldered overcoat while he was still in the stairwell. He took his time. There was nobody to see him at such an early hour. He limped up the steps, with their crazily patterned tiles; his old ankle wound from the bombing nights was playing up. He felt his more recent wound too, although not so obviously: a scar across his chest, still rather red, longer than his index finger, but already well healed, the doctors had assured him. Every now and then there would be a pain, or rather a twinge when he moved too quickly. And the occasional difficulty breathing if he exerted himself. That would pass. In civilian clothes nobody noticed anything wrong with him, except that he was a bit more gaunt than he had been.


The corridor on the sixth floor was as abandoned as the Führerbunker had been in April 1945. The anteroom to his office had been the realm of Erna Berg. Erna MacDonald. He didn’t have a new secretary. Why would he? Initially, after the birth of Erna's daughter, there had been no qualified candidate. And then nobody had seen the point of installing someone as the secretary to a chief inspector lying in the University Hospital. The heavy black typewriter that had sat on her desk was gone. One or another of his colleagues had seen to that, Stave thought. Not that it mattered.


His office. A thin layer of dust on the desk, no new files, no new reports, no photos from the lab, no autopsy reports from Dr Czrisini. He pulled open the drawer of a metal filing cabinet with hanging folders containing the files of his solved cases. The unsolved ones must have been taken and given to another officer. A drawer full of cardboard files, the achievements of a career. Doesn’t exactly look impressive, the CID man thought. But what matters is the things you can’t see: the jailed murderer. The justice handed down by the court. The compensation for the relatives of the victim — not much in the way of compensation, but all the same. And above everything, the satisfaction, the pleasure even, of having solved yet another puzzle.


‘But they don’t have to be murder cases,’ Stave mumbled, pushing the drawer back in so that it made a metallic clang as it hit the cabinet.


He cleared out his desk systematically, throwing away bits of paper and notebooks filled on every page with his scribbles. In the end he was left with a few pencils and notebooks, his certificate of promotion to the CID, in itself a relic of the long gone Weimar Republic, his card index files with hundreds of addresses of culprits, victims, contacts, informants, suspects, that he had put together over the years, a map of pre-war Hamburg and a new Falkplan map showing the bombed-out districts in red and blue lines to indicate the British no-go area along the Alster river. A magnifying glass, a penknife. He had never bothered with souvenirs and other bits and pieces that some of colleagues collected. And he had never wanted to have photos of Karl or his late wife Margarethe in the office; and certainly no photo of Anna. It only occurred to him now that he didn’t even have a photo of her at home.


He bundled it all into a leather briefcase, the lock of which no longer worked. He had picked it up on the black market — a good job none of his colleagues knew. Then he heard voices down the corridor, footsteps, doors opening and closing. Stave was about to officially report for duty and his boss wasn’t going to like what he was going to tell him.


Cuddel Breuer forced his massive muscular body out of his seat as Stave entered, genuine pleasure on his face. Not making things any easier for me, the chief inspector thought.


‘I’d like to change departments,’ he said straight away.


‘Did that guy down at Baumwall shoot you in the head?’ his boss asked, falling back into his seat. He was still smiling but somehow a light in his eyes had gone out. ‘Come back here initially. Let yourself get back into the way of things. You don’t need to take on a new case straight away. Don’t need to plunge straight back in.’


‘Homicide just isn’t right for me any more.’


‘A gunshot wound like that can knock you off the rails. I mean not just physically. Think it through. Give yourself a bit of time.’


‘I had enough time in the hospital to think it through. It's not that I’ve suddenly become scared of something similar happening to me again.’


‘So why do you want to change? Only the very best get to work in Homicide. It was me who oversaw your transfer. The work was surely much more interesting than what you had been doing before.’


It was an oblique reference to the fact that the Nazis had put Stave on ice – and that maybe the same thing could happen again. What was he to say in response? That he didn’t want to keep bumping into people like Dönnecke? That from now on he would be asking each and every one of his colleagues if they had labelled his former secretary a ‘Veronika’? That working in Homicide had got him so involved in his work that he no longer had time for his son or the only woman he loved?


‘It's a complicated story,’ he replied.


‘It's part of my job to get to the end of complicated stories,’ Breuer grumbled. ‘Are you afraid I’m going to blame you for getting shot? Or that I’m going to ask you about the “going-over” the guy in the ruins got?’


‘No. The former is a risk of the job. The latter a matter for you and Chief Inspector Dönnecke.’


Breuer mumbled something Stave couldn’t make out, but he took out a folder and began leafing through the files in it. ‘Where do you want to move to?’


‘Department S.’


His superior slammed the folder shut. ‘What's up with you, Stave? Why would somebody of your calibre want to work in the department that deals with the black market?’


‘It's important work.’


‘Important work! Were you totally unconscious during those last weeks in the hospital? Haven’t you heard anything?’


‘You mean about X-day.’


‘X-day indeed. There have been rumours going round for weeks. We’re getting new money. Out with the old worthless Reichsmark. That's just so much waste paper. Sometime soon the Allies are going to give us a new currency. Nobody knows when, nobody knows how it's all going to work out, but everybody is hoping for the best. Shop windows are emptier than they’ve ever been. People are gathering together their stocks of Reichsmarks and handing them over in bundles for anything they can still buy. You wouldn’t believe how full the cinemas and theatres are. There's never been such an interest in culture before, if only because culture effectively costs nothing any more. Who knows whether in a week's time the only use you’ll have for a thousand-Reichsmark note will be as toilet paper?’


‘Sounds like a golden era for the black market.’


‘Nonsense. This is the first time since the disappearance of the Nazis that I’ve seen the black marketeers look nervous. Nobody knows what the new currency will mean. Maybe the economy will collapse altogether and we’ll all become farmers digging up the fields in Holstein. But maybe it will work, and then people will have real money again and be able to buy real things in real shops, just like back in the good old days. One way or the other: who's going to need a black market? And you want to go over to Department S where the black market is what they deal with!’ Breuer thumped the folder in front to him. ‘I have a dozen requests in here from other colleagues wanting to be transferred out of Department S, no matter where! If I wanted to punish you, Stave, I would be transferring you to Department S.’


‘You’re rewarding me.’ For the first time the chief inspector smiled. ‘In the hospital there wasn’t a lot to do, apart from counting the cracks in the wall and thinking. I didn’t just think about the black market, I thought about the ruins, the destroyed streets, the electricity that keeps cutting out, the bombed docks, the ruined stations, the rickety, screeching pre-war cars with wood-burning engines, shoes made out of cut-up car tyres, clothes out of cut-up parachutes. There isn’t going to be a German marching into Russia or anywhere else in the world for the foreseeable future. The world has had enough of us. We’re on our own and there's nothing for it but to take the heap of rubble we’re left with and start to rebuild everything. A golden era for people with initiative, whether they’re black marketeers or honest businessmen. There's going to be a lot of money flowing, a serious lot of money. In whatever currency. And wherever there's money flowing, there are criminals not far behind. It may be that Department S itself ceases to exist, but it will be reincarnated as a department dealing with economic crime. It's inevitable. That's the future and that's where I want to be.’


‘Smugglers and fences instead of corpses and killers.’


‘Doesn’t sound such a bad alternative to me.’


‘You’re hearing a tune that nobody else in these corridors has heard yet.’ Breuer gave up trying to hide his disappointment. ‘Very well. I have a dozen officers here who would kiss the worn-out soles of my old shoes if I transferred them to Homicide. I’ll pick one of them. You can take up your new position straight away. You know where it is. Go and report to Bahr and find yourself a new office. There's more than a few empty.’


As Stave walked through the Homicide Department one last time to fetch his briefcase, an officer aged around sixty with a large, heavy skull ringed with hair like a laurel wreath on the head of an emperor and deep-set piercing eyes came up to him. Cäsar Dönnecke.


‘Welcome back, colleague.’ He held out his hand.


‘Auf Wiedersehen,’ the chief inspector answered. ‘I’m going to Department S.’ He tried to push past, but Dönnecke laid his great paw on his shoulder.’


‘I always knew you were too soft for this kind of work, Stave,’ he whispered, his breath reeking of cold tobacco. ‘But I didn’t think you were that soft. One bullet wound and then crawl away to somewhere nothing's going to happen. The black market is finished. Haven’t you heard? It's only a question of time before the Americans give us new money. Then Department S's clientele will disappear like a fart in the north wind.’ He made an astounding lifelike imitation of the sound and waved his hairy right hand. ‘Then? What’ll you do then?’


‘Then I’ll stand on a tub on Stephansplatz and direct the traffic.’


‘That might be better.’ Dönnecke laughed and let him past.


Stave took two steps, then turned round. ‘What did you actually do to the guy down at Baumwall?’


The thickset old man blinked in irritation for a moment, then rearranged his flabby features into a joyless grin. ‘That's all been sorted out. You could read all about it in the files, if you were still with Homicide.’


Stave had just reached the door to his office when Dönnecke called after him, deliberately loud enough for all their colleagues to hear: ‘How's your secretary, by the way, that Erna – what was her surname?’


‘Veronika,’ Stave replied every bit as loud, and turned the door handle.


A few minutes later he was standing in an identical corridor a few metres lower down. The CID allocated floors to departments according to their status. Homicide was right at the top. Department S was only one storey below, because from 1945 onwards the black market had become a leading priority. The chief inspector looked around: there was nobody in the corridor, the office doors were all ajar, he could hear no clicking of typewriters. It looked as if this floor was about to be taken over by another department.


He went up to the only door behind which he could hear a voice. Someone on the telephone. He knocked and went in.


A colleague who must have been somewhat corpulent before the war set down the heavy black receiver with a resigned gesture. Wilhelm Bahr was head of Department S – the depredations of recent years had melted his fat away and his old skin now hung from his cheeks and neck like torn sails on a still sea. The last time Stave had worked with him was in organising a raid in the case of the murderer in the ruins. Back then he had been happy and energetic, now he looked at his visitor wearily. A man afraid he had lost.


‘I’m your new colleague,’ Stave said, holding out his hand.


‘You must be crazy. I’ve just been talking to Cuddel Breuer.’ Bahr tapped the telephone, but still shook his hand.


‘Even you think this department is done for?’


‘No, we’ll expand and thrive, but nobody in his building believes that.’


‘Well at least there are now two of us,’ the chief inspector replied.


Bahr shook his head incredulously and handed him a pile of paperwork. ‘Read that.’


Stave lifted the first page, lined, apparently ripped out of a school exercise book, written on in black ink and in an uneven hand: ‘I hereby declare that the transport worker Kröger, 102 on Kiel Strasse, has stored a big load of oats in his yard. Some of it has already been eaten by vermin. But with need so great why is this? The car Herr Kröger owns is private but he uses it as a taxi and gets fuel for it. Now he moves wood brought to his yard for building timber a few hundred metres further on as firewood.’


‘What is it this poet is trying to get across to us?’ Stave muttered.


‘That he failed his German lessons.’ Bahr tapped the pile of papers dismissively. ‘Whistleblowers! We get stuff like that in here every day. We used to ignore most of it and concentrate on the big fish. Now we investigate this shit. My colleague, we work a standard 56-hour week here, with no overtime payment like in Homicide, but I can promise you one thing, it can be a tough 56 hours.’


‘Can I find an office for myself or will you allocate me one?’


‘Take next door. It has a nice view out on to Karl-Muck-Platz, gets the sun, the window closes properly. That's important if we’re still here next winter. But you don’t get a secretary of your own.’


‘I’ll get used to that.’


‘One more thing: do you want to spend the day settling in to the office, or do you want to take on a case straight away?’


‘A corrupt oats transporter on Kiel Strasse?’


‘No. Artworks hidden in the ruins. Might be the work of a fence, might even date back to before the war. No other department is interested so it's ended up with Department S.’


‘Sounds more interesting than spending the day “settling in”. I can take my time over that. Not that it’ll be a lot of work.’ The chief inspector nodded at his briefcase.


‘Good. Off you go then: the Reimershof accounting house on Reimersbrücke. The uniformed police are already there. I’ll order a car for you. It would appear there's another case to be dealt with there, one a colleague from Homicide is already working on. But it has nothing to do with our case.’


‘Which colleague?’


‘Chief Inspector Dönnecke.’


‘Fucking shit.’


‘I did warn you: we’re not on the winning side.’


The dark grey blanket of cloud lay so low in the sky it looked as if it could fall on to the ruins at any moment. A fine drizzle swirled in the wind, a precursor of heavier gusts. Stave pulled his coat collar up high, even though he only had a few metres to dash from the head office to the patrol car parked on the square. The radio patrol car – nicknamed ‘radiwagon’ — was an angular Mercedes Benz, previously used by the Wehrmacht as an ambulance, now used by his colleague from police station 66 on Lübeck Strasse to patrol the streets of Hamburg. The chief inspector wondered how it was that Bahr could get hold of this vehicle in particular. Maybe he had worked at that police station. He nodded to the elderly uniformed policeman behind the wheel.


‘To the Reimershof...’


‘I already know. Watch out for the passenger door, it can spring open sometimes while we’re driving.’


Am I just imagining this, the CID man wondered. I’ve only just left Homicide, but already the guys in uniform treat me with less respect.


It wasn’t far. Stave would happily have walked, despite the foul weather, but he didn’t want to turn down a favour Bahr was doing for him on his first day on the job. The old Mercedes rumbled along Kaiser Wilhelm Strasse past the ruins on the bridge by the city hall: the exterior wall of a building had been blown out. On the way past the chief inspector glanced into the remnants of an exposed office on the first floor where the showers of rain were drawing strange patterns on the sodden wallpaper. It seemed almost like a grimace. In between two collapsed walls an organ grinder was turning his handle. The CID man wondered who would bother to waste a coin in weather like this in such a desolate part of town. On Rödingsmarkt they drove under the grey stilts that held up the overhead railway, the only stop between Baumwall and the ruins where he had been shot. Don’t think about it, Stave told himself.


He could soon see the Nikolaikirche, or what was left of the church. Its narrow, neo-Gothic tower had soared above Hamburg for as long as he could remember. At one time it had even been the tallest church tower in the world. Now it stood there like a rotten tooth, still almost a hundred metres high, but torn on both sides as if someone had taken out two of its four walls with a hammer and chisel. The interior staircase was exposed and the remains of a huge set of bells glistened in the rain. Three, maybe four, black-scarred remnants of the nave walls still stood, with battered pillars, steel window frames and rosettes, missing the glass that had been melted by the firestorm.


The old uniformed officer drove around the church ruins. The Reimersbrücke bridge went over the Nikolaifleet river directly behind it. It was ebb tide. Cracked bulkheads and oak beams sunk down into the soft ground generations ago to support the houses stuck up out of slimy brown water barely half a metre deep.


‘I’m not sure the bridge will support the vehicle's weight. I’m going to park just before it,’ the driver said, standing hard on the brake.


Stave muttered a few words of thanks.


‘Should I wait for you, Chief Inspector?’ The CID man was about to shake his head, seeing as however long it took here, he could easily walk the few hundred metres back. But then it occurred to him that among the ruins of the office blocks on either side of the little river there wasn’t going to be a telephone and it would be useful to have a radio, in case he had to call in specialists.


‘Make yourself comfortable,’ he replied.


The policeman nodded, obviously relieved. It was fine by him if he could just doze in the Mercedes.


Two of the uniformed police on the spot had closed off the Reimersbrücke bridge and the street beyond — not that it was necessary given that there was hardly a passer-by to be seen. Stave flashed his yellow CID pass.


‘Ludwig Ramdohr,’ one of the policemen said, introducing himself and saluting. ‘It was the Trümmerfrauen, the women clearing the rubble, who discovered the whole heap. They were working on the remnants when a gust of wind blew down a whole wall. They were very lucky not to have been crushed to death. When the dust died down, they found a skeleton. And a work of art.’


‘One of our colleagues is dealing with the skeleton. I’m interested in the work of art. What sort of work?’


An indifferent shrug of the shoulders. ‘Modern stuff.’


Stave thought of Anna, who earned her money by unearthing antiques and works of art from the ruins to hive them off to the English and black marketeers. ‘Can you be more precise? A painting? A statue?’ His voice was sharper than it needed to be.


‘A statue, I suppose you could call it. As far as I’m concerned it doesn’t look any prettier than the skeleton next to it. Not something I would want in my living room.’ Sergeant Major Ramdohr rubbed the badge on his uniformed chest: a little metal clasp with the word ‘Hamburg’ at the top, then the city crest below and his four-figure identification number. He was doing it subconsciously until he noticed Stave watching his right hand.


‘I can’t get used to this English invention,’ Ramdohr apologised.


‘It shines well enough though.’


‘Unlike the work of art. That needed a good polishing. I’ll take you to it.’


The Reimershof was the first office block on the left after the bridge, or rather what was left of it. Originally an eight-storey building, plastered white once upon a time. The two equally damaged buildings on either side were made of brick. The chief inspector surmised that the white plaster had been intended to show that this was a more modern building. Built in the twenties maybe, he reckoned, not that it mattered now. There were brown and yellow damp patches in the white plaster and each window was surrounded by red rust. And above it all was open sky. The roof had gone. Direct hit, Stave thought to himself. A firebomb in the attic, and nobody had ventured out in the hail of bombs to extinguish the flames. Fire had consumed the attic, then spread to the floor below until the whole building – and anything it had contained – collapsed in an avalanche of stone and wood. There were hundreds of houses like this in Hamburg with their exterior walls almost intact, without glass in the windows, without roofs, their interiors a heap of rubble.


In the entrance, where the charred remains of a heavy oak door still hung at an angle, Ansgar Kienle, the police photographer, nodded to him. ‘I’m dealing with the corpse first, Chief Inspector,’ he said apologetically. ‘Then I’ll deal with your case.’ Stave glanced at him, a jolly, freckled face looking at him from under a tent-like rain cape. He was holding the cape's waxed cloth out over his expensive pre-war Leica, the sole camera in the possession of Hamburg CID.


‘That stuff isn’t going to rust away on me,’ Stave replied, thinking, he already knows I’m no longer with Homicide. Word gets around fast. ‘Very well,’ he added. ‘But I’m going to take a look at the scene anyway. I’ll be careful not to trample over any traces.’


‘That's what they all say,’ Kienle sighed, tinkering with his Leica.


‘Where are the Trümmerfrauen?’


‘Behind the Reimershof,’ Ramdohr replied. ‘After the wall came down and they found the corpse, they didn’t want to hang around in here any longer. You can interview them after...’ He hesitated.


‘After the Homicide colleagues have finished.’


The interior of the Reimershof was surreally quiet. Heaps of rubble between the walls, some of them no higher than his hip, but others three, four metres high. A mountain of broken bricks, blackened beams, tangled cables and shattered tiles. Grass was growing over some of the flatter areas and in the midst of the ruins there was already a tall birch tree growing as high as where the second storey floor must once have been. There was no level ground; with every step he took something crunched beneath his feet and sometimes he sent stones rolling down slopes. Thanks to the outer walls protecting him from the wind, the drizzle came straight down, making the rubble glisten, and Stave felt as if it was raining harder here than outside.


On the side that looked away from the Reimersbrücke there was a huge gap. A section of the wall about five metres across had fallen in.


‘Luckily the Trümmerfrauen were standing on the outside,’ Ramdohr told him. He had automatically lowered his voice.


The chief inspector nodded and moved closer. A vaulted roof that must previously have been concealed by the rubble had been smashed through by the weight of the falling bricks. The cellar, the CID man assumed. In a spot that must once have been a storage room but now looked like a ditch that stones had fallen into from every side, stood several police in uniform and a plainclothes colleague Stave didn’t recognise. He nodded at them but didn’t go over to join them. He could make out the body — a skeletal corpse, with remnants of clothing on bones and leathery skin, the death grin of a skull. Not just been here since yesterday, he reckoned. Then he shook his head. Not your business.


The sergeant major led him to an indentation on the edge of the collapsed cellar, little more than a dent in the rubble.


‘This is your case, Chief Inspector.’


At first Stave couldn’t make out anything at all. But then as he went down into the dip he stopped in shock for a moment, because he had almost trodden on a face. A head, half buried under the pulverised remnants of bricks turned by the rain into a gravelly paste. The chief inspector carefully brushed the dirt aside. The head of a woman, life-size, made of reddish brown metal. Bronze, the CID man assumed, not that he was an expert. In most places the metal was covered with verdigris or a scabby white layer, almost like something woven. Even so he could make out some of the features: big eyes, the nose slightly bent to the left, a smiling mouth. One part of the neck had been broken off, but otherwise the bust was relatively unharmed. Modern art indeed, even if he had never seen this sculpture before. It would have been great if Anna were here. And not just because of the artwork. Stave shook his head, annoyed with himself. This is your first case in this field, don’t get distracted.
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