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Author’s Note


The story that follows is inspired by actual events that occurred in Germany and Russia between February 1941 and July 1944 and by their resolution in the late 1950s and 60s.


Its subject, Georg Heuser, really existed. He was an officer of the Kriminalpolizei, or Criminal Police, and also of the SS. Although I have allowed myself creative licence in describing the minutiae of his day-to-day life and personal relationships, the basic facts of Heuser’s personal history, his detective work and his activities in the occupied Russian city of Minsk are all presented as accurately as possible. Similarly, all descriptions of acts of violence, their perpetrators and their victims are based on factual evidence, including contemporary reports, police photographs and sketches, court records, witness testimonies and subsequent historical research. Court proceedings and verdicts are also quoted verbatim. For reasons of drama and coherence, however, I have marginally altered the timing and/or sequence of some minor events.


Many characters in this book – including all named criminal offenders and their victims, police witnesses, senior police and Nazi officials, and SS officers in Minsk – are either historical figures or, in a very few cases, fictionalized versions of real people. Others, such as those investigating Heuser’s past, including Max Kraus and Paula Siebert, are fictional, but their actions – including the trip to gather evidence in Moscow – are based on real events. Likewise, the women with whom Heuser is romantically involved are all imaginary, but again inspired by specific individuals. Heuser really did have an old girlfriend who travelled from Hamburg to meet him in Berlin in February 1942, and three Jewish siblings lived in the basement of the Lenin House in Minsk and left the city in the manner described in the book. The words and opinions attributed to Heuser himself are also based wherever possible on what he is known to have written and said, or what others said about him. My depiction of Heuser’s innermost thoughts and feelings is, of course, entirely imaginary.


In order to make police and SS ranks easier to read and understand I have anglicized almost all of them, to one degree or another. But for those who are interested in these things, Heuser’s wartime police ranks rose from Hilfskommissar to Kriminalkommissar and eventually Kriminalrat (of all Nazi titles the one that surely sounds the most appropriate to a British ear). His corresponding SS ranks were Untersturmführer, Obersturmführer and Hauptsturmführer.


In German, the name Heuser is pronounced ‘Hoyzer’, so that the first syllable rhymes with ‘noise’. Meanwhile Georg is pronounced with two hard ‘g’s and separate sounds for the ‘e’ and ‘o’, thus: ‘Gay-org’, to rhyme with ‘morgue’.


David Thomas, West Sussex, 2013
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Ludwigsburg, West Germany: 23 July 1959


The police chief was naked when they came to arrest him.


‘Well, we got him,’ said Max Kraus, appearing at the office door, his massive figure filling the entire frame. The three investigators waiting for the news responded with a mixture of genuine enthusiasm and semi-sarcastic applause. It was a hot summer’s day, so all the windows were open, but Kraus had no trouble making himself heard over the sounds coming in from the street outside: the chatter of the passers-by, the clacking of heels on the pavement and the rumbling of all the new Mercedes, Opels and Volkswagens produced by a miraculously reborn economy. Somewhere in the distance a radio was playing Elvis Presley singing ‘A Fool Such As I’. Presley himself was just a couple of hundred kilometres away in Friedberg, serving as an armoured recon scout in the US army. Fifteen years earlier Uncle Sam had sent his finest young men to invade Germany. Now he sent them to defend it.


‘Took their time,’ muttered one of the investigators, a paunchy, middle-aged man called Andreas Becker. He stubbed his cigarette out with a lazy stab that suggested, accurately, that he was hardly a man to rush things himself. Eight days had gone by since the arrest warrant was issued, but it had taken a full week for the authorities in Rhineland-Pfalz to accept that they had to seize their own chief of detectives. Most of the people making the decision knew him personally, and there had never been anything in his behaviour, whether personal or professional, to suggest the slightest impropriety. But the weight of evidence was undeniable and so with heavy hearts they’d given their approval.


‘Better late than never,’ Kraus said, as if it were all the same to him, though all his staff knew that he had been the driving force in the investigation, forcing it through the barriers of official indifference, scepticism and outright opposition with a mental rigour that could be as overpowering as his physical impact.


‘So where did they find the Beagle, anyway?’ Becker asked. The police chief had been given his canine nickname by his own detectives as a tribute to his uncanny nose for crime. Kraus and his team had picked it up as a way of referring to their target without alerting anyone that he was under suspicion. Even when the need for a codename had passed, they often still called him Beagle out of sheer force of habit.


‘On holiday in Bad Orb,’ Kraus replied.


‘Very gemütlich!’ said another of the investigators, Florian Wessel. He was even older than Becker and this backwater posting was his last before retirement.


‘Oh really, is it nice?’ asked Paula Siebert. The only woman on the team, and much its youngest member, she’d passed the same law exams as Becker and Wessel; her business cards clearly gave her status as Dr Siebert; and she was just as competent, just as ambitious and much harder-working than either of her colleagues. But no matter how many of those cards she handed out, the concept of a female lawyer was still so hard for most people to grasp that she regularly found herself being called ‘my dear’ or even ‘darling’ as she was asked to fetch the coffee and biscuits. And when she put questions to witnesses she was often greeted with absolute incredulity, as if the only possible reason for her presence at an interview was to take shorthand notes.


‘Did you know that German women have been allowed to practise law since 1922? That’s almost forty years ago!’ she’d said to Kraus after one particularly infuriating encounter.


‘Yes, but men have been lawyers since Roman times. You can’t expect people to change overnight.’


‘It’s just so frustrating sometimes. Even my mother keeps telling me I should give up and find a nice husband. “Your looks won’t last for ever, Paula. And no man wants a woman who cares more about her stupid little job than making him happy.” Ach!’


Kraus laughed. ‘Well, I can’t help you find a husband. Or deal with your mother … But I do know how good you are at your job, and I’m your boss. So forget what anyone else says, that’s what matters.’


Paula hoped he was right, but now she was cursing herself. Here they were discussing the arrest of a major suspect and the first thing she asked about was his choice of holiday resort. Little things like that only confirmed people’s worst prejudices about empty-headed females.


‘Bad Orb?’ said Wessel, who seemed only too happy that Paula had for once reacted as he would expect a woman to do. ‘Yes, very nice. It’s in Hesse, right in the middle of the Spessart Nature Park. Lots of scenic views and endless cobbled streets, lined with old, half-timbered houses. You know the sort of thing: steep roofs, wooden beams all painted in different colours, very jolly. So what was our boy up to when they got him?’


‘Taking a bath,’ said Kraus. ‘The local police burst in and there he was, bobbing about in the water, surrounded by other respectable folk, as hot and pink as a freshly boiled ham.’


Even Becker could not help but join in the laughter at the image of the Beagle being caught in such embarrassing circumstances. Paula thought of the smooth, confident, astonishingly youthful face that looked out in three-quarter profile from his police identity card. Some women might well find it attractive, though she couldn’t begin to think of him in those terms herself. Paula was well aware that there was no link between a man’s behaviour and his external appearance. Even so it outraged her that the Beagle’s skin should have remained so unlined, as though he’d been entirely impervious to everything that he’d seen and done. His eyes were very slightly narrowed, his mouth set with the sort of self-conscious firmness with which an actor or a politician might convey manly strength and determination. He had a fine head of neatly combed and pomaded hair without a trace of grey. Only a slight thickness at the neck and jaw betrayed the softening of middle age.


‘I’ll say one thing for the sick bastard,’ continued Kraus, ‘he has a certain style about him. Apparently he got out of the bath, stark naked and dripping wet, and asked the arresting officer whether he might be allowed to dry himself and put on some clothes before they led him away. So they all had to accompany him back to his hotel room. He got into a smart suit, kissed his wife goodbye and marched off to the police car with his head held high.’


‘Do you think he expects to get away with it?’ Paula asked.


‘Why not?’ Kraus replied. ‘He’s always got away with it before.’


That was certainly true enough. Once the investigators had been put on to the Beagle’s trail they soon realized that there had been plenty of opportunities to catch him in the past. Strauch, for example, had mentioned him in his evidence. But the court stenographer had misspelt the Beagle’s name, and so no one had made the connection. Now Strauch was dead and his information had died with him. Rübe had named him too, with the correct spelling, but the lead had never been followed up. Two court psychiatrists had examined Rübe at his trial. One said he had a schizoid personality. The other claimed he was a pathological sexual sadist. Either way, Rübe was crazy. Whatever evidence he gave, no one was likely to accord it the slightest significance.


None of the other guilty men had said a word. A conspiracy of powerful, strong-willed individuals is almost impossible to break as long as they remain united and, above all, silent. But as Kraus liked to say, ‘If the water keeps rising, eventually the dam will burst.’ So his tactics were always to keep collecting evidence, increasing pressure, going back again and again until – the first crack in the great concrete wall – one of the group lost their nerve and started to talk. That was what had happened. A few months earlier they’d arrested Ehrlinger and presented him with evidence he couldn’t deny. He’d blabbed and that had led them to the Beagle.


Kraus looked round at the pitifully small, inexperienced, under-resourced forces at his command. There were only a very few idealists like him who were prepared to sacrifice their careers to work in an organization that was held in as much disregard as this one. The staff had therefore been recruited from those who had nowhere else to go. Paula was twice as good as both her male colleagues put together and yet they still regarded her as their inferior. Kraus wondered how long it would take her to realize that she had no real chance of establishing the kind of career her talent and energy deserved: not before this case had finally been dealt with, he hoped.


He let his people bask in their moment of glory for a few seconds, then his voice took on a tougher, more forceful urgency: ‘Listen up, ladies and gentlemen, this isn’t the end of the case. This is the beginning. We still need evidence that will stand up in court, and that means witnesses, documents, unequivocal facts that no smart-arsed defendant can deny. And as you’re all only too well aware, absolutely no one will be keen to help you. The Beagle is a brilliant detective. He’s admired and respected by every cop, every public prosecutor, every judge, every politician you’re ever likely to speak to. Even the journalists like him. So the moment you leave this office, you enter enemy territory.’


The door slammed behind him, leaving behind a much more subdued group of investigators.


‘He’s right, you know,’ Wessel said. ‘Some of my old chums at the prosecutor’s office look at me with pity, as if I’ve caught some tragic, disfiguring disease. The others don’t even bother to hide their contempt.’


‘The cops are worse,’ said Becker. ‘The moment I tell them I’m working for the ZSL, I can see actual hatred in their eyes. They think we’re traitors. They’d happily shoot the lot of us and dump our bodies in the Neckar if they thought that would get the Beagle off the hook.’


Suddenly the office swung open and crashed against the office wall. The three lawyers turned round to see Kraus standing there again.


‘One more thing,’ he said. ‘I’ve had enough of this Beagle nonsense. The man is the suspect in the biggest criminal case since the creation of the Federal Republic. So let’s not pretend he’s a jolly little puppy dog. From now on we call him by his real name: Georg Albert Wilhelm Heuser.’
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Berlin, Germany: 11.35 p.m. 6 February – 8.15 a.m. 7 February 1941


Not all the propaganda lied. In those early months of 1941, we truly were the master race. We ruled a European empire that stretched from the Atlantic coast of Brittany in the west, to the Russian border in the east: from the northernmost tip of Norway to the sands of the Sahara Desert. And at the heart of it all was my home town, the capital of the Reich: Berlin.


Marlene Dietrich used to sing that Berlin was the centre of the world, the pearl on the River Spree. But that was when she was still a true Berliner, not a Hollywood movie star who called herself an American. That was when the whole town lit up when the sun went down and you could go to the Haus Vaterland on the Potsdamer Platz, eat dishes from Turkey, Japan, Italy or Spain and dance to eight different bands in a single evening. In those early months of ’41, however, Berlin had become a black pearl at the centre of a world war and the most familiar night music was the wail of the air raid sirens. The lights had all gone out. And in the absolute, impenetrable darkness of the blackout the beasts and demons that lurked in the city’s underbelly emerged to stalk their prey.


At twenty-five minutes to midnight on the night of Tuesday, 6 February, the worst of them all was strolling down the centre aisle of an S-Bahn train – one of the old Type 477s that can still be seen on the network to this day. The smattering of late-night passengers sat on wooden benches topped by metal handrails. There was wood panelling on the walls, with a luggage rack just beneath the ceiling. Each carriage possessed eight sets of sliding doors, four on either side. To us Berliners, a carriage such as this was as familiar as our own front rooms, an environment we hardly even noticed, any more than anyone looked twice at the man now making his way between the seats.


He was not an impressive specimen. He had oyster eyes and a fleshy nose – Jewish-looking, as some back then might have said. A meagre little moustache sat above his sullen mouth, and his lower lip was set in a permanent pout of resentful disapproval. He was the illegitimate son of a farmhouse servant called Marie Saga: father unknown. His education was limited, to put it politely. He was twenty-eight years old, in his physical prime, but a broken wrist acquired in a minor accident while serving among the occupying forces in France had rendered him unfit for combat. That was why he’d come back home, after just a few months’ military service.


His injury had not, however, prevented him murdering six women. Another half-dozen had somehow survived being battered, stabbed and discarded like broken dolls beside the tracks of the very line on which this train was now travelling, or being left for dead in the gardens and allotments near his suburban home. There had been perhaps thirty further assaults: he’d not kept a precise count.


This campaign against the female sex had been going on since 1938 – longer than the Führer’s own war – but barely two months had passed since the authorities finally woke up to his murderous existence. Now the full weight of the Berlin police had been brought to bear. Thousands of possible suspects had been interviewed. The trains and stations of the S3 line – the killer’s particular hunting ground – had been flooded with uniformed officers. The authorities had done their best to keep official coverage of the case to a bare minimum, but rumours still swirled through the city. Everyone was talking about the S-Bahn murderer.


And here he was, at twenty-five minutes before midnight, prowling amongst the passengers as anonymously as death itself while the train moved out of Karlshorst in the southeastern suburbs and headed towards the city centre. There were blackout blinds over the windows and the only light in the carriage came from a single dim blue bulb that provided just enough illumination to enable people to find their way around, but no more than that. The men and women scattered amongst the polished wooden benches were hunched and huddled, shivering in clothes whose meagre wartime fabrics gave scant protection against the winter weather. Stout boots and thick leather soles were fast becoming a thing of the past. Now the people’s footwear was often as cardboard as their food, quite possibly because the same sawdust was used for both. Cold and damp seeped deep into the bones, sapping energy and attentiveness alike. The only time that anyone even marked the killer’s passing was when he opened the connecting door between one carriage and another, letting in a freezing blast of snow-dusted air, provoking a few muttered obscenities before he closed the door and entered the next … and the next … until he finally he found what he was looking for.


The woman wasn’t particularly young or pretty. She did not conform to any specific character type: this wasn’t a man who sought out only whores, schoolgirls or the elderly as his victims. There was, as we would later discover, one particular quality that this man required from his victims, but even that was secondary to the main thing that interested him about this particular female. She was sitting by herself, alone and unprotected.


He looked around, checking that he hadn’t missed any other passengers. He tried to control his mounting excitement like a dog owner desperately clinging to the lead of a running hound as his pulse started to hammer, his breathing grew heavier and his cock swelled beneath his rough woollen trousers. His rage was rising along with his lust. He did not see a respectable woman in front of him, just a filthy, germladen infector of men. To him she was the killer, the spreader of death, a criminal who deserved to be punished.


And punish her he would. He bent his right hand behind him, wrapping his fingers round the length of rubber-wrapped copper telephone cable as thick as his wrist that he’d hidden up the sleeve of his jacket. This was the bludgeon with which he had cracked skulls and ended lives. He was practised in its use and confident in his method. Killing, like anything else, is a skill that improves with repetition, and he’d become very good at what he did.


He took another few paces down the aisle. There were shoulder-high partitions in pairs beside each set of doors and the killer needed to be sure that no one was concealed on a bench behind one of these partitions.


The discovery that she really was alone came to him as a great relief. It hadn’t been easy waiting for the perfect moment when he was free to walk the trains; when the cops were looking somewhere else for once; when there was a solitary woman offering herself up as a sacrifice. But here it was. He did not have to hold back any longer. He could satisfy the urges that had been burning in him unassuaged for more than a month since his last killing.


He stepped towards her and gave a polite cough to signal his presence no more than a couple of metres from where she sat. She looked up and saw him, a man looming over her in a deserted railway carriage in the middle of the night.


Then she smiled.


She suspected nothing. She felt completely safe. Quite calmly she pulled off one glove and then the other to make it easier to rummage in her jacket pocket. And that was when he took one long stride towards her and let the length of cable slide down the back of his arm, slipping through his fingers until he gripped it again at the far end. Now he was raising his arm and as she saw what was in his hand the look on her face changed from complacent security to the first wide-eyed tremor of alarm. He twisted his shoulders, gathering his strength. Her mouth opened to scream in terror, but the scream was silenced before it had left her throat as the bludgeon swung down, smashing through the pathetic defence of her upturned arms and crunching into her skull.


As the bone crumpled beneath the impact of his weapon the killer entered a new, blissful state in which all his senses were heightened. Time slowed down for him so that he was perfectly aware of the effect of every single blow as he brought the telephone cable down again and again. His eyes seemed to cut through the gloom of the half-lit carriage, perceiving every drop of blood spattering from the gaping wound, each strand of hair upon the battered head. He pounded his arm up and down in a vile, destructive parody of masturbation, smashing her long after she’d lost consciousness, even when life itself had left her, until, with a hoarse, ecstatic cry, he achieved his orgasm and the battering finally ceased.


The killer would have loved to linger a while to savour the pleasure of what he’d done, but there was no time for that. He knew very well how long it took the train to travel between each and every station on the line and he’d spent too long finding his victim to allow himself even the briefest indulgence now. Instead he had to focus on the disposal of her body.


He placed his weapon on the seat close to where the woman was lolling, head down, battered skull exposed, devoid of any sign of life. Her gloves had fallen on to the carriage floor, so he picked them up and stuffed them into one of his trouser pockets. Then he pulled the woman from her seat on to the floor and reached down to grab the back of the jacket. His intention was to drag her along the floor to the nearest set of doors. But the jacket was made from a heavy, pre-war woollen fabric, lined with satin and belted at the waist, and all he succeeded in doing was pulling it away from her body so that it bunched under her armpits, forced her arms over her head and ended up in a cumbersome tangle, half-on and half-off. Meanwhile her body had barely moved five centimetres.


The killer cursed under his breath, beginning to worry now as the next station drew ever closer. His arrogant composure was fraying badly, giving way to a much more familiar mood of simmering resentment: once again the world was against him.


He wasn’t beaten yet, though. He pulled the jacket right off and threw it towards the nearest doors on the left-hand side of the carriage. Now the woman was much easier to handle and it was only a matter of seconds before he’d pulled her to the doors. He dropped her beside the coat as casually as if he were back on the farm, dumping a sack of chicken feed in the barn. The thud of her head and shoulders against the linoleum and the grotesquely distorted expression on her upturned face – one eye wide open, yet sightless; the other barely distinguishable amidst the bloody pulp of her ravaged skull – did not register with him at all.


Bracing himself against the piercing gale, the killer pulled on the door handle and heaved the woman’s body out into the night. The gloves and coat followed in quick succession. His task complete, he closed the door again, heaved a sigh of relief, took off his cap and passed a hand over his sweaty brow. He walked back to where the woman had been sitting and picked up the bloodstained cable, which he stuffed back up his sleeve. The next stop was Rummelsburg Depot. When the train arrived he got off and made his way down the deserted platform. No one boarded the carriage he’d just left. No one noticed him as he made his way out. In the blue half-light of the carriage no one spotted any traces of blood against the dark red floor.


The S-Bahn murderer had just struck for the seventh time. And I meanwhile was lying in bed, trying and miserably failing to get some sleep.
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Why is it that the young, who have so much time ahead of them, are in so much more of a hurry than the old? I was a little over two weeks away from my twenty-eighth birthday, an age that seems absurdly youthful and immature to me now. I was about to begin my life as a police detective and had every reason to look forward to a successful, fulfilling career. Yet the excitement with which I anticipated all that my future held in store was mixed not just with a natural anxiety that I might somehow fail to do as well as I’d hoped and others expected of me but also a fear that I was already falling behind. Twenty-eight! My God, that was almost half my life already over. I was practically an old man. And here I was only just getting started.


What fools we are. How little we appreciate the gifts that are bestowed upon us. Only later, in retrospect, do we look back with the hindsight of all the decades that are lost for ever and rue the opportunities we once had and the other, better life we might have led. Not that I was entirely blind to my good fortune. Though my mind was turning over as fast and fruitlessly as a racing car’s engine that screams its loudest just as it stands stationary on the start-line, I was still bright enough to know that any other police officer my age would happily have taken my place.


I was due to report to police headquarters at 06.00 to meet my new boss Wilhelm Lüdtke, head of the Berlin murder squad. He had solved more murder cases than any other detective in the Reich, and I’d been assigned to be his right-hand man – a young Watson, you might say, to his Sherlock Holmes. This apprenticeship of a young detective to a master of the craft was known in the department as a Mordehe or murder-marriage. It was a plum assignment and the honour was made still greater by the fact that I’d be joining Lüdtke midway through the hunt for the infamous S-Bahn murderer – the greatest, yet most intractable case of his career.


Like anyone else in my position, I wanted to make the best possible impression on the man who held my future prospects in the palm of his hand. For that I had to be properly rested and on the best possible form. Yet my nervous energy would not allow it, and all I could manage were two or three hours of fitful, semi-conscious dozing, disturbed by lurid dreams and interrupted by long, fretful stretches of wakefulness.


Of course, I’d already made my preparations. My shoes had been polished until I could see my reflection in their toecaps. My best winter suit had been cleaned and pressed. My shirt was crisply starched, my underclothes freshly laundered. Whatever other shortcomings he might observe, Lüdtke would find no fault with my appearance or cleanliness.


I was then, as I still am, a perfectionist. It is a trait that was drummed into me by my father. No teacher ever had to correct the grammar or spelling in any piece of homework that I presented: father had already done so and ensured that, in the event of any mistake, I’d written out the right answer ten times over. I thus learned early in life that there is no point in doing anything unless one does it to the absolute best of one’s ability, and I was filled with ambition and determination to succeed.


Just a few days earlier I’d graduated top of my class at the Security Police Leaders’ School at Berlin-Charlottenburg, following a training period that had lasted just two years instead of the customary three. The small pile of personal items on my bedside table now contained not just my wallet, my watch and my identity papers, but also the bronze warrant disc that declared me to be an officer of the Criminal Police, the plainclothes investigative branch of the police service, known to one and all as the Kripo.


My newly acquired status of Assistant Criminal Commissar wasn’t my only qualification. In July 1936 I passed my first law exams at the Higher Regional Court in Berlin, and put myself on the road to becoming a full Doctor of Law. By then, I was already in the process of developing my curriculum vitae to give myself the best possible chance of standing out from my contemporaries. In 1934, a year before such service became compulsory, I volunteered for the Reich Work Service, the organization through which young men were recruited to undertake essential labour for the state. In 1935 I spent the first of three summers training as a reserve sergeant and officer candidate in the Luftwaffe. You will gather, I hope, that self-advancement wasn’t my only concern. I wanted to serve my Fatherland too, a desire that arose directly from the circumstances in which I’d grown up.


I was born on 27 February 1913. By the time I was eighteen months old Germany was at war. I was, of course, far too young to have any real awareness of that first great global conflict. I remember going off to kindergarten, at the age of four or five, with a stomach still empty after little more than a small lump of black bread for my breakfast, knowing that hunger would spend all day nagging and gnawing away at my insides. But I did not understand that the reason I was so famished was that our enemies were blockading Germany and rations were becoming ever more meagre.


Then came the shock that greeted the news of our unconditional surrender. Every grown-up I encountered seemed to be possessed by a stupefied indignation that such a capitulation should have occurred. Again and again people asked one another how such a thing could have been possible when not a single enemy soldier had so much as set foot upon the Fatherland. Constantly I heard talk of betrayal, stabs in the back and evil conspiracies against us. The precise content of what people said was incomprehensible to me, but the emotions behind the words – the anger, intensity, humiliation and helplessness – were deeply affecting and disturbing.


One recollection from that period comes from what I now suppose must have been January 1919, just a couple of months after the Armistice. My mother, Margarete, had taken me with her as she scoured the barren shops in search of something for our supper. Suddenly there was a series of sharp, explosive reports. Thinking they came from firecrackers, I squealed with excitement. I pulled my hand from hers and made to run towards the noise. My mother screamed, grabbed me with a roughness I’d never before known from her and swept me up in her arms, scolding me furiously for being so naughty. Not knowing what I’d done wrong, shocked by the strength of my mother’s reaction and frightened by the panic-stricken terror I could sense in her, I burst out crying and was wailing in her ear as she ran pell-mell to the nearest open door. It led into a rough, workingmen’s bar, the kind of place that my mother would never normally have dreamed of entering. But there she was, and plenty of other respectable housewives with her: all of them equally possessed by a fear for which I could see no obvious reason. I looked around, my curiosity outweighing my tears, fascinated by the shabbily dressed ruffians clasping glasses of beer, the heavy pall of cigarette smoke in the air and the nervous chatter of the womenfolk as they discussed what was happening and debated what to do next. We stayed in that bar for what seemed like an age. After a while, the men and women began to mingle, their spirits suddenly much higher. I remember my mother laughing with an unfamiliar, uninhibited exuberance. When we left it was already dark. My mother returned home with her shopping bag still empty and I was sent to bed with no more than bread and margarine for my supper.


I need hardly say that the sound that had so alarmed my mother was gunfire. The Bolsheviks of the Spartacus League had taken to the streets of Berlin, hoping to bring the workers out in a general strike and provoke a revolution. In those days my father, Albert Heuser, was a respectable businessman. Even now I can close my eyes and I am back in our apartment in Lichtenberg, pressing my ear to the dining-room door, listening to him and his guests compete to see who could summon up the most furious denunciation of the Commies, the Bolshies and the Reds. I had no idea who these red people were, or what precisely they had done to make all the grown-ups so angry. I just knew that they were very wicked indeed.


And then there were the Jews. I was familiar with their race from my Sunday school classes. They were the people who had demanded the death of our Saviour. Now they seemed to be responsible for many of the ills that beset the country. The bankers who controlled the world’s money were Jews, but so too were the bankers’ greatest opponents, the leaders of the Spartacists and Bolshies who wanted money itself done away with. My father was never an overt anti-Semite, but he did not seem to disagree when others suggested that if one looked hard enough at any of the problems besetting Germany, the hand of the Jew could always be seen at work behind them.


To a small boy, of course, what matters above all is his family. On this score I have no complaints. My parents were no better or worse than anyone else’s, I got on perfectly well with my sister and was happy enough at school. Yet I grew up under the shadow of defeat. We Germans had been forced to confess to our guilt for the war itself, as if our supposed aggression were the sole reason for that terrible conflagration. We were crippled by the burden of paying reparations, though we too had suffered a terrible loss of treasure and young blood. And then, when there simply was no money left to pay the victorious extortionists, we had to watch as the French retaliated by marching into the Rhineland, taking the opportunity of our impotence to kick, punch and humiliate innocent Germans in the street, even beating them with sticks – in public! – defying the populace to fight back.


The madness of hyperinflation struck when I was only ten. The economics of it all meant nothing to me. I just knew that when the baker wrote out the price for a loaf of bread, it had more zeros than I could count. Things became so crazy that I once made a castle for my toy soldiers out of blocks of worthless Deutschmarks and complained vehemently as my mother took them away to feed the fire. The banknotes were worth less than lumps of coal. I quite literally saw my country’s finances go up in flames.


After those years of political and economic shame came others of cultural decadence. My God, you should have heard my father going on about ‘that half-naked black whore’ Josephine Baker, when the Negro Revue came to Berlin. Men of his type and generation believed that the whole magnificent heritage of German culture was under threat from a filthy tide of foreign trash. He was shocked at the sight of supposedly respectable girls cutting their hair barely longer than a boy’s, wearing dresses that hardly covered their arses, painting their faces, smoking cigarettes and dancing to the primitive jungle-music of jazz. The clubs and cabarets that filled the city in those days he regarded as nothing but meeting places for sodomites, transvestites and subversives. I can’t say that I took him too seriously, although my ears did prick up at the information that Josephine Baker, whoever she might be, was half-naked and that there were girls out there, somewhere, dancing in such short skirts!


Then came the Crash of 1929 and our own domestic banking collapse of ’31. The flimsy edifice of prosperity and self-confidence that had begun to rise from the ruins of our recent past was swept away. It was as if we had painfully risen to our feet again, only to be knocked back down upon our knees, and with this sudden financial shock came a corresponding blow to social order. My father’s business suffered terribly and he was forced to lay off almost all his staff. Once again we found ourselves eating meagre rations, but this time it was not because there was any lack of food in the shops: we simply couldn’t afford to buy it. In the end, father gave up his business and found a job in the civil service. He exchanged the dream of riches for the assurance of a reliable salary. But because he’d entered the service of the state relatively late in his career he wasn’t able to become a Beamter, which is to say a civil servant for life, with guaranteed employment and a generous pension providing the promise of complete security until his dying day. Somehow, he scraped together the money to fund my studies, but his generosity came with regular, firm reminders that this was no act of charity. It was my duty now to work hard and gain the qualifications that would assure me either a career in one of the higher professions, or the Beamter status that he’d never achieved.


In the meantime, political enmities had intensified once again and sober debate was giving way to violent extremity. The Nazis’ brown-shirted SA stormtroopers attacked the Communist headquarters. Goebbels and his men fought the Reds on the streets of Neukölln, just across the Spree, a few kilometres from where we lived. Once again my mother was looking out of the windows of our apartment in fear, wondering whether the bloodshed would reach our neighbourhood. I didn’t like to see her so anxious. I, too, was made uneasy by the unnerving sense that we were teetering on the brink of anarchy. Still, I could also see that this was a struggle that had to be fought, and I knew which side I’d rather see victorious.


I wish to emphasize in the strongest possible way, for reasons that surely need no elaboration, that I was never at any time a member of the National Socialist Party. You don’t have to take my word for it: search the Party records, you will find no trace of my name. I cannot quite explain why I didn’t sign up. Party membership was by no means obligatory in either the police force or even the SS, but of course it helped smooth one’s way. I suppose it was in part a matter of genuine principle. I was reasonably certain that I was going to end up working for the state in some capacity or another and I believed that a civil servant’s loyalty should be to the state itself, rather than any one party of government. I think I also possessed a certain conviction, born in equal parts of naivety and arrogance, that the quality of my work would be high enough in itself to secure me preferment. And maybe there was an element of calculation, too. I’d grown up with so much political uncertainty and change that no matter what anyone might say about the Thousand-Year Reich, I couldn’t imagine anyone staying in power for a decade, let alone a millennium. That being the case, I didn’t want to be tied too closely to one political party when the next one came along. I cannot, of course, claim to have had any idea at all of the manner in which Hitler’s time in office would end. This was just an instinct, not a very noble one at that, as to where my long-term best interests lay.


Yet I must say that when Adolf Hitler became Chancellor at the end of January, 1933, I cheered the massed ranks of the SS and SA as they paraded by torchlight through the streets of Berlin. They made a magnificent sight: marching like Roman legionaries behind vivid scarlet banners emblazoned with white roundels and black swastikas, each standard topped by a proud golden eagle.


No one likes to admit it now, but I was far from being alone. Of course, Berlin still had its share of Lefties. It was an irony of the time that the capital of the Third Reich was one of the most defiantly Bolshie cities in the land, and there were plenty of fights among my grammar school classmates that echoed the ones in the street. But for most of us the National Socialists represented a promise of pride and strength after too many years of weakness and shame. To a youngster standing on the threshold of manhood, this was an intoxicating prospect. In those early years of his rule, the Führer seemed to be a hero, a superman. And compared with all the blithering, weak-willed old men who had tried to lead the German people over the previous fifteen years, that is precisely what he was. When he took back the Rhineland a little bit of our pride was restored, and it swelled still further when first Austria, then the Sudetenland and finally all Czechoslovakia were brought under German control. We had no idea of what was to follow: how could we have? It was utterly inconceivable.


Of course, it is true that the first year of my legal studies coincided with a series of proclamations that radically transformed the legal, political and social landscape. Opposition parties were banned. Limitations were placed on the rights of Jews and other social undesirables. A whole new view of the law was put forward: a law that acted to the benefit of the National Socialist state and its principles. Yet it is a matter of historical fact that the Spartacists would have taken an equally strong grip on the totality of society had they succeeded in seizing power in 1919. So would the Leftists had they won the election of 1932. The Bolsheviks had already created a totalitarian state in Russia and made no secret of their desire to spread their rule around the world. This was the tenor of the age, the common denominator, if you like, between idealists of both left and right. Our problems were so great, the need for change so urgent, that we simply could not afford to be slowed down by anyone proposing alternative, incorrect solutions.


It was my idealism, too, that made me want to serve my country. A few years ago, when that American, Kennedy said: ‘Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country,’ he was expressing precisely what I felt when, in the spring of 1938, I decided to enter the police service. As a fully qualified police officer I’d almost certainly become a Beamter, thereby pleasing my father. Moreover, the law in the abstract did not inspire me. I was convinced that ours was an age and a country in which the most interesting legal tasks would no longer be left to lawyers and judges but would fall instead to those who were actively engaged in the enforcement of state policy.


I was, as I’d always been, interested above all in the maintenance of public order. I wanted my mother, my sister and all the other decent, respectable women like them to be able to walk the streets in peace. I wanted hard-working small businessmen and manufacturers like my father to be able to go about their business, free from the threat of communist appropriation. And I wanted to fulfil my parents’ dearest wish for me and build a solid career in a secure profession: the world, after all, will always need policemen.


So on 1 December 1938 I began the process of training that would lead me to that college at Charlottenburg. And here I must make a brief observation about the structure of policing in the Reich. To put it at its simplest, the police had been placed under the control of the SS, run by SS-Reichsführer Heinrich Himmler. He in turn created a new organization, the Reich Security Main Office, under the command of SS-General Reinhard Heydrich, into which were placed the three elements of the Security Police, to wit: the Criminal Police (Kripo); the Secret Police (Gestapo); and the Party’s own intelligence service, the SD. So to be a detective was effectively to be a member of the SS also, and every Criminal Police rank had its equivalent in the SS. In February 1941, upon my graduation as an Assistant Commissar, I also became a second lieutenant in the SS itself. Nevertheless, though a field-grey SS officer’s uniform may have hung in my wardrobe, I was then, as I remained for the rest of my working life, a plainclothes policeman at heart. As with the issue of Party membership, the reasons why I make this point about the SS so clear should be perfectly obvious.


But enough of these distractions: back to my story. Dawn was still almost three hours away, yet I was just about to begin one of the most remarkable days of my entire life. The post I’d worked so hard for awaited me. And the most terrible criminal in all the Reich would soon become my prey.
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I’d been to ‘Alex’, the police headquarters on Alexanderplatz, many times before, but I was still far from familiar with its labyrinth of stairs and passages; its apparently infinite sequence of doors leading to a myriad offices and interrogation chambers; its hidden courtyards and subterranean basement levels. The place was vast: in the whole city only the old royal palace was bigger. The architect had made a token effort to alleviate its massive red-brick bulk with the addition of towers at each corner, pierced by arches and topped with pointed glass domes. On its external facades the windows were arched, and many were arranged in pairs or triplets, split by marble columns. These gave a slight Renaissance feel to the building, as though it were some grossly oversized descendant of a nobleman’s palace in Florence or Rome. This was not, however, a building filled with artistic Michelangelo or da Vinci types. It was more a place of Borgias and Machiavellis, and not just among the criminals either.


Those are, I should say, my reflections in retrospect, rather than the associations that sprang to my mind on that dark February morning as I reported for duty and awaited the arrival of the secretary who would escort me to my new workplace. I brushed a light dusting of snow from the shoulders of my overcoat, stamped my feet to clear my shoes and sat down on a bench in the lobby. A few minutes went by. The air felt warm and muggy after the raw cold outside. For a moment my eyelids grew heavy, and despite my excitement at the challenge that awaited me I succumbed to a yawn. At that precise moment my guide arrived. She appeared to be younger than me, yet her eyes were ringed with deep, purple-black shadows and regarded me with a look of bone-deep fatigue that seemed to mock my single lost night’s sleep. Her skin was sallow, her skirt heavily creased and her hair roughly plaited, with stray strands sprouting all over her head.


Her scruffy appearance came as something of a shock. It wasn’t at all what I’d expected. ‘What is your name?’ I asked.


‘Tietmeyer, Assistant Commissar.’


‘Well then, Tietmeyer, let’s get to work.’


‘Yes, Assistant Commissar.’ Her voice was utterly devoid of enthusiasm, as if she could barely summon up the energy to speak, let alone carry out her duties. As she slid open the concertina metal door of the elevator and stepped aside to let me through, I asked myself whether a woman like this was really best employed working for the Criminal Police, even as a lowly secretary. She was surely young enough to have spent her teens in the League of German Maidens and must have been told a thousand times that the proper business of a National Socialist woman was running her house, caring for her man and, above all, producing as many healthy Aryan offspring as possible. Such a life could hardly make her more miserable than this one apparently did. But then, what husband would want a wife so shabby and listless?


Well, that wasn’t my concern. My priority was getting off to a good start with Lüdtke. I was thrilled to be meeting him and I wanted him to like me too. So by the time I was following Tietmeyer out of the elevator at the third floor and then proceeding along a bewildering sequence of corridors, I’d already set her shortcomings to one side and was instead imagining my first encounter with the great man.


Should I approach him as a humble student, willing to learn at the master’s feet? No, he would surely expect someone more assertive. Better, surely, to come across as a keen, highly trained officer, ready to get on with the job: a man who could be of use to him from the start. I had to be confident without being arrogant; suitably respectful, yet in no way cringing. And so I walked on, rehearsing introductions in my mind, until Tietmeyer finally came to a door bearing a sign that read ‘Murder Squad’.


‘After you,’ she said, stepping to one side.


‘Thank you,’ I replied. I turned the handle. I opened the door into the duty room of the most prestigious crime-fighting unit in the entire Reich. And I entered a scene of utter desolation.


The stuffy, airless atmosphere reeked with the stale odour of last night’s cigarettes. The desks at which the detectives worked were littered with piles of paper, filthy ashtrays and empty coffee cups. The waste-paper baskets overflowed with trash. It was all of a piece with Tietmeyer’s dishevelment, but I still found it hard to believe that this could be the home of an elite. ‘Is this where the murder squad works?’ I asked.


Tietmeyer looked at me as if she couldn’t quite decide whether I was teasing her in some way or was really as stupid as my question suggested. ‘Yes, of course – this is their squad-room.’


‘Is it always like this?’


She shrugged. ‘Sometimes,’ she said. ‘Often it is much worse.’


I was opening my mouth to reply when I heard a sound coming from somewhere in the office. I paused, cocked my head to one side and frowned as I tried to identify the precise nature of the noise. Yes, there was no mistaking it: someone, somewhere, was snoring.


The source of the disturbance wasn’t hard to find. I merely took half a dozen steps to my right and stopped in front of a man slumped unconscious on his desk. His black hair, speckled with strands of steely grey, was greasy and unbrushed and heavy stubble covered his chin. A thin trail of drool was suspended from his open mouth and the stench of his body odour was matched only by the smell of the schnapps that had dripped from the upended, virtually empty bottle by his side all over the desk and down on to the stained, greasy carpet that covered the floor.


I swung round to face Tietmeyer again. ‘Who is this … this tramp?’


‘What tramp?’ she asked in a tone of sweet innocence, though a look of pure mischief was twinkling in her eye, bringing life to her face for the first time. ‘This gentleman here is Commissar Lüdtke. Would you like me to wake him for you?’


My blood ran cold. That wreck of a man was Lüdtke? I was struck by a crushing feeling of disillusionment at seeing the true face of a man I’d been taught to revere as a hero, mixed with embarrassment at having shown myself up in front of Tietmeyer, not to mention a chill dread that the old man might possibly have heard what I’d just said. Drunk and malodorous or not, Lüdtke could end my career before it had even begun.


‘Er, no … no,’ I stammered. ‘That won’t be necessary.’


‘Don’t worry, I’m awake anyway.’


Lüdtke slowly raised his head from the table. He leaned back in his chair, gave a hacking, phlegm-laden cough and ran a nicotine-stained hand through his hair.


I stood up straight, came to attention with a click of my heels and snapped my right arm out in front of me with a loud ‘Heil Hitler!’


Lüdtke pulled himself wearily to his feet and vaguely waved a limp arm in my general direction. ‘Heil Hitler,’ he muttered and then slumped back down into a sitting position. He looked blearily up at me: ‘Don’t look so damn disapproving, Heuser. I’m not a tramp, as you call it, out of choice. I’d much rather spend nights in my own bed, with a hot, deep bath, a nice big plate of calf’s liver for my dinner and freshly laundered clothes in the morning. I dare say young Tietmeyer here wouldn’t mind the chance to go home at night too. Isn’t that so?’


‘It would be nice, sir, yes.’


‘Sadly, such luxuries are even less available to those of us here than they are to the rest of our fellow Berliners. I haven’t slept for more than three hours a night since the beginning of December. I haven’t left this building in the best part of a week.’


‘But surely,’ I began, and then stopped dead, realizing I had no idea what I could possibly say.


‘Surely it’s not supposed to be like this. Surely we are supposed to proceed in a calm, well-ordered, scientific series of steps, leading to the inevitable apprehension of the criminal. Is that what you meant?’ Lüdtke asked.


I frowned. ‘I suppose so, Commissar.’


Lüdtke rubbed his eyes, hard and then blinked several times. ‘Well suppose again. This is not a classroom at Charlottenburg. This is a murder investigation. And I can’t even begin to think about it without a cigarette. Give me one of yours, Heuser, there’s a good man.’


‘I’m … I’m sorry, sir, but I’m afraid I don’t smoke.’


A baffled frown creased Lüdtke’s face still further. ‘Don’t smoke? What kind of detectives are they producing these days?’


I felt myself blushing like a schoolgirl. ‘Well, sir, I find that smoking disagrees with me. As you know, the Führer is very keen on maintaining bodily hygiene and he feels that …’


‘Yes, Heuser, I’m aware of his opinions on the subject and I’m sure it does you great credit to follow his lead. Sadly, I come from an older, more traditional generation of policemen and I …’ Lüdtke paused, summoning up the energy for a weary smile as he saw Tietmeyer standing over him, holding out a cigarette. ‘Ah, bless you …’ he sighed.


Lüdtke took the cigarette, then leaned forward as Tietmeyer produced a lighter and placed the flame to his cigarette. He took a deep breath and then exhaled, ignoring my attempts not to cough as the smoke enveloped him.


‘My God, what’s in these things?’ he mused. ‘Sawdust? Pigeon shit? Not much damn tobacco, that’s for sure.’


The last few words were all but lost as Lüdtke was hit by another consumptive outburst of coughing. He looked up at me with bleary, watering eyes and then, as if reading my mind, said: ‘Yes, I know, you’re quite right, my bodily hygiene is a disgrace. But when I am working on a case, that’s the last thing I worry about. My whole mind is focused on the need to catch the killer and prevent more deaths. Everything, absolutely everything else is forgotten. And this case, this big, fat shit-sausage of a case … Ach! Look over there, Heuser …’


Lüdtke pointed across the room to the far wall on which a large map of one segment of Berlin’s eastern suburbs was pinned. It was covered with small coloured flags and pinned threads that radiated from those flags to collections of photographs and drawings that surrounded the map itself. A black-board, propped on an easel just in front of the wall, was covered with notes in white chalk, interrupted by occasional sweeps of an eraser.


‘There, that’s our case,’ the chief of the murder squad said. ‘Give me five minutes to clean myself up and I’ll tell you all about it.’
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It was actually closer to fifteen minutes before Lüdtke returned to the squad-room, but the time had been well spent. His transformation was remarkable. His face was clean-shaven, his hair brushed and his white shirt clean and crisply starched. Now he looked like a detective under whom I could be proud to serve.


Lüdtke’s dirty clothes were bundled up in yesterday’s shirt. ‘Take that lot to the laundry,’ he said, giving it to Tietmeyer. ‘Then see if you can rustle up a couple of coffees, or whatever they’re passing off as coffee this morning, for Heuser and me. And when you’ve done that, get off home. You need a break.’


‘Thank you, Commissar.’


Lüdtke and I may have been police officers, but we were also men, so we both watched Tietmeyer leave the room. There seemed to be a new spring in her step, even the hint of a swing to her hips. For the first time I saw her as a young woman who might almost be deemed attractive.


‘She’s a good girl, that one,’ Lüdtke said, and then turned his attention back to me. ‘Come,’ he said, leading the way towards the map on the wall. ‘Welcome to a very sick, benighted corner of the Reich.’


Lüdtke paused for a moment, gathering his thoughts. Still chastened by my earlier embarrassment, I waited silently to hear what my boss had to say.


‘Now,’ Lüdtke began, ‘I’m sure I don’t have to tell you how important it is that you familiarize yourself with the details of the case as soon as possible.’


‘Of course, Commissar.’


‘In my view we are dealing with six murders, and at the very least another six serious sexual assaults and attempted murders.’


The moment Lüdtke began to speak I was struck for the first time in my life by one of the most intoxicating sensations that anyone can experience: being at the heart of events and privy to secrets that are hidden from everyone else. The S-Bahn murders had been the topic of gossip, third-hand misinformation and wild theorizing from the most humble to the mightiest in Berlin. Even at the Leaders’ School, though we had discussed the case incessantly over the past two or three months, none of us had really known what it involved. The realization that I was about to find out was absolutely thrilling. My fatigue, my nerves and my self-consciousness were all forgotten and my attention was absolute as Lüdtke continued: ‘These offences can be divided geographically into two main groups. The first group of attacks, of which only one proved fatal, took place here in the Friedrichsfelde district.’ He pointed to a cluster of flags in the top left-hand corner of the map. ‘Do you know the area at all?’


I was delighted to be able to say: ‘Yes, Commissar, I grew up in Lichtenberg, very close by. When I was a small boy my parents used to take me for walks past all the gardens and allotments there. Many of the little lanes were just dirt tracks. I used to like finding loose stones and kicking them along the road.’


I fell silent, uncomfortably aware that my enthusiasm had got the better of me. I’d given way to an uncharacteristic display of nostalgia when a simple yes or no would have sufficed. ‘I’m sorry, Commissar. I didn’t mean to say so much.’


‘That’s quite all right, Heuser. And you do not have to call me Commissar every time you say a word to me. We will be talking a lot: it might get wearing. So if I give you a direct order, fine. Otherwise, don’t bother.’


‘Yes … Commissar.’ I waited a second then added: ‘You gave me an order,’ by way of explanation.


Lüdtke managed a tired laugh. ‘So I did! Now, these flags in Friedrichsfelde mark attacks on women, none of them fatal. The first took place on 13 August 1939: Lina Budzinski, age forty-three, hit over the head and stabbed four times in the back. Then four months later on 14 December, Hertha Jablinski, twenty-one, stabbed four times in the neck and the head. Then there’s a gap, I don’t know why, until 27 July 1940 when Gertrud Nieswandt, twenty-six, is stabbed in the neck and the thigh. Less than a month goes by and then Julie Schumacher, forty-one, is attacked in a tunnel here, near Rummelsburg. A man shines a torch in her eyes then hits her over the head. All the attacks occurred at night. None of the women, therefore, has been able to give us a detailed description of her assailant. Of course, there is no proof that the man who perpetrated these attacks is the one now known as the S-Bahn murderer, but keep the nature of the attacks in mind: the victims are all women and they are hit over the head or stabbed. As we consider the actual S-Bahn crimes, you will see why both the targets selected and the methods used incline me to believe that we are only talking about one man.


‘So now let me take you to the No. 3 S-Bahn line from Rummelsburg, here…’ Lüdtke pointed towards a point just below the previous cluster of flags. ‘… to Friedrichshagen, here.’


Now his finger was at the bottom-right corner. The railway line traced a diagonal line across the map from one corner to the other, dotted by more flags along the way, indicating scenes of crimes.


‘As a local, you will doubtless know all the stations on this stretch: Rummelsburg … Rummelsburg Depot … Karlshorst … Wuhlheide … Köpenick … Hirschgarten … Friedrichshagen …’


‘Yes, Commissar,’ I said – the title had slipped out automatically. I waited for Lüdtke’s rebuke, but he wasn’t paying attention to me. He was looking across the room and saying, ‘Ah … the magnificent Miss Tietmeyer has returned.’


She approached us bearing a tray on which stood a pot, two mugs, milk, sugar and a blue packet of French Gitanes. The unmistakable smell of real coffee filled the room like a memory of a bygone age. Lüdtke closed his eyes, breathed in the delicious aroma and sighed.


‘We’re in luck,’ Tietmeyer said. ‘A black marketeer was arrested last night and all the contraband goods he was selling were seized.’ A knowing smile played around the corner of her mouth as she placed the tray down on the nearest desk, sweeping a pile of papers out of the way to make room for it. ‘In order to determine precisely what charges should be brought, it has been decided that experienced senior officers will be required to sample and test the goods in question.’


‘But there are only two cups,’ Lüdtke said. ‘The accuracy of this test would surely be assisted by the help of a woman’s sensitive palate. Get yourself a cup, Tietmeyer.’


‘Thank you, sir!’ she said, with a smile that lit up her face, reinforcing the good impression that the sight of her departing backside had already made upon me.


Tietmeyer fetched herself a cup, then served us all. I wondered at the propriety of consuming black-market coffee that was now the property of the state. Officers senior to myself had obviously commandeered it for their own use. But was that a justification for drinking it or did it merely compound the offence?


It wasn’t for me, however, to criticize Lüdtke’s behaviour: not to his face, at any rate. So I said, ‘This is wonderful, thank you,’ to Tietmeyer as she handed me my cup and was intrigued to see the rather startled pleasure that she took in my words and the warm smile with which I’d accompanied them. Perhaps she, like me, was reconsidering her first impression.


We all relaxed, savouring our drinks. For months now it had been virtually impossible to obtain anything that even resembled real coffee. We’d all been making do with an appalling substitute known as Muckefuck. It was said to contain malt, barley, acorns, figs, chicory, and even the occasional dandelion root. Anything, in fact, but an actual coffee bean, or a single milligram of caffeine. Now here was this magical brew, and as it slipped down my throat my concerns about its origins seemed absurdly nitpicking and naïve. The Kripo played a vital role in society, working long hours, sometimes in circumstances of great personal danger. Surely they were entitled to enjoy an occasional perk of the job?


For a couple of minutes no one spoke, not daring to break the spell that the coffee had cast. Lüdtke quietly occupied himself transferring the Gitanes from their packet to a battered gunmetal case. That task complete, he emptied his cup in one, placed it back on the tray and in a businesslike voice made harsher-sounding by the mellow silence that had preceded it said, ‘Thank you, Tietmeyer. You may go. Drink up, Heuser, we must get back to work.’
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