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			Epigraph

			They have plundered the world, stripping naked the land in their hunger . . . they are driven by greed, if their enemy be rich; by ambition, if poor. . . . They ravage, they slaughter, they seize by false pretences, and all of this they hail as the construction of empire. And when in their wake nothing remains but a desert, they call that peace.

			Tacitus, The Agricola and the Germania
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			Prologue

			January 1957

			This would seem like the worst story ever told if it had not ­happened, all of it, every detail, exactly as I have described.

			That’s the thing about real life: it all looks so implausible right up until the moment when it starts to happen. I have my experience as a police detective and the events of my own personal history to confirm this observation. There’s been nothing probable about my life. But I’ve a strong feeling that it’s the same for everyone. The collection of stories that make us all who we are only looks exaggerated or fictitious until we find ourselves living on its stained and ­dog-­eared pages.

			The Greeks have a word for this, of course: ‘mythology’. Mythology explains everything, from natural phenomena to what happens when you die and head downstairs, or when, unwisely, you steal a box of matches from Zeus. As it happens Greeks have a lot to do with this particular story. Perhaps with every story, when you stop to think about it. After all, it was a Greek called Homer who invented modern storytelling, in between losing his sight and probably not existing at all.

			Like many stories this one is probably much improved by taking a drink or two. So go ahead. Be my guest. Have one on me. Certainly I like a drink but honestly, I’m not a hopeless case. Far from it. I sincerely hope that one night I will go for a drink and wake up as an amnesiac on a steamer that’s headed for nowhere I’ve ever heard of.

			That’s the romantic in me, I guess. I’ve always liked to travel even when I was quite happy to stay at home. You might say that I just wanted to get away. From the authorities, most of all. Still do, if the truth be told, which it seldom is. Not in Germany. Not for me and quite a few others like me. For us the past is like the exterior wall in a prison yard: chances are, we’ll never get over it. And of course we shouldn’t be allowed to get over it, either, given who we were and everything we did.

			But how is one ever to explain what happened? It was a question I used to see in the eyes of some of the American guests at the Grand Hotel in Cap Ferrat where, until recently, I was a concierge, when they realized I was German: How was it possible that your people could murder so many others? Well, it’s like this: When you walk through a big fish market you appreciate just how alien and various life can be; it’s hard to imagine how some of the fantastic, sinister, ­slippery-­looking creatures you see laid out on the slab could even exist, and sometimes when I contemplate my fellow man, I have much the same feeling.

			Myself, I’m a bit like an oyster. Years ­ago – ­in January 1933, to be ­exact – ­a piece of grit got into my shell and started to rub me up the wrong way. But if there is a pearl inside me I think it’s probably a black one. Frankly, I did a few things during the war of which I feel less than proud. This is not unusual. That’s what war’s about. It makes all of us who take part in it feel like we’re criminals and that we’ve done something bad. Apart from the real criminals, of course; no way has ever been invented to make them feel bad about anything. With one exception, perhaps: the hangman at Landsberg. When he’s given the chance, he can provoke a crisis of conscience in almost anyone.

			Officially, that’s all behind us now. Our National Socialist revolution and the devastating war it brought about is over and the peace we have since enjoyed has, thanks to the Americans at least, been anything but Carthaginian. We stopped hanging people a long time ago and all but four of the several hundred war criminals who were caught and locked up for life in Landsberg have now been released. I do believe that this new Federal Republic of Germany could be a tremendous country when we’ve finished fixing it up. All of West Germany smells of fresh paint and every public building is in a state of major reconstruction. The eagles and swastikas are long gone but now even the traces of them are being erased, like Leon Trotsky from an old Communist Party photograph. In Munich’s infamous ­Hofbräuhaus – ­there most of all, ­perhaps – ­they’d done their best to paint out the swastikas on the vaulted ­cream-­coloured ceiling, although you could still make out where they’d been. But for ­these – ­the fingerprints of ­fascism – ­it would be easy to believe the Nazis had never even existed and that thirteen years of life under Adolf Hitler had been some dreadful Gothic nightmare.

			If only the marks and traces of Nazism on the poisoned, bivalve soul of Bernie Gunther could have been erased with such facility. For these and other complicated reasons I won’t go into now, the only time I’m truly myself these days is, of necessity, when I’m alone. The rest of the time, I’m obliged to be someone else.

			So then. Hallo. God’s greeting to you, as we say here in Bavaria. My name is Christof Ganz.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			There was a murderous wind raging through the streets of Munich when I went to work that night. It was one of those cold, dry Bavarian winds that blow up from the Alps with an edge like a new razor blade and make you wish you lived somewhere warmer, or owned a better overcoat, or at least had a job that didn’t require you to hit the clock at six p.m. I’d pulled enough late shifts when I’d been a cop with the Murder Commission in Berlin so I should have been used to bluish fingers and cold feet, not to mention lack of sleep and the crappy pay. On such nights a busy city hospital is no place for a man to find himself doomed to work as a porter right through until dawn. He should be sitting by the fire in a cozy beer hall with a foaming mug of white beer in front of him, while his woman waits at home, a picture of connubial fidelity, weaving a shroud and plotting to sweeten his coffee with something a little more lethal than an extra spoonful of sugar.

			Of course, when I say I was a night porter, it would have been more accurate to say that I was a mortuary attendant, but being a night porter sounds better when you’re having a polite conversation. ‘Mortuary attendant’ makes a lot of people feel uncomfortable. The living ones, mostly. But when you’ve seen as many corpses as I have you tend not to bat an eyelid about being around death so much. You can handle any amount of it after four years in the Flanders slaughterhouse. Besides, it was a job and with jobs as scarce as they are these days you don’t look a gift horse in the mouth, even the spavined nag that had been bought for me, sight unseen, outside the doors of the local glue factory by the old comrades in Paderborn; they got me the job in the hospital after they had given me a new identity and fifty marks. So until I could find myself something better, I was stuck with it and my customers were stuck with me. I certainly didn’t hear any of them complaining about my bedside manner.

			You’d think the dead could look after themselves but of course people die in hospital all the time and, when they do, they usually need a bit of help getting around. It seems the days of patient defenestration are over. It was my job to go and fetch the bodies off the wards and take them down to the house of death and there to wash them before leaving them out for collection by the undertakers. In winter we didn’t worry about chilling the bodies or spraying the place for flies. We didn’t have to; it was just a few degrees above freezing in the mortuary. Much of the time I worked alone and, after a month at the Schwabing Hospital, I suppose I was almost used to ­it – ­to the cold, to the smell, and to the feeling of being alone and yet not quite alone, if you know what I mean. Once or twice a corpse moved by ­itself – ­they do that sometimes, wind ­usually – ­which, I’ll admit, was a little unnerving. But perhaps not surprising. I’d been alone for so long that I’d started talking to the radio. At least I assumed that’s where the voices were coming from. In the country that produced Luther, Nietzsche, and Adolf Hitler, you can never be absolutely sure about these things.

			On that particular night I had to go up to the emergency room and fetch a corpse that would have given Dante pause for thought. An unexploded ­bomb – ­it’s estimated that there are tens of thousands of these buried all over Munich, which often makes reconstruction work ­hazardous – ­had gone off in nearby Moos­ach, killing at least one and injuring several others in a local beer hall that took the worst of the blast. I heard it go off just before I started my shift and it sounded like a standing ovation in Asgard. If the glass in the window in my room hadn’t already been ­Scotch-­taped against drafts it would certainly have shattered. So no real harm done. What’s one more German killed by a bomb from an American flying fortress after all these years?

			The dead man looked like he’d been given a front row seat in some reserved circle of hell where he’d been chewed up by a very angry Minotaur before being torn to pieces. His jiving days were over, given that his legs were hanging off at the knees and he was badly burned, too; his corpse gave off a lightly barbecued smell that was all the more horrifying because somehow it was also, vaguely and inexplicably, appetizing. Only his shoes remained undamaged; everything ­else – ­clothes, skin, ­hair – ­was a sight. I washed him ­carefully – ­his torso was a piñata of glass and metal ­splinters – ­and did my very best to fix him up a bit. I put his still shiny Salamanders in a shoe box, just in case someone from the deceased’s family turned up to identify the poor devil. You can tell a lot from a pair of shoes but this couldn’t have been a more hopeless task if he’d spent the last twelve days being dragged through the dust behind someone’s favourite chariot. Most of his face resembled a half kilo of freshly chopped dog meat and sudden death looked like it had done the guy a favour, not that I’d ever have said as much. Mercy killing is still a sensitive subject on a long list of sensitive subjects in modern Germany.

			It’s small wonder there are so many ghosts in this town. Some people go their whole lives without ever seeing a ghost; me, I see them all the time. Ghosts I sort of recognize, too. Twelve years after the war it was like living in Frankenstein Castle and every time I looked around I seemed to see a pensive, plaintive face I ­half-­remembered from before. Quite often these looked like old comrades, but just now and again they resembled my poor mother. I miss her a lot. Sometimes the other ghosts mistook me for a ghost, which was hardly surprising, either; it’s only my name that’s changed, not my face, more’s the pity. Besides, my heart was playing up a bit, like a difficult child, except that it wasn’t so young as that. Every so often it would jump around for the sheer hell of it, as if to show me that it could and what might happen to me if it ever decided to have a break from taking care of a tiresome Fritz like me.

			After I got home at the end of my shift I was ­extra-­careful to turn the gas off on my little ­two-­ring cooker after I’d finished boiling water for the coffee I usually had with my ­early-­morning schnapps. Gas is just as explosive as TNT, even the splutteringly thin stuff that comes squeaking out of German pipes. Outside my dingy yellow window was an ­eighty-­foot-­high heap of overgrown rubble, another legacy of the wartime bombing: seventy per cent of the buildings in Schwabing had been destroyed, which was good for me, as it made rooms there cheap to rent. Mine was in a building scheduled for demolition and had a long crack in the wall so wide you could have hidden an ancient desert city in there. But I liked the rubble heap. It served to remind me of what, until recently, my life had amounted to. I even liked the fact that there was a local guide who would take visitors to the summit of the heap, as part of his advertised Munich tour. There was a memorial cross on top and a nice view of the city. You had to admire the fellow’s ingenuity. When I was a boy I used to climb to the top of Berlin’s ­cathedral – ­all 264 ­steps – ­and walk around the dome’s ­perimeter with only the pigeons for company; but it hadn’t ever occurred to me to make a career out of it.

			I never liked Munich all that much, with its fondness for traditional Tracht clothes and jolly brass bands, devout Roman Catholicism and the Nazis. Berlin suited me better and not just because it was my hometown. Munich was always a more compliant, governable, conservative place than the old Prussian capital. I got to know it best in the early years after the war, when my second wife, Kirsten, and I were trying to run an unfeasibly located hotel in a suburb of Munich called Dachau, now infamous for the concentration camp the Nazis had there; I didn’t like it any better then, either. Kirsten died, which hardly helped, and soon after that I left, thinking never to return and well, here I am again, with no real plans for the future, at least none that I would ever talk about, just in case God’s listening. I don’t find he’s nearly as merciful as a lot of Bavarians like to make out. Especially on a Sunday evening. And certainly not after Dachau. But I was here and trying to be optimistic even though there was absolutely no room for such a ­thing – ­not in my cramped ­lodgings – ­and doing my best to look on the bright side of life even though it felt as if this lay over the top of a very high ­barbed-­wire fence.

			For all that, I took a certain amount of satisfaction in doing what I did for a living; clearing up shit and washing corpses seemed like a suitable penance for what I’d done before. I was a cop, not a proper cop, but a useful stooge in the SD for the likes of Heydrich, Nebe, and Goebbels. It wasn’t even a proper penance like the one undertaken by the old German king Henry IV, who famously walked on his knees to Canossa Castle to obtain the Pope’s forgiveness, but perhaps it would do. Besides, like my heart, my knees are not what they once were. In small ways, like Germany itself, I was trying to inch my way back to moral respectability. After all, it can hardly be denied that little by little can take you a long way, even when you’re on your knees.

			In truth, that process was working out for Germany a little better than it was working out for me, and all thanks to the Old Man. This was what we called Konrad Adenauer, on account of how he was ­seventy-­three when he became West Germany’s first postwar chancellor. He was still in power at ­eighty-­one, leading the Christian Democrats and, unless you were a radical Jewish group like Irgun, who’d tried to assassinate the Old Man on more than one occasion, it had to be admitted he’d made a pretty good job of it, too. Already people were talking about ‘the Miracle on the Rhine’ and they weren’t referring to Saint Alban of Mainz. Thanks to a combination of the Marshall Plan, low inflation, rapid industrial growth, and plain hard work, Germany was now doing better economically than England. This didn’t surprise me that much; the Tommies always were too bolshy for their own good. After winning two world wars they made the mistake of thinking the world owed them a living. Perhaps the real miracle was how the rest of the world seemed to have forgiven Germany for starting a war that had cost the lives of forty million ­people – ­this in spite of the Old Man having denounced the whole denazification process and bringing in an amnesty law for our war criminals, all of which certainly explained why there was a lingering and general suspicion that many old Nazis were now back in government. The Old Man had a useful explanation for that, too: he said you needed to make sure you had a good supply of clean water available before you threw out your dirty water.

			As someone who washed dead Germans for a living, I couldn’t disagree with this.

			Of course, I had more dirty water in my bucket than most and above all else I was appreciating my newfound obscurity. Like Garbo in Grand Hotel, I just wanted to be alone and loved the idea of being anonymous more than I liked the short beard I’d grown to help make this work. The beard was yellowish grey, vaguely metallic; it made me look wiser than I am. Our lives are shaped by the choices we make, of course, and more noticeably by the choices that were wrong. But the idea that I had been forgotten by the cops, not to mention the world’s major security and intelligence agencies, was pleasing, to say the least. My life looked good on paper; indeed it was the only place it looked as if it had been well spent, which, speaking as someone who’d been a cop for many years, was in itself suspicious. And so, to facilitate my life as Christof Ganz, in my spare time I would often go back over the bare facts of his life and invent some of the things he’d done and achieved. Places I’d been, jobs I’d had, and, most important of all, my wartime service on behalf of the Third Reich. In much the same way that everyone else had done in the new Germany. Yes, we’ve all had to become very creative with our résumés. Including, it seemed, many members of the Christian Democrats.

			I took another drink with my breakfast, just to help me sleep, of course, and went to bed, where I dreamed of happier times, although that might just as easily have been a prayer to the god of the black cloud, dwelling in the skies. Since prayers are never answered it’s hard to tell the difference.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			When I went into work the following evening the Moosach bomb victim was still there, laid out on the slab like a vulture’s abandoned banquet. Someone had tied a name tag to his toe which, given the fact that his leg was no longer attached to his body, seemed imprudent to say the least. His name was Johann Bernbach, and he was just ­twenty-­five years old. By now I knew a little more about the bomb from what was in the Süddeutsche Zeitung. A five-hundred-pounder had exploded on a building site next door to a beer hall in Dachauerstrasse, less than fifty metres from the municipal gasworks. The gasometer contained over seven million cubic feet of gas, so the feeling expressed in the newspaper was that the city had had a lucky escape with just two people killed and six injured and I said as much to Bernbach when I saw him.

			‘I hope you had a few beers tucked away when you got your ticket punched, friend. Enough to take the edge off the shrapnel. Look here, it won’t matter much to you now, but your unexpected death is not being treated with quite the reverence it warrants. To put it bluntly, Johann, it seems everyone’s glad it’s only you who’s burnt toast. There was a gasometer near where that giant marrow went off. It was full of gas, too. More than enough to keep my little department in this hospital busy for weeks. Kind of fitting you should end up here, given it was an Ami bomb that killed you. Until last year this was the American hospital. Anyway, I’ve done my best for you. Pulled most of that glass out of your corpse. Tidied up your legs a bit. Now it’s up to the undertaker.’

			‘Do you always talk to your customers like this?’

			I turned around to see Herr Schumacher, one of the hospital managers, standing in the doorway. He was an Austrian, from Braunau am Inn, a small town on the German border, and although he wasn’t a doctor, he wore a white coat anyway, probably to make himself look more important.

			‘Why not? They seldom answer back. Besides, I have to talk to someone other than myself. I’d go mad otherwise.’

			‘My God. Oh, Jesus. I had no idea he looked as bad as this.’

			‘Don’t say that. You’ll hurt his feelings.’

			‘It’s just that there’s a man upstairs on Ward Ten who’s prepared to formally identify this poor wretch before he’s discharged this evening. He’s one of the other people who were caught up in yesterday’s bomb ­blast – ­he’s now a patient in this hospital. The man’s in a wheelchair but there’s nothing wrong with his eyes. I was hoping you could wheel him down here and help take care of it. But now that I’ve seen the ­corpse – ­well, I’m not so sure he wouldn’t faint. Jesus Christ, I know I almost did.’

			‘If he’s in a wheelchair maybe that won’t matter so much. Afterwards I can always wheel him somewhere to recover. Like another hospital, perhaps.’ I lit a cigarette and steered the smoke back out through my grateful nostrils. ‘Or at least somewhere they have clean laundry, anyway.’

			‘You know you really shouldn’t smoke in here.’

			‘I know. And I’ve had complaints about it. But the fact is I’m smoking for sound medical reasons.’

			‘Name one.’

			‘The smell.’

			‘Oh. That. Yes, I do see your point.’ Schumacher took one from the packet I waved under his nose and let me light him. ‘Don’t you usually cover them up with something? Like a sheet?’

			‘We weren’t expecting visitors. But while the laundry guys are on strike all the clean sheets are for the living. That’s what I’ve been told, anyway.’

			‘Okay. But isn’t there anything you can do about his face?’

			‘What would you suggest? An iron mask? But that’s not going to help with the formal identification process. I doubt this poor Fritz’s mother would recognize him. Let’s certainly hope she doesn’t have to try. But given his more obvious similarity to nothing you can put into words that don’t take the name of the Lord in vain the way you just did, I think we’re probably into the more hermetic realm of other distinguishing marks, don’t you agree?’

			‘Does he have any?’

			‘He has one. There’s a tattoo on his forearm.’

			‘Well, that should help.’

			‘Maybe. Maybe not. It’s a number.’

			‘Who gets themselves tattooed with a number?’

			‘Jews did, in the concentration camps. For identification.’

			‘They did that?’

			‘No, actually we did that. Us Germans. The countrymen of Beethoven and Goethe. It was like a lottery ticket but not a lucky one. This fellow must have been in Auschwitz when he was a kid.’

			‘Where’s that?’

			Schumacher was the kind of stupid Austrian who preferred to believe that his country was the first free nation that had fallen victim to the Nazis and hence was not responsible for what had happened, but it was a harder argument to make on behalf of Braunau am Inn, which was rather more famous as the birthplace of Adolf Hitler and quite possibly why Schumacher had left in the first place. I couldn’t blame him for that. But I wasn’t disposed to argue with anything else he believed. He was my boss after all.

			‘Poland, I think. But it doesn’t matter. Not now.’

			‘Well, look, see what you can do about his face, Herr Ganz. And then go and fetch the witness, would you?’

			When Schumacher had gone, I searched around for a clean towel and in a cupboard I found one the Amis must have left behind. It was a Mickey Mouse Club towel, which was less than ideal but it looked a lot better than the man on the slab. So I laid it gently over his head and went upstairs to collect the patient.

			He was dressed and expecting me and while I’d been expecting him I wasn’t expecting the two cops who were with him, although I should have been because he’d agreed to help identify a dead body, and that’s what cops do when they’re not directing traffic or stealing watches. The smaller of the cops was in uniform and the other was dressed like a civilian; what was worse, I vaguely recognized the big Fritz in plainclothes and, I suppose, he vaguely recognized me, which was unfortunate as I’d hoped to avoid the Munich cops until my beard was a better length, but it was too late for that now. So I grunted a ­general-­purpose good evening, which was a couple of consonants short of being sullen, took hold of the chair, and wheeled the patient toward the elevator with the two cops in tow. I didn’t worry about them minding my manners as I was just a night porter after all, and they didn’t have to like me, they just had to follow me down to the mortuary. It wasn’t a good wheelchair since it had a definite bias to the left but that was hardly surprising, given the size of the injured man. Of greater surprise, perhaps, was the fact that the chair managed to roll at all. The patient was a fattish man in his late thirties, and his beer belly sat on his lap like a bag containing all his worldly goods. I knew it was a beer belly because I was working on getting one myself, just as soon as I had a pay rise. Besides, his clothes stank of beer, as if he’d had a ­two-­litre stein of Pschorr in his lap when the bomb went off.

			‘How well did you know the deceased, Herr Dorpmüller?’ asked the detective as he tailed us along the corridor.

			‘Well enough,’ said the man in the wheelchair. ‘For the last three years he was my pianist at the Apollo. That’s the cabaret theatre I run in the Munich Hotel, just up the road from the beer house. Johann could play anything. Jazz or classical. To some extent my wife and I were all the family he had, given what had already happened to him. It’s too bad that it should be Johann who was killed like this, of all people. I mean after what he’d gone through in the camps as a boy. What he survived.’

			‘Do you remember anything at all?’

			‘Not really. We were just about to leave to open the cabaret for the evening when it happened. Do you know exactly what happened yet? With the bomb, I mean.’

			‘It looks as if one of the men working on the building site next door to the beer hall where you were drinking must have struck the bomb with a pickax. Only we’ve yet to find anything of him left to ask about that. Probably never will, either. My guess is that the local smokers will be inhaling his atoms for the next few days. You’re a lucky man. A metre nearer the door and you’d have been killed for sure.’

			As I wheeled the man along I couldn’t help but agree with the detective. I was looking down at two burned ears that looked like the petals on a poinsettia, and there was a long length of stitching on the man’s neck that put me in mind of the ­Trans-­Siberian Railway. His arm was in plaster and there were tiny cuts all over him. Clearly Herr Dorpmüller had enjoyed the narrowest of escapes.

			We took the elevator down to the basement where, outside the mortuary door, I lit another Eckstein and like Orson Welles narrated a few sombre words of warning before taking them inside to see the main feature. If I cared about their stomachs that was only because I was the one who was probably going to have to mop the contents of their stomachs off the floor.

			‘All right, gentlemen. We’re here. But before we go in I feel I ought to tell you that the deceased isn’t looking his best. For one thing, we’re a little short of clean laundry in this hospital. So there’s no sheet over his body. For another, his legs are no longer attached to his body, which is quite badly burned. I’ve done all I can to tidy him up a bit but the fact is you aren’t going to be able to identify the man in here in the normal way, which is to say, from his face. He doesn’t have a face. Not anymore. From the look of it his face was shredded by flying glass, so it bears no more relation to the photograph in his passport than a plate of red cabbage would. Which is why there’s a towel covering his head.’

			‘Now you tell me,’ said the detective.

			I smiled patiently. ‘There are other ways of identifying a man, I think. Distinguishing marks. Old scars. I even heard of something they’ve got now called fingerprints.’

			‘Johann had a tattoo on his forearm,’ said the man in the wheelchair. ‘A ­six-­figure identification number from the camp he was in. Birkenau, I think. He only showed it to me a couple of times but I’m more or less sure the first three numbers were one four zero. And he’d just bought a pair of new shoes from Salamander.’

			While he inspected the tattoo I found the shoes and let him inspect them, too. Meanwhile I stood beside the uniformed cop and nodded when he asked if he could smoke.

			‘It’s the smell,’ he confessed. ‘Formaldehyde, is it?’

			I nodded again.

			‘Always sets me off.’

			‘So is it him?’ asked the detective.

			‘Looks like,’ said Dorpmüller.

			‘You’re sure?’

			‘Well, as sure as I can be without looking at his face, I suppose.’

			The detective looked at the Mickey Mouse towel covering the dead man’s head and then, accusingly, at me.

			‘How bad is it really?’ he asked. ‘His face.’

			‘Bad,’ I said. ‘Makes the Wolf Man look like the Fritz next door.’

			‘You’re exaggerating. Surely.’

			‘No, not even a little. But you can feel free to ignore my advice any time you like. Nobody else listens to me down here, so why should you?’

			‘Goddamn it,’ he snarled, ‘how do they expect me to positively ID a body without a face?’

			‘It’s a problem all right,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing like a mortuary to remind you of the frailty of human flesh.’

			For some reason the detective seemed to hold me accountable for this inconvenience, as if I was trying to frustrate his inquiry.

			‘What the hell’s the matter with you people in here, anyway? Couldn’t you have found something else to cover his face? Not to mention the rest of him? I’ve heard of naked culture in this country but this is ridiculous.’

			I shrugged an answer, which didn’t seem to satisfy him but that wasn’t my problem. I never minded disappointing cops that much. Not even when I was a cop.

			‘This stupid towel is disrespectful,’ insisted the detective. ‘And what’s worse is you know it is.’

			‘It was the American hospital,’ I said by way of an explanation. ‘And the towel was all I had.’

			‘Mickey Mouse. I’ve a good mind to report you, fellow.’

			‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘It is disrespectful. I’m sorry.’

			I snatched the towel away from the dead man’s head and threw it in the bin, hoping to make the detective shut up. It almost worked, too, except that all three men groaned or whistled at once and suddenly it sounded like the South Pole in there. The cop in uniform turned on his heel to face the wall and his plainclothes colleague put a big hand over his bigger mouth. Only the injured Fritz in the wheelchair stayed looking, with horrified fascination, the way a rabbit stares at a snake that is about to kill it, and perhaps recognizing for the first time the ­micrometre-­thin narrowness of his own escape.

			‘That’s what a bomb does,’ I said. ‘They can erect all the monuments and statues they want. But it’s sights like this poor fellow that are the real memorials to the futility and waste of war.’

			‘I’ll call an undertaker,’ whispered the man in the wheelchair, almost as if, until that very moment, he hadn’t quite believed that Johann Bernbach was actually dead. ‘As soon as I get home.’ And then he added: ‘Do you know any undertakers?’

			‘I was hoping you might ask me that.’ I handed him a business card. ‘If you tell Herr Urban that Christof Ganz sent you he’ll give you his special discount.’

			It wasn’t much of a discount, but it was enough to cover the small tip I’d receive from Herr Urban if he got the business. I figured the only way I was ever going to get out of that mortuary was by looking out for my own future.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			It was ten o’clock that night when Adolf Urban, the local undertaker, showed up to take Johann Bernbach away to his new and more permanent home. Urban rarely said very much but on this ­occasion – ­moved by the sight of the dead man’s face, some new business, and perhaps a few drinks he’d enjoyed before coming to the Schwabing ­Hospital – ­he was gabby, at least for an undertaker.

			‘Thanks for the tip,’ he said, and handed me a couple of marks.

			‘I don’t know that it was such a good one, maybe. You’ve got your work cut out with this one.’

			‘No. It will be a closed casket, I should think. Be wasting my time trying to make this fellow look like Cary Grant. But your face interests me more, Herr Ganz.’

			I almost winced, and hoped I hadn’t been recognized. From previous conversations I knew Urban had cremated some of the less important Nazis the Amis had hanged at Landsberg in 1949. Not that any of them were telling tales but in my experience you can’t be too careful when it comes to a past you’re trying to shake off like a bad cold.

			‘The fact is I’m short of a pallbearer. I was ­thinking – ­you being here on nights ’n’­all – ­you could come and make a bit of extra cash working for me during the day. Come on. What else are you going to do in the daytime? Sleep? There’s no money in that. Besides, you’ve got the face for it, I think, Herr Ganz. Mine’s a business that requires a poker face and yours looks like it was grown under the felt on a card table. Doesn’t give anything away. Same as your mouth. Man in my business needs to know when to keep his trap shut. Which is nearly always, always.’

			His own face was a lopsided, almost obscene thing, like a piece of melted plastic, with a permanently wet nose that resembled a very red and stubby cock and balls, and eyes that were almost as dead as his clients.

			‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’

			‘It is in Germany.’

			‘But while my face might fit your requirements, I don’t have the wardrobe for it. No, not even a tie.’

			‘That’s not a problem. I can kit you out, suit, coat, tie, just as long as you like black. You might have to get rid of that wispy beard. Makes you look a bit like Dürer. On second thought, keep it. Without it you’ll be too pale. That’s no good in a mourner. You don’t want to look like someone who’ll come back after dark and feast on one of the bodies. We get a lot of that in Germany. So. What do you say?’

			I said yes. He was right, of course; quite apart from being almost nocturnal I needed the cash and there was no money to be made staying in bed all day. Not with my figure. So a week or two later found me wearing a black tailcoat and tie, with a shiny top hat on my head, and an expression on my lightly trimmed face that was supposed to convey sobriety and gravitas. The sobriety was debatable: the early morning schnapps was a habit I was finding hard to control. Fortunately for me it was the same expression I used for dumb insolence and scepticism and all the other winning qualities that I possess, so it didn’t require me to be Lionel Barrymore to pull it off. Not that I put much store by my qualities; any man is just made up of some deportment and behaviour that have met with the silent approval of a very small number of women.

			It was snowing heavily when I climbed out of a car in the Ostfriedhof Cemetery as one of four men employed to carry Bernbach’s casket into the crematorium where, Urban said, the Amis had secretly cremated the twelve top Nazis they’d hanged at Nuremberg in 1946. Less well known was the fact that the ashes of my second wife, Kirsten, were also to be found in Ostfriedhof. When it was all over and Urban came to give me my pay and my tip I said nothing about this, largely out of shame that I hadn’t visited the place in the cemetery wall where the urn with her remains was to be ­found – ­not once since her death. But now I was there I intended to remedy that. Suddenly I felt properly uxorious.

			‘I thought the dead man was a Jew,’ I said to Urban as we watched the mourners file out of the ­neo-­Gothic Holy Cross Church where we’d just committed his body to the flames. These included most of the people from the Apollo cabaret, as well as the big irritable detective I’d recognized in the mortuary at the hospital.

			‘Not practising.’

			‘Does that make a difference? If you’re a Jew?’

			‘I wouldn’t know. But these days it’s not so easy finding someone to conduct an ikey funeral in this town. Last time I did one the family had to send to Augsburg for a rabbi. Also there’s the fact that Jews prefer to be buried, not cremated. And with the ground this hard that makes things doubly difficult. Not to mention that there’s still a lot of unexploded ordnance in the old Jewish cemetery over at Pfersee. There’s no telling what’s buried in that ground, especially under all this snow. So I persuaded his friends, who have very generously paid for everything, that for the purposes of this funeral, the deceased should be buried as a Christian. After all, it’d be a shame to have anyone else blown up by an old American bomb, don’t you think?’ He shrugged. ‘Besides, what does it matter what happens to you when you’re dead?’

			‘There speaks the undertaker.’

			‘It’s a business, not a vocation.’

			‘I’m sure I don’t care what becomes of me.’

			Urban looked around. ‘Besides, there are plenty of Jews in Ostfriedhof already. Many of the prisoners from Dachau were cremated and their ashes scattered here.’

			‘Along with those top Nazis you mentioned?’

			‘Along with those top Nazis.’ He shrugged. ‘I’m sure we can trust the Lord to sort out who’s who.’ He handed me an envelope. ‘Can I count on you tomorrow? Same time. Same place.’

			‘If I’m alive, I wouldn’t miss it.’

			‘You will be. I’m sure of it. When you’ve been in the trade as long as I have, you get a feeling for that kind of thing. You might not think it but you’ve got a few years left in you, my friend.’

			‘You should run a clinic in Switzerland. There are people who’d pay handsomely for a positive diagnosis like that.’ I lit a cigarette and looked up at the sky. ‘I kind of like this place. One day I might move here permanently.’

			‘I’m sure of it.’

			‘Need me anymore?’

			‘No. You’re through for today. Go home, get into your casket, and get some sleep.’

			‘I will. But first I have to go and see someone. Dracula once had a bride, you know.’

			With my envelope in my pocket I walked away and, after a great deal of ­searching – ­some of it inside my own ­soul – ­I found Kirsten’s stoic remains. I stood there for a while, apologized profusely for not having visited ­before – ­not to mention a host of other ­things – ­and generally took a walk to the far end of memory’s rickety and probably unreliable pier. I’d have stayed out there longer but beloved wife of bernhard gunther was chiselled on the stone panel in front of the urn, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw the big detective from the hospital heading my way. By now I’d remembered his name, but I was still hoping to prevent him from discovering mine. So I took off at an angle, lingered in front of another memorial tablet in a pathetic attempt to throw him off the scent, and then headed toward the main gate, only he was hiding in ambush for me behind the tomb of Grand Duke Ludwig Wilhelm of Bavaria. It was large enough, just about. The big cop was even bigger than I remembered.

			‘Hey, you. I want to talk to you.’

			‘Well, as you can see, I’m in mourning.’

			‘Nonsense. You were one of the pallbearers, that’s all. I asked about you. At the hospital.’

			‘That was kind. But I’m making a good recovery now, thank you.’

			‘They said your name was Ganz.’

			‘That’s right.’

			‘Only it’s not. My wife’s maiden name is Ganz. And I’d have remembered that the first time we met. A long time ago. Before Hitler came to power, I think. Before you grew that beard.’

			I was tempted to make a remark about his wife’s maidenhood and thought better of it; it’s not just conscience that makes cowards of us all but false names and secret histories. ‘Maybe your memory is better than mine, ­Herr – ?’

			‘It’s not. Not yet, anyway. On account of how I haven’t yet remembered your real name. But I’m more or less sure you were a cop back then.’

			‘Me a cop? That’s a laugh.’

			‘Yeah. I remember thinking that, too, because you were a ­Jew-­loving Berlin cop looking for this detective I used to know at the local Praesidium. My old boss.’

			‘What was his name? Charlie Chan?’

			‘No. Paul Herzefelde. He was murdered. But as I recall, we had to lock you up for the night because you nobly thought we weren’t doing enough to find out who killed him.’

			He was right, of course. Every word of it. I never forget a face and especially a face like his, which was made for denouncing heretics and burning books, probably both at the same time, one on top of the other. Laugh lines as hard and lacking laughs as a wire coat hanger were etched on either side of a nose that looked like the thorn on a halberd. Above the hooked nose were the small, expressionless blue eyes of a giant moray eel. The jaw was unfeasibly wide and the complexion vaguely purplish, although that might have been the cold, while the man’s height and build and white hairs were those of a retired heavyweight boxer. I felt that at any moment he might feel me out with his jab or plant his big right fist deep in what still remained of the solar part of my plexus. I remembered his name was Schramma and he’d been a criminal secretary at the Munich Police Praesidium and while I didn’t remember much more about him I did remember the night I’d spent in the cells.

			‘That’s what was funny, see? Nobody liked Paul Herzefelde. And not just because he was a Jew the way you thought. People thought he was a crook. On the take. You could have seen that just looking at his clothes. It was strongly suspected that one of Munich’s biggest ­fraudsters – ­a fellow named ­Kohl – ­had bribed him to look the other way. People thought it was Nazis that killed Herzefelde but it probably wasn’t. My guess is that, not satisfied with the bribe, Herzefelde tried to squeeze Kohl for more and he didn’t like it.’

			‘I think you’re mistaking me for someone else. I’ve never met anyone by that name. And I was never a policeman in Berlin. I hate cops.’ I thought about the résumé I’d been writing for myself and chided myself for neglecting the Weimar Republic years. ‘I did work in Berlin for a while. But I was a doorman at the Adlon Hotel. So maybe that’s where you saw me. ­Herr—?’

			‘Schramma, Criminal Secretary Schramma. Look, friend, it doesn’t bother me if you’ve got yourself a new Fritz Schmidt. Lots of people have these days and for all kinds of smart reasons. Believe me, a cop who lives in this town needs two simultaneous telephone directories just to know who the hell he’s talking to. But if you were looking for a job, then maybe I can help you. For old times’ sake.’

			‘I don’t think you really mean to help me, do you? My impression is that you’re trying to shake me down in the hope that ­something might fall from my pockets. But I’m a man with two jobs, which means I’m broke, see? That should be obvious. And any apples left on my branches are probably ­half-­eaten or rotten by now.’

			Schramma grinned sheepishly. ‘Knowledge is power, right? I don’t know who said that but I bet it was a German.’

			I didn’t contradict him. Nor did he see the irony in his last remark.

			‘Look, what the hell do you care who I am? I’m so down on my luck I have casinos offering me a job to come and jinx their high rollers. I tell you again, I’m nobody, you big ape. You’re wasting your time. There are blackboard monitors in school classrooms who are more important than me.’

			‘Maybe. Maybe not. But I can promise you this. As soon as I figure out who you really are, Ganz, you’re mine. Like you, I have to do one or two other jobs just to make ends meet. Security work. Private investigations. Most of the work is tedious and ­time-­consuming but sometimes it’s also dangerous. Which means I can use an ex-copper like you in all sorts of ways I’m quite sure you can easily imagine.’

			I could see that was true. I wasn’t sure what he had in mind but I’d intimidated enough lowlifes as a policeman in Berlin myself to know that none of this was likely to be to my own advantage.

			‘And don’t even think of disappearing. If you do that I’ll just have to name Christof Ganz as a suspect in some old case that nobody gives a crap about. You know I can make you fit all kinds of descriptions. Probably done that shit yourself.’

			I flicked my cigarette butt at the smooth green ass of the angel who was looking out for the soul of the Grand Duke and gave an exasperated sigh, which sounded a lot less exasperated than I was actually feeling.

			‘Go ahead and do your worst, copper. But I’m leaving now. I’m late for an appointment with my favourite barman.’

			It was all a bluff, of course. I might have been possessed of a poker face but I had nothing in my hand.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			I’d finished work at the hospital. I went to the washroom beside the mortuary to clean up but while I was there I examined my face without much enthusiasm. What I had against it was its air of disappointment and its lived-in look, the shifty red eyes and furtive expression, as if it was always expecting the tap on the shoulder that might usher its shy owner to a car and then a prison cell for the next ten years.

			I went out the main entrance and walked between two concrete pillars with snakes wrapped around outsized censers on the top; they were much too high up to ask what they were doing there, but I was dimly aware that the ancient Greeks had regarded snakes as sacred, their venom as remedial, and maybe their skin-shedding as symbolic of rebirth and renewal, which as an idea certainly worked for me. It might have been early morning but there were still one or two real snakes around and one of them was sitting in a newish BMW in front of the hospital. As I came out the hospital door, he leaned across the passenger seat and, with a cigar still in his face, shouted through the open passenger window.

			‘Gunther. Bernhard Gunther. As I live and breathe. I was just visiting an old friend in the hospital, and now you turn up. How are you, Gunther? How many years has it been since we saw each other last? Twenty? ­Twenty-­five? I thought you were dead.’

			I stopped on the sidewalk and looked inside, debating my choices and discovering what was obvious, which was that I really didn’t have any. Schramma was shouting so that other passersby could hear him and make me feel all the more uncomfortable. He was smiling gleefully while he did it, too, like a man who’d come to collect on a bet he’d won and I’d lost. If I’d had a gun I would probably have shot him or maybe myself. I used to be afraid of dying but now, on the whole, I find I’m looking forward to it, to getting far away from Bernie Gunther and everything to do with him, from his tangled history and uneasy way of thinking, from his inability to adjust to this modern world; but most of all I’m looking forward to getting away from all the people who knew him, or who claim to have known him, like Criminal Secretary Schramma. I’ve tried being someone else several times but who I am always comes back to kick me in the teeth.

			‘I told you I’d find out who you are. Hey, come on. Don’t be such a sore loser. You don’t know it yet, but I’m here to do you a favour, Gunther. Seriously. You’ll thank me for what I’m going to tell you. So hurry up and get in the car before someone realizes that you’re not who you say you are. Besides, it’s too cold to sit here with the window open. I’m freezing my plums off.’

			I ducked into the car, closed the door, and wound up the window without saying a word. Almost immediately I wished I’d left the window alone; Schramma’s cigar smelled like a bonfire in a plague pit.

			‘You want to know how I found out who you are?’

			‘Go ahead and amaze me.’

			‘The Munich Police Praesidium came through the war pretty much unscathed. The records, too. Like I said, I knew we met sometime before Hitler. And that meant it was before Heydrich, too. Heydrich was chief of police in Munich for a while and changed the filing system. He was very efficient, as you probably know. All that ­cross-­referencing he did still comes in handy sometimes. So it was relatively simple to find the name of a detective from the famous Alex, in Berlin, who was our guest for the night after assaulting our desk sergeant.’

			‘As I recall the incident, he hit me first.’

			‘I’m quite sure of it. I remember that sergeant. A right bastard, he was. It was 1932. ­Twenty-­five years. How about that? My God. How time flies, eh?’

			‘Not at this present moment.’

			‘Like I said before, it doesn’t bother me what you did during the war. The Old Man says it’s all ancient history now, even in the GDR. But every so often the commies still feel obliged to make an example of someone, just so as they can distinguish their own tyranny from the fascist one that went before. Could be they want you. Could be they might have you, too. Old Nazis are about the only kind of criminals the West is disposed to send back across the border these days.’

			‘It’s nothing like that,’ I said. ‘I’m not a war criminal. I didn’t kill anyone.’

			‘Oh, sure. Christof Ganz is just the name you write poetry under. Your nom de plume, as it were. I get that. I like to move under the radar a bit myself, sometimes. For a cop, I mean. Then there’s Interpol. I haven’t checked with them yet, but I wouldn’t mind betting they have a file on you. Of course, I can’t look at that one without putting a flag up. Once I’ve asked, they’ll want to know why I want to know and maybe they’ll try to take it a stage further. So from here on in it’s your call, Gunther. Only you’d better make sure it’s the right one, for your sake.’

			‘You’ve made your point, Schramma. You’ve found some leverage and you have my cooperation. But get to the part where you want to do me a favour, will you? I’m tired and I want to go home. I’ve spent all night ferrying corpses and if I stay here any longer I’m liable to search your big ugly mouth for a coin.’

			He didn’t get it. Not that I cared. Mostly I’m talking for myself these days. And wit only sounds like wit when there’s someone around to appreciate it. Most of the time people like Schramma just talked too much. In Germany there was too much talk, too much opinion, too much conversation and none of it very good. Television and the wireless were just noise. To be effective, words have to be distilled as if they’ve arrived in your balloon via a retort and a cool receiver.

			‘Have you heard of a local politician called Max Merten? Originally from Berlin, but lives in Munich now.’

			‘Vaguely. When I was at the Alex there was a Max Merten who was a young district court counsel from the Ministry of Justice.’

			‘Must be the same Fritz. Done very nicely for himself, too. Nice house in Nymphenburg. Smart office on ­Kardinal-Faulhaberstrasse. He’s one of the co-founders of the ­All-­German People’s ­Party – ­the GVP, which is closely associated with the socialist SED. The other founder is Gustav Heinemann, who used to be a prominent member of the CDU and the interior minister until he fell out with the Old Man. But money’s tight for politics right now. Funds for new parties are thin on the ground. I mean, who wants to be rid of our ­miracle-­working Konrad ­Adenauer – ­apart from Heinemann, of course, and some oversensitive Jews?

			‘So a few weeks ago Max Merten hired me, privately, to check out the bona fides of a potential new Party ­donor – ­General Heinrich Heinkel, who’s offered to fund the GVP. But Merten has a not unreasonable suspicion that Heinkel is still a Nazi. And he doesn’t want the GVP taking any tainted money. Anyway it turns out that Merten was right, although not in the way he suspected. Heinkel’s ten thousand is actually coming from the GDR. You see, Merten’s business partner is a prominent German politician by the name of Walter Hallstein, who’s the Old Man’s foreign minister in all but name, and the fellow who’s been conducting our negotiations to set up this new European Economic Community. The GDR hates the idea of the ­EEC – ­and more particularly the European Defence Community, of which West Germany will be an important ­member – ­and has planned an elaborate undercover operation to discredit the GVP and Merten in the hope that some of the mud they throw will eventually stick to Professor Hallstein. Now, you might ask why an old Nazi is fronting money for the GDR. Well, Heinkel’s eldest son managed to get himself arrested in Leipzig, where he is currently languishing in a jail cell as a guarantor of his father’s cooperation. If he does exactly what he’s told, the young man will be released. That’s his deal.

			‘A few nights from now Heinkel is going to pay over the money in cash to Merten at the general’s house in Bogenhausen. There’s a room in Heinkel’s house that has been suitably decorated with swastikas and other evidence of the general’s continuing Nazism. While Merten is there the police will turn up to arrest Heinkel for various offences, including selling Nazi memorabilia. And in order to save his skin Heinkel will tell the police that the money was actually meant as a bribe for Professor Hallstein.’

			‘And you found out all this how?’ I asked.

			‘I’m a cop, Gunther. That’s what cops do. We find out stuff we’re not supposed to know about. Some days I do the crossword in twenty minutes. Others I dig up shit on people like you and Heinkel.’

			‘So why are you telling me all this, and not Max Merten?’

			Schramma puffed his cigar silently and as his curious blue eyes narrowed I began to guess the whole dirty scheme, which is a bad habit of mine: I’ve always been possessed of a sneaking and ­uncomfortable feeling that underneath any evidence to the contrary I’m a really bad ­man – ­which makes me better able to ­second-­guess other bad men. Maybe it’s the edge you need to be a good cop.

			‘Because you’ve told Max Merten that General Heinkel is on the level, haven’t you? That’s it, isn’t it? The cops aren’t going to come at all for the simple reason you’re planning to snatch the GDR’s money for yourself. You’re going to turn up an hour or two before Max Merten and rob this general.’

			‘Something like that. And you’re going to help me, Gunther. After all, it’s quite possible that Heinkel may have company. A man who robs alone is a man who gets caught.’

			‘There’s only one thing worse than a crook and it’s a crooked cop.’

			‘You’re the one with the false identity, Gunther, not me. In my book that says you’re dirty. So spare me any lectures about honesty. If I have to I’ll take care of the job myself. Of course, that will mean you’ll be in jail or, at the very least, on the run. But I’d much prefer it if you were there, backing me up.’

			‘I’m beginning to understand a little more about what happened to Paul Herzefelde back in 1932,’ I said. ‘It was you who was squeezing that fraudster, wasn’t it? Kohl, was it? Did Herzefelde guess as much? Yes, that would fit. It was you who killed him. And you who let the Nazis take the blame because he was a Jew. That was smart. I’ve misjudged you, Schramma. You must be awfully good at pretending to be a good cop to get away with it for so many years.’

			‘Really, it’s not so difficult these days. The police are like ­everyone else in Germany. A little short on manpower after the war. They can’t afford to be so fussy about who they have back on the force. Now you, you really are a smart fellow, the way you figured all that out in just a few minutes.’

			‘If I was that smart I wouldn’t be sitting in this car talking to a bastard like you, Schramma.’

			‘You’re selling yourself short, Gunther. It’s not every day you solve a murder that’s ­twenty-­five years old. Believe it or not, I like that about you. And it’s another reason I want you along for the ride. You don’t think like a normal person. If you’ve survived this long as someone else, I figure you can see things coming. Situations developing. I can use experience like that. Now, and in the future. There’s no one left in Munich I can really trust; most of my younger Ettstrasse colleagues are too honest for their own good, and more importantly, for mine.’

			‘I’m glad to hear that. I’d hate to think we lost a war just to keep scum like you in uniform.’

			‘Keep using your mouth if that helps. But I figure some money will shut you up. I’ll make it worth your while, Gunther. I’ll give you ten per cent. That’s a thousand marks. Don’t tell me you couldn’t use a thousand marks. Fate looks like it’s been dogging your footsteps for a long time now with a length of lead pipe in its hand.’

			As if to make the point there was now an automatic pistol in his own big hand and it was jammed up against my liver, which I figured I could ill afford to lose in spite of the damage it had already sustained after years of heavy drinking.

			‘Just don’t get too clever with me, Gunther,’ he said, and nodded at the hospital’s front door. ‘Or it’ll be your corpse that’s short of a face in that stinking mortuary.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			A ­pewter-­coloured sky compressed the cold, even landscape; for a Bavarian town Munich is as flat as a mattress and just as comfortable, and there’s no part of Munich more comfortable than Bogenhausen, on the east bank of the Isar River. General Heinkel’s house was a white ­three-­storey villa with louvred green shutters, about thirty windows, and a vaguely ­fairy-­tale stillness. You could hear the river in the drains and, in the little church that was opposite where Schramma had parked the BMW, the sound of an organist practicing a Bach cantata that might have been O lovely day, o ­hoped-­for ­time, only that wasn’t how I regarded it. A green picket fence sloped gently down to an untidy line of deciduous trees that bordered the Isar. On the other side of the empty cobbled street was a small military hospital for soldiers whom the war had left maimed or horribly disfigured. I knew this because while we were sitting in the car we watched in uncomfortable silence as a group of maybe ten or fifteen of them trooped out of the gate to take their afternoon constitutional around Bogenhausen. One man glanced in our window as he passed by although, in truth, it was hard to believe that this had been his intention as a large part of his face was pointed in completely the opposite direction. The man behind him seemed to be wearing a pair of thick goggles or spectacles made of pink flesh that were the result, perhaps, of some plastic surgery that was intended to remedy extensive facial burns. A third man with one eye and one leg and one arm and two crutches appeared to be in charge, and I thought of Pieter Bruegel’s famous ­painting ­The Blind Leading the ­Blind ­and shuddered as I considered my own comparatively good fortune. It’s true what Homer says that sometimes it’s the dead who are the mighty lucky ones.

			‘Jesus Christ,’ exclaimed Schramma, relighting his cigar. ‘Will you look at that goddamn hink? And I thought you were ugly, Gunther.’ He took out a silver hip flask and bit off a large piece of the contents.

			‘Show a little respect,’ I said.

			‘For what? That little hit parade? Better those limping hinks than me, that’s what I say.’

			‘In this particular case I’m forced to agree with you. They are better than you, Schramma. And always will be.’ I shook my head. His company was beginning to become tiresome. ‘What are we waiting for anyway? You still haven’t said.’

			‘We’re waiting for the money to turn up, that’s what. As soon as it does we’re in business, but not until. So stop flapping your tongue and take a bite of this.’

			He handed me the flask, on which were engraved the words Thank You, Christian Schramma, for being our Wedding Witness, 25.11.1947. Pieter and Johanna. I almost laughed at the idea of a snake like Schramma being the best man at anyone’s wedding; then again, it wasn’t just the German police who were short of good men, it was everyone these days. Pieter and Johanna included. I took a swig from the flask; it was cheap schnapps but nonetheless welcome. Alcohol is the best accomplice for almost any crime you care to mention.

			‘I’m just saying,’ he said. ‘It’s a bit of a shock, that’s all. To see men like that walking around the streets, scaring the horses. They should wave a red flag or something, like they used to do when a train was coming.’

			‘The sea always looks nice until the tide goes out,’ I said, ‘and then you see all the ugly things it hides. Germany’s a bit like that, I think. I mean, we’ve got more of that kind of thing than most. It’s to be expected and we shouldn’t be surprised when we find what’s really there. That’s all I’m saying.’

			‘Me, I’m more of a Darwinist, I guess. I tend to believe in a Germany in which only the strong will survive.’

			‘That’s a new idea.’

			‘Oh, I don’t mean politically. Politics are finished in this country. I mean survival not just of the fittest, but of the best, too. The best people to make the best cars and the best washing machines and the best vacuum cleaners. It seems so obvious that I wonder why Hitler didn’t think of it himself. Germany, the manufacturing powerhouse and the economic master of Europe. And with that, a new realism. Sure, human values will have importance but for a long while yet the cold numbers will have to take precedence if we’re going to be back on top where we belong.’

			I took a second swig and handed back the flask. ‘Is this the speech you gave at the wedding or at Bretton Woods?’

			‘Fuck you, Gunther.’ Schramma took a swig from the flask and swished it around like a mouthwash. He needed it with the cigar he was smoking. ‘As soon as I get enough money from this whole deal I’m going to buy myself a share of the economic miracle. I’m going to go into business for myself.’

			‘And this little caper is what? Pro bono publico?’

			‘I mean I’m going to become a manufacturer. I’m going to buy myself this nice little factory I know that makes cutlery.’

			‘What do you know about manufacturing?’

			‘Nothing. But I know how to use a knife and fork.’

			‘Now that is a surprise.’

			‘Seriously, though. This is what’s going to give Germany an advantage over England, for example. That bottom line on the balance sheet. The Tommies mistakenly believe that their victory has earned them the right to those human values first. That’s why they created their welfare state but history will prove they can’t afford it. You see if I’m wrong.’

			There was more of this; maybe Schramma saw himself as the new Paul Samuelson, not that it mattered because after a few ­minutes I stopped listening. That’s probably good advice with all economists. After a few more minutes a man wearing a Gannex coat and a Karakul hat came up the slope from the river end and went through the gate of the white house.

			‘Here we go,’ said Schramma.

			He’d already given me a scarf with which to cover my face but now he took out a Walther PPK, worked the slide, thumbed the hammer down to make it safe, and handed it to me, but then held on to the pistol for a moment so that he could deliver a short lecture.

			‘Just so you know, I have to pay someone out of my share, and this person knows who you are.’

			‘Oh? Who’s that?’

			‘All you need to know is that if you ­double-­cross me then you’ll be ­double-­crossing him, too. So don’t go getting any bright ideas, Gunther. I want you watching my back, not putting a hole in it. Clear?’

			‘Clear.’ But of course it wasn’t, not by a long chalk. I knew there was now a round in the ­chamber – ­it was impossible to work the slide on an automatic without putting some brass in ­there – ­but I had no idea if that round was live or blank. The way I saw things it was taking a risk, him giving me a loaded gun, so why would he? What was to stop me from robbing him of the ten thousand when he’d finished robbing the general?

			I figured a blank would serve his purpose just as well as a live round; no one was going to argue with a pistol, and if I had to shoot, my making a loud noise would be almost as effective as putting a bullet in someone; safer for him that way, too. Of course, I might have worked the slide myself and dropped the round into the palm of my hand and found out one way or the other but, in a strange way, it suited us both for me to act as if the gun was loaded, even if it wasn’t. Naturally it had crossed my mind that the real purpose of his asking me along was not to watch his back but to see if he could really trust me or even to be the fall guy. I figured I had a better chance of coming through it all unscathed if I actively allowed Schramma to believe that I believed I was properly heeled.

			He let the gun go and I thrust it quickly into my coat pocket.

			We got out of the car and I followed him through the picket gate. We walked around to the side of the house and the back door. The organist had started playing another cantata, which the rooks and crows seemed to enjoy more than I did, the way they were joining in on the chorus. By now there were a few lights on in the house but only on the second floor.

			Schramma stopped by a wheelbarrow that was leaning against the wall and glanced in the window through the back door, which wasn’t locked. A few moments later we were in the house. There was a strong smell of apples and cinnamon in the air as if someone had been baking strudel but it didn’t make me feel hungry. In fact, I felt a little sick; I couldn’t help but notice that the grip on the .38 in Schramma’s hand was ­Dekka-­taped as if he planned on leaving it at the scene, which didn’t augur well for anyone, me least of all. You don’t plan to leave a gun behind unless you’ve used it. So I was feeling scared about what I’d let myself in for. But what choice did I have? Christof Ganz was just getting started in life and it wasn’t like there were any other new identities available to me. Not even in Germany. For the moment, at least, my foot was well and truly caught between the serrated steel jaws of Schramma’s mantrap.

			Schramma balanced his ­half-­chewed cigar on the side of the kitchen table, pulled the scarf over his nose and mouth, outlaw-style, and then nodded at me to do the same. We walked quietly along a dimly lit corridor toward a room with voices at the front of the house.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			Inside the room everything looked straightforward enough: a short man with a Kaiser Wilhelm waxed moustache and wearing a green leather waistcoat, the general was standing in the dining room, opposite a man in a Gannex coat who was younger than I’d supposed, with one of those little blond beards beloved of aspirant Leninists. The money, all ten thousand of it, lay on the ­red-­checked tablecloth under the eyes of a Northern Renaissance portrait of a young woman with a folded vellum letter in her hand. If it was good news her expression wasn’t giving anything away. Then again, she was losing the hair on her crown, so she didn’t have much to be cheerful about.

			‘Who the hell are you?’ spluttered the general. ‘What’s the meaning of this?’

			‘The gun and the mask ought to be a bit of a clue, General,’ said Schramma. ‘I mean to steal this money. But if you do exactly what you’re told you won’t get hurt.’ He stood to one side and jerked the gun at the door. ‘Downstairs. Now.’

			The general walked to the door but the other man stayed put as if Schramma hadn’t been speaking to him.

			‘You too,’ added Schramma.

			The man in the Gannex coat frowned as if this was somehow a surprise to him. ‘Me?’

			Schramma put the gun against the man’s head and lifted the edge of the Karakul hat so that it now sat on the back of his ­blond-­haired head like a skullcap. Quickly he frisked him for a gun and not finding one said, ‘What do you want, a memo? Yes, you too.’

			The man in the hat gave Schramma an angry, bitter sort of look, almost as if they knew each other, and perhaps he would have said more but for the gun in the cop’s hand. It’s never a good idea to be brave around a .38. People have been shot for less. I expect the general knew that. And like me perhaps he’d noticed that the butt of the gun was taped, and the trigger, too, probably. So he bit his lip, wisely I thought, and walked ahead of us, with me bringing up the rear like some dumb postilion who looked like he was just along for the ride.

			I followed the three men down the creaking wooden stairs. At the end of a long ­stone-­flagged corridor was a big grey metal door with two lock handles. Underneath a spy hole was the word panzerlit. It was an old bomb shelter.

			‘Open it,’ Schramma told the general.

			‘What are you going to do?’ asked the general, turning the handle. He opened the door and switched on the light to reveal a largish wine cellar. A rich smell of mildewed bottles and damp filled the air. I didn’t know much about wine, but I estimated there must have been almost a thousand bottles in there. It was the ­best-­equipped bomb shelter I’d ever seen.

			‘I’m going to lock you in here so you can’t call the police,’ said Schramma. He jerked the pistol again. ‘Get inside. Both of you.’
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